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Nancy Welch,M.S. 

! [ƛŦŜΩǎ Wƻǳrney to Joy 

When I first began this project, I had no idea that I would experience 

such sudden suffering and the ultimate loss of my parents, one to the 

complications of cancer and compromised lungs, one to the fogs of 

AlzhŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΦ 

Writing this book, I had interviewed many people with different 

health issues, but never thought of my own family as being so 

vulnerable to suffering, incurable disease, and for my father, a 

protracted, agonizing death. Although the first Noble Truth of 

.ǳŘŘƘƛǎƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ όƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ άŘǳƘƪƘŀΣέ ŀ 

Sanskrit term meaning dissatisfaction, the anguish of being caught in 
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a constant cycle of craving and aversion) and although this truth tells 

us that sickness, old age, and death are inevitable, I had somehow 

managed to avoid applying this truth to those I had relied upon all my 

life.  

Throughout most of my life, L ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǎƛŎƪέ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ I 

developed Juvenile Rheumatoid Arthritis (JRA) when I was just seven  

years old. Three hundred thousand children in the United States have 

been diagnosed with JRA, a disease that destroys the lining of the 

joints and deforms the bones.  

My parents alternately doted on me -- allowing me outrageous  

temper tantrums whenever I felt angry or depressed  and  letting me 

stay home from school whenever I complained of pain -- or else they 

ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ƳŜ  ǘƻ ƴƻǘ άƎƛǾŜ ƛƴέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀƛƴ and try to do as much as was 

physically possible. Both these approaches left me angry and 

confused. The many rounds we made from doctor to doctor trying to  

get a definitive diagnosis (in the early 60s, in St. Louis where we lived, 

JRA seemed to be unfamiliar to many physicians) only left me angrier 

and more confused and, worst of all, ashamed. 

Neither of my parents was comfortable confronting physicians. Like 

many of their Depression Era generation, they revered doctors and 

rarely questioned their judgments or treatment plans. The doctors 

and nurses themselves seemed uncomfortable when presented with 
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a child with my symptoms, and were often less than compassionate. 

One nurse I remember told me sternly to άǎǘƻǇ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ōŀōȅέ ŦƻǊ 

crying when presented with yet another blood draw by a needle that 

looked as big as my arm. 

Once we found a doctor who was able to identify the JRA and 

prescribe a course of Solgenol injections, a very new medicine at the 

time used ǘƻ ǎƭƻǿ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ auto-immune response, my 

parents were relieved and placed all their faith in the one doctor who 

seemed to know what was happening to me.  

The weekly injections helped my disorder and the medicine slowed 

the progression of the disease. However, by then many of my joints 

were already deformed and no medicine could correct that. As a 

result, I looked different, walked with a limp, could not run or play 

ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎǇƻǊǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŜŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ άǿŜƛǊŘƻΦέ 

At times my mother would cry when she had to put on my socks and 

shoes for me in the morning because my fingers would not uncurl. 

¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴǎǳƭǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΥ άƭƛƳǇƛƴƎ 

ƭƛȊŀǊŘΣέ άǿƛǘŎƘΩǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎέ --  ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǾŜǊǘ ƎǊƛŜŦ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ 

condition, led me to feel somehow responsible for the sorrow and 

the medical expenses  that accrued as well as the cruelty I 

encountered at school.   
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Although often using my disease as a way to get out of school or  

chores, over time I learned to hide my deformities in public, and 

would sometimes fly into a rage if anyone dared mention it outside 

the family. I was, to say the least, greatly conflicted; still, in a 

ǇŜǊǾŜǊǎŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǿŀȅΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άǎǘŀǘǳǎέ ƛǘ ƎŀǾŜ 

ƳŜ ŀǎ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣέ ŀƴŘ άǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘΦέ 

Over the years, the Solgenol injections lost effectiveness, and I was  

on so many different medications I  lost count. More importantly, my 

psychological defenses for coping with the pain and continuing 

degeneration (which is inevitable with JRA) were not healthy. I felt an 

unending anger at God, at the world but most of all, at myself for 

ōŜƛƴƎ άŀōƴƻǊƳŀƭΣέ for not fitting in. I was rebellious, often in trouble 

in school; I experimented at length with drugs and flirted with 

suicide. In retrospect, I know I was punishing myself and those who 

loved me and feared for me by engaging in these behaviors. Both as a 

teen and a young adult I would deny the disease, and put off taking 

my medication until I could barely walk. I felt deeply sorry for myself 

but would not allow anyone else to speak of it or offer comfort. The 

self-hatred was more than obvious, but it was not until I entered 

psychotherapy during graduate school that I slowly began to unravel 

some of the horrible binds I had put myself in.  
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My therapist, an incredibly gentle, patient, and completely honest 

woman, helped me see how I still blamed myself for being deformed, 

for needinƎ ƳŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ medical expenses, for 

needing help with difficult physical activities, and for feeling too 

ashamed to ask for that help.  !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ŀ ά.ǳŘŘƘƛǎǘέ 

psychologist, she helped me see the cycle of suffering I had created 

for myself, by alternately denying reality and raging against the fact 

that it would not change.  

Therapy also showed me that after a lifetime of being at war with 

myself the neuro-chemicals in my brain that normally would help me 

feel a sense of calm and well-being were absolutely depleted. The 

deep feelings of depression and self-hate were not just my old teen 

drama, but a very real physiological condition that I now understand 

often accompanies chronic illness and pain.  

Therapy and medications were helpful, but it was not until I began 

exploring the practice of Zen meditation that I was able to put my 

άǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎέ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ different perspective. Through the quiet 

of just sitting, attending to my breathing rather than all the busy 

thoughts in my head, I found I could have moments of peace in my 

mind.  Reading some of the teachings of Zen, I learned that I was 

creating much of my own inner turmoil by piling suffering upon 
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suffering in the form of the hate and shame and condemnation I felt 

toward my disease.  

 I must admit that I was not a quick learner. In fact, because it is 

impossible for me to sit in the traditional postures of lotus or even 

half lotus, I often ran away from the meditation hall because of that 

same old shame before I realized that perfect, stone-Buddha posture 

is not what meditation is about.  

With a good teacher and a supportive meditation sangha -- a 

community of people who practice and study meditation -- I slowly 

learned that meditation is not a curative; ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ άǊƛƎƘǘέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ 

make my pain and suffering disappear. Rather, Zen meditation is 

about not adding to the suffering that is inevitable in all our lives 

especially if we refuse to accept life on its own terms. Zen is about 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

present moment, noting the various thoughts and feelings that arise 

as you sit quietly breathing, on a cushion or a chair or even lying 

down, but not grabbing those thoughts and running with them, 

tripping yourself up in fears for the future, regrets from the past, or 

rages at the present. The meditation that has helped me cope in 

healthier ways with the facts of my disease is a loving meditation, 

devoted to living fully, joyfully in the present, breathing deeply, 

watching how frantic my mind can be about absolutely nothing, 
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causing me to miss what is right before me, right now.  The joy I 

speak of is not that of permanent bliss; rather, it is the feeling of 

peaceful acceptance of life just as it is.  

Although a daily practice meditation of at least 20-30 minutes each 

day is recommended by every teaching I have encountered, I do not 

practice in this traditional way every day.  At least two or three days 

each week I practice with the sangha at the dharma hall, sitting on a 

cushion or a chair, following my  breath, bowing, and chanting with 

the group according to our established schedule. When I am at home 

or at my office, I have a rocking chair at each place, and a small foot 

stool.  I sit with these supports for anywhere from ten to twenty 

minutes, depending on my schedule, and gently rock as I follow my 

breath and watch my thoughts flow in and out of my mind.  

Sometimes I find that I get caught up in those thoughts, follow them 

like a story, a daydream or a problem to be solved.  When I catch 

myself in this process, I try ǘƻ ΨǳƴƘƻƻƪέ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 

return my focus to my breath, to whatever is happening in my body. 

Am I tense, afraid, tired, or hungry?  I label these thoughts and put 

them aside for later if they truly need attending to, then return to 

following my breath.  I find this short, informal practice particularly 

helpful at work.  I feel centered, more grounded and ready to be fully 

present with my next client. 
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There is a saying I have heard and often repeat to myself: pain is 

inevitable, suffering is optional. As bodies and minds that eventually 

deteriorate, sicken, and die, we cannot escape pain. Nor, given our 

mental and emotional abilities to love, hate, fear, and desire can we 

escape the psychological pain that is inevitable in all human relations.  

But what we DO with that pain, whether we let it grab us by the nose 

so that we are pulled here and there, with no peace, no cessation of 

fear, desire, confusion, and pain, or whether we let all those feelings 

arise, without grasping or pushing them away, simply letting them be 

and move on, as they will, like clouds in a vast sky -- that is what will 

determine the extent of our suffering.   

Returning to my opening remarks in this essay: despite all my years of 

training as a psychotherapist and as a Zen student (I  recently 

received Lay Entrustment, certification from my teacher to be a Zen 

teacher), I was still in an unconscious state of denial that my parents 

would ever leave me. For all of my fifty-three years they had been 

together, in my childhood home, always there to welcome me 

άƘƻƳŜΣέ to take my phone calls, commiserate with my sadness, and 

ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōƻǳǘs 

with cancer of the jaw, they remained fixed in my mind as somehow 

invulnerable. After all, they did the New York Times crossword puzzle 

ŜǾŜǊȅ Řŀȅ άǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ƳƛƴŘǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜΦέ They traveled throughout 
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Great Britain and Ireland in their late 70s, played bridge and 

volunteered at hospitals and a raptor rehabilitation center (my father 

loved caring for and photographing all birds, especial large birds of 

prey).  They swore they weǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ άŦƛƴŜέ and needed no assistance, 

even as they approached their late 80s.  

Then, last year in July, my mother suffered a terrible fall, and my 

father fell trying to help her. They were each too frail to help each 

other. They lay on the floor, out of reach of the phone, going in and 

out of consciousness for four days before neighbors discovered them 

(my siblings and I all lived out of state).  

¢ƘŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ǿŀǎ 

profound. I have sat with friends as they watched their parents die. I 

ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜƭŘ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŜŘ ƻŦ ŎŀƴŎŜǊΦ .ǳǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 

so helpless, confused, my father unable to breathe without a 

ǾŜƴǘƛƭŀǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǊŀǇƛŘƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ !ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎΣ 

was a kind of suffering I never imagined for myself or my family.  

In this book I have interviewed people who have cared for their ill 

spouses or dying parents, but never did I realize the depth of my own 

fear of this ever happening to me. Looking back, the words of the 

wonderful people who told me their stories for this book seemed to 

have been preparing me for what was to come. And the love and 
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support of my teacher and sangha has enabled me to accept the 

reality of sorrowful loss without it breaking me completely. 

I flew to St. Louis several times during the year as my father slowly 

died at home with the support of hospice. I was able to sit with him, 

read to him, and finally meditate with him as he silently did his own 

prayer with his rosary.  

Meditation takes many forms in many other faiths, often through 

repetitive prayer. My father was a devout Catholic and typically 

prayed the full five decades of the rosary daily. I was not there the 

day he died, but I know that through those moments of quiet 

meditation with each other, I was able to feel the pain of losing him, 

without the added suffering of hysterical denial and fear. 

My mother continues to struggle with severe symptoms of 

!ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎΦ aȅ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ tŀŘŘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ wƛŎƪΣ ƳƻǾŜŘ 

from California to the family home in St. Louis to care for her. They 

are models of true compassion and love, despite the daily 

frustrations of having to care for a mother as one would for a small 

(and often very angry) child. Like bodhisattvas, enlightened beings 

who return to this world to help others become free of suffering, 

they help my mother through her fears, hallucinations, anger and 

sorrow.  
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Originally I wanted to write this book to give others hope that despite 

chronic illness and pain, there are options to how one learns to 

accept suffering. I did not know how much the powerful stories of 

ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

most difficult losses I have ever experienced. It is my hope that the 

voices here will lead others, too, to the profound, loving, and most of 

all, joyful acceptance of life on its own terms.   
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Norman Fischer 

Norman Fischer: Working With the Chronically Ill 

Norman is an author, poet, and priest. He makes presentations 

worldwide, including an  appearance on the Oprah Winfrey show. For 

many years he has taught at the San Francisco Zen Center, the oldest 

and largest of the new Buddhist organizations in the West, where he 

served as Co-abbot from 1995-2000.  

He is presently a Senior Dharma Teacher there, as well as the founder 

and spiritual director of the Everyday Zen Foundation, an 

organization dedicated to adapting Zen Buddhist teachings to 

Western culture in an accessible and adaptable way.   
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A person of unusually wide-ranging interests, he is known for the 

eclecticism, openness, warmth, and common sense of his Zen 

teaching, and for his willingness to let go of everything, including Zen, 

as a dogmatic system of beliefs. His chief interests, in addition to 

poetry and traditional Zen and Buddhist teachings, are the adaptation 

of Zen meditation and understanding to the worlds of business, law, 

conflict resolution, interreligious dialogue (particularly with Jewish 

and Catholic faiths), the world of technology, and the care of the 

dying (he has for many years been a teacher with, and is emeritus 

chair of the board, of the Zen Hospice Project).   

 

Q.  When did you begin practicing Zen, Norman? 

A.  I began my Zen practice in 1970. As a young man in college, I was 

interested in the nature of reality. I thought meditation would be a 

good way to investigate reality. When I found out about the practice, 

I immediately devoted myself to it.  

I went to train in a Zen monastery in America from 1976 to 1981. In 

1981 I moved to a Zen temple that was a semi-monastic enclosure. I 

lived there from 1981 until 2000. I was ordained as a priest in 1980. 

Between 1995 and 2000 I was abbot of San Francisco Zen Center. I 

have spent my whole life in Zen training temples with daily 

meditation practice and frequent Zen retreats. I received Dharma 
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transmission (the complete acknowledgement of the understanding 

of the teachings of Buddha) from my teacher, Mel Weitzman. Dharma 

transmission is a very special ceremony giving a priest certain 

authority and empowerments.  

After my term of office as abbot was over, I retired from the Zen 

center and started the Everyday Zen Foundation. Everyday Zen is a 

large umbrella organization that includes many different Zen groups 

up and down the Pacific Coast from Canada to Mexico, as well as a 

number of other projects. Everyday Zen involves the application of 

meditation to various aspects of American life, including the work of 

conflict resolution professionals, people in the technology industry, 

and people caring for the dying.  So, briefly, that is that what I have 

been doing for the past thirty-five to forty years or so, as well as 

raising a family.  

Q.  Have you worked with many health compromised students?  

A.  People who have been practicing Zen with me have had illnesses. 

One of the priests I ordained, a man I was very close with, was 

Michael Sawyer, a painter and full-time Zen practitioner. He suffered 

ŦǊƻƳ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘǿŜƴty-five years. In many ways, he 

ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ǘhe 

centerpiece of his spiritual journey. It was always a very moving thing 

ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ƘƛƳ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ 
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his life he lost the ability to speak. With Michael I really got a crash 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛƴ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ 

practicŜ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ 

disease.  

When I have worked in groups, it has been primarily with dying 

people. I have also worked with people who have cancer and many 

other maladies, as well as with the caretakers of dying people.  

You know, it is very complicated. With physical pain there are so 

many dimensions and there are so many sources of sensations 

involved with the experience of pain. There are the psychological and 

personal feelings that go along with it that actually make it more 

painful, more distressful. It is all of this that we must work within our 

meditation practice.  

Practitioners who have struggled with chronic disease often think:  

άLŦ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƘŀǊŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊƛŘ 

 ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀƛƴΦέ  

That is the trick: to remember that the goal here is not to make the 

pain go away or the difficulty go away; although to be sure 

sometimes there is relief from the pain as a result of meditation 

practice.  

How do we manage it?  

How do we live with what we have?  
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These are important questions. 

Q.  When you work with groups, is there any particular form of 

meditation that you teach or instructions on a particular area 

around the issue of pain?  

A.  I use many different techniques. Typically I will tailor something to 

ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

meditation that I always come back to and that I think is the most 

sitting with the sensations of the body and with the breath. Being 

present with whatever is there, whether pleasant or unpleasant 

sensations, whatever thoughts, whatever feelings may arise. Staying 

with these sensations of the body whatever else arises. 

This is very counterintuitive, one would naturally think ς άƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ƛǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜΚέ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

be present, without hating what you are feeling or trying to make it 

go or stay (if it is pleasant) and just allowing something to come, 

allowing something to go:  that is the most powerful, the most 

fundamental meditation. I always return to that. That is basic. I think 

it is the most profound principle not only of Zen meditation but of all 

Buddhist meditations. We always return to that.  

There is a wonderful, colorful phrase in Zen:  

 

ά¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǉǳǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŜŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴΦέ  
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The first head is:  you have a pain.  For example, with rheumatoid 

arthritis it is pain in the joints. That is one head. Putting a head on top 

of your head is to say:  

¶ άhƘ L ƘŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀƛƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉŀƛƴ ƛǎ ōŀŘ ŀƴŘ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ 

ƛǘΦέ 

¶ ά²Ƙȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƛǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΚέ 

¶ ά²Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘ L ŜǾŜǊ Řƻ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘƛǎΚ ά  

¶ άIƻǿ ŎƻƳŜ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀƛƴΚέ  

All of that actually becomes, in many ways, more painful, or at least 

as painful, as the original pain. The idea is this: can you accept and be 

present with the pain and take away that second head that you put 

on top? If you can, then you just have the original head, and life may 

become much more bearable and sometimes quite beautiful. 

 Q.  I must admit I often question the beauty part. How do you make 

sense of the contradiction of beauty and pain? 

A.  In a way ς you do not even have the disease. You have a set of 

sensations in the body. The disease is a convenient label that is put 

on that set of sensations so we may have a common language; a 

word to symbolize all that we mean when we discuss these 

symptoms. 

In a beauty and health obsessed society like the one we live in, it is 

very difficult to feel you are not in the swim of things, that there is 
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something different about you or something wrong with you. The 

isolation and loneliness of that is really one of the most painful 

aspects of chronic illness. And that pain is very much self-imposed, 

although at the time you do need support.  

Q.  A myth many people believe is that the lotus or half lotus 

Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜΦ LŦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƭŜƎǎ 

crossed, how can I still meditate?  

 A.  When there are meditation instructions given, very often the 

traditional postures of sitting the lotus or half-lotus positions are the 

ones taught the most.  However, meditation can be done in a number 

of ways:  

 

¶ It can be done ōȅ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ όάƪƛƴƘƛƴέύ (see above). 

¶ It can be done sitting a chair. 

¶ It can be done lying down. 



25 

  

There are people who have spinal issues. They may not be able to 

lengthen the spine. But they can do that as much as it is comfortable 

for them and then pay attention to the breathing. We are always 

breathing. There are people who have compromised breathing. But 

we are all breathing to some extent with whatever degree of 

freedom we can manage. Paying attention to the breathing and to 

the sensations of the body regardless of the posture is the point. 

When you have issues with your body one extreme is:  

¶ Oh no! My body is a mess. 

¶ I am wounded. 

¶ I am not as good as other people. 

The other extreme is:  

¶ It is all in my head. 

¶ I ought to be able to sit up perfectly straight in the lotus posture 

no matter what is wrong with me. 

¶ L ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ  

When you have physical issues you have to explore the edge of your 

abilities. You really must make an effort to sit up straight. If it is 

difficult for you because of your condition you have to pay attention 

to that. You have to ask yourself: 

¶ What is my edge? 

¶ What are the physical limitations of my body? 
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¶ What is being influenced by fear rather than pain? 

¶ Where can I be open and straight in the body as much as possible?  

¶ Where am I going too far and imposing something on myself? 

 

 

We want to find our own unique way, 

depending on our condition, to open 

our body, to make the body open and 

uplifted.  

We need to experiment at times to find 

our answers. We want the body to be 

uplifted, lengthened,  and stretched from the inside. We want the 

spirit to open up in the body. We all have to explore the edge of how 

to do that for ourselves.  

Q. You have often mentioned in your talks the importance of taking 

a few deep breaths before you give into the discomfort and move. 

Can you say some more about that?  

A.  That is a very important and profound point. There needs to be     

courage to be able to be there with it. The natural reaction is:   

 

¶  I cannot bear this. 

¶ I need something to distract me from the pain. 
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It is so important to have the courage realistically and honestly, with 

lots of kindness to ourselves, to do what we need to do for ourselves 

and actually be with the sensations in the body as they are.  

Q.  So what you are saying is rather than doing what I usually do, 

trying to move away from the pain -- it is more beneficial to try and 

experience the pain consciously?  

 A.  Yes, some engagement is the thing. Are we willing to engage the  

 sensations of the body that may be very difficult? If ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ engage, 

 if we abdicate our bodies, then things get a lot worse. In reality we 

 are in a constant engagement, a constant dance with our illness. 

It makes it quite creative and quite challenging. An illness can be an  

incredible task of courage and creativity. No doubt it is very difficult  

and tough in a lot of dimensions, as we have been saying.  

If you are willing to engage it, it becomes very noble. Some of the  

most noble and courageous people I know are people who have  

chronic illnesses who have had to cope with them. It has made their  

lives definitely tough but also quite noble and strong because they  

have had so much to deal with. 

Q. Are you saying the best way to meditate is simply opening up, 

focusing on your breath, being in that moment, and experiencing 

your body ς whatever it is, exactly as it is in that moment? Is that 

ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘέ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ? 
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A.  Yes, exactly. Unfortunately that is what we often do not allow 

ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ ²Ŝ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘέ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ 

Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ƛǎΣ άL ƎǳŜǎǎ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀǾŜ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƻǊ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ 

ǊƘŜǳƳŀǘƛǎƳ ƻǊ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ƎǳŜǎǎ L ŀƳ not able to do it 

ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅΦέ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦŜŀǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ½ŀȊŜƴΦ  

Q. If we may switch from the physical to the more mental or 

cognitive aspects of meditationτoften people struggle with 

intrusive thoughts as they sit and breathe. How would you address 

this issue?  

A. In Zen meditation, particularly in the style of Zen we do, Soto Zen 

the goal is not to make the mind blank and free of all thoughts. 

Meditation is not a blankness of mind. The effort is rather to allow 

everything in, to come and go whether it is a thought or a sensation 

or an emotion. As a thought comes:  

¶ We allow it to be there. 

¶ We acknowledge that it is there. 

¶ And we return to our breath. 

This is not what we usually do. What we usually do when a thought  

comes into the mind is to seize on it or we let it seize on us.  

The thought pushes us around. It, in turn, creates so many other  

thoughts. The mind goes around and around and around and so on. 
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The goal in meditation is not to make the mind free of thought. 

Rather, if we wish to say meditation has a goal at all, it is to allow 

thoughts to come and go without getting caught in them. That is a  

subtle difference, but it is really important. If you think you are 

supposed to have no thoughts, you are going to be frustrated. 

Thoughts come and go all the time. As this happens you will think you 

are not doing it correctly. You have to realize that no, that is normal.  

On the other hand, if you just sit there and ruminate, you are not 

going to get the goodness that is possible from meditation. What you 

want to do is bear witness to thoughts as they arise. You can say to 

yourself:  

ά¢Ƙŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘΦ L ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘhought is there. Now, I will 

ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳ ƭŀǘŜǊΦ L ŀƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ōǊŜŀǘƘΦέ  

άhƻǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ is another thought. OK. Thank you very much. I 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ LǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƛŎŜΚ ±ŜǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΦ 

.ŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀǘƘΦέ  

άhƻǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻƴŜΦέ  

That way, very patiently you just stay with your practice. Little by 

little, the mind will be trained to get caught less on thoughts and 

there will be less agitation in thinking. Thoughts will come and go and 

it will be OK. 
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Q . I have heard you say many times during your talks on Zen 

meditation that thoughts and emotions are like clouds. They pass 

through the sky of your mind if you just allow them to pass. Can you 

say more about that?  

 

A.  There is another great Chinese saying about this.  

ά¢ƘŜ ōƭǳŜ ǎƪȅ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘƛƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŎƭƻǳŘǎ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ōȅΦέ  

It is just like you are saying. The white clouds are the thoughts that  

pass by. They can pass by the blue sky that remains constant, 

allowing  

the thoughts to pass.  

The trouble with us most of the time when we are not meditating is 

that there is no blue sky. There is just the sense of our being stuck 

with many thoughts.  
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When you meditate, when you return to the breath and the body, 

you make that commitment to yourself. What you are doing is 

creating ̀the spacious blue sky in which the thoughts can come and 

go. When you do not latch onto them, they are actually not a 

problem.  

Q.  I have found that often thoughts involve memory or future 

planning. In a sense, when you latch onto those thoughts you are no 

ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ even 

exist.  When you return to the present, you see that they are only 

thoughts or memoriesτƴƻ άǊŜŀƭέ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΚ  

A.  There is a surprisingly healing power in being present in the way 

you are speaking of. It is very counterintuitive, but experience bears it 

out. 

Q.  Often when in meditation, I begin to feel very much in balance, 

very much in the moment, without getting too caught up in the 

euphoria that usually does come; when I first rŜŀƭƛȊŜΣ άhƘ ς I am 

ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘΗέ  Lt feels so right and balanced there. Then, suddenly, I am 

no longer in meditation. I am outside, observing myself, and once 

again I am out of balance. What am I doing wrong? What am I 

failing at ς that I am not still in that place?  

A. The project I started after I resigned from the Zen center is called  
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Everyday Zen, which is a phrase of the tradition ς everyday practice, 

everyday mind. 

The most important part of Zen practice is bringing 

the mind that we cultivated in meditation to our everyday 

experience. The thing about meditation is that ς although it may 

seem hard ς it is actually much easier than we think. In meditation, 

we simplify our lives. There is nothing else going on but just sitting 

there and being with ourselves. That is a very good situation for 

training our minds. It is much more complicated to be present in all 

the ways we have been talking about in daily life, when we get 

hooked in a million ways to our usual habits, ways of thinking, and 

ways of being. Zen practice ς and I think this is true of every authentic 

school of meditation ς wants us to go beyond just finding some peace 

and release in meditation  to finding a different way of being in our 

lives all the time. 

 Meditation is a way of training us to do that. So  what we want to do 

then is find a way to let thoughts come and go, not getting hooked in 

old patterns and old routines, which we can do most easily on the 

cushion.  We want to then be able to extend this into our daily lives. 

What if we allowed our senses to take in and truly see and hear and 

smell and feel everything we experience while on a walk? What if we 

stop dreaming and just cook a meal? If we are cutting vegetables, can 
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we stop just wanting to get it 

over with and think about how 

it feels to be: 

 

¶ Standing here right now? 

¶ To be working in this 

moment? 

¶ To be cutting this 

vegetable? 

¶ And now this one? 

 

 

You can talk to or listen to another person, with a powerful sense of 

being present. Certainly in a therapeutic situation, the more you are 

able to really be present with the person as you are listening and 

speaking, the more you will be able to offer them something.  

In every situation we are in, we can always bring that awareness of 

the present moment to wherever we are, whatever we are doing. It 

will always be healing and helpful.  We can, if we choose, use 

everything in our lives as meditation objects.   
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¶ Working in the kitchen  

¶ Walking down the street  

¶ Listening to someone  

¶ Helping someone work 

Our work on the cushion, which we hope is regular and disciplined, or 

to whatever extent we can make it, we then carry over into everyday 

life.  Little by little, we begin to live a life of awareness and honesty 

about what is actually there. That is going to require us to stop 

wishing and wanting and trying to get rid of certain things, or hold on 

to other thƛƴƎǎΦ aŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ ǎŀȅΣ άhYΣ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ 

ŀǎ ƛǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǎΦέ  

If I am insane right now, I am insane right now. Let me live with  

that. If I am happy right now, let me be happy. Let me live with that.  

I am willing to live with whatever comes. If I am able to live with  

whatever comes, then I can have a much happier life.   
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There is nothing worse than having many things going on and you do 

ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ you 

are miserable because you do not want it to be there. That is usually 

what happens when you have an illness, right? You are actively 

miserable. You have put a head on top of your own head. You have 

the illness and now you are miserable because all you want is for that 

illness to go away. We have to cut through that mind and be willing 

to be present. When that happens, magic happens.  

Q. That is very true in my psychotherapy practice. I think I am never 

as present in the moment as when I am really listenƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ 

experience. Yet, I sometimes find later that it is difficult to listen 

fully to my husband or my friends. If I cannot pay attention to them, 

what is the point of my work, either in meditation or with my 

patients?  

A. What you are pointing out is something that will resonate with 

many people. Maybe I can do this at work and maybe I can do this 

with my friends, but it is harder at home. It is harder when I am 

alone. Little by little, we can do it. Little by little, we can extend our 

mindfulness. Also important in what you said is how healing 

compassion can be. You are lucky to have a job like the one you have 

where you can intensely be present with loving concern for others. 

How healing that must be for you to be able to do that. 
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 I think anybody who is suffering from an illness potentially has the 

capacity to be more compassionate with the people in his or her life. 

There is nothing more moving than when someone who is ill says to 

you : 

¶ And how you feeling? 

¶ How is your life?  

¶ What is going on with you?  

When you know they have so much that they are struggling with, you 

find that it is very moving when you hear it. Also, from their point of 

view, it is very healing for them to see compassionate concern for 

others. Compassion itself is medicine. It is healing to be 

compassionate for ourselves and for others. 

  

vΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀ ōƛǘΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘΣέ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ 

ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊƻōŜǎέΚ LŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

faith? How can one meditate if they believe in Jesus or Mohammad?  

A.  No. You do not have to wear robes.  

wŜŀƭƭȅΣ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ 

you have Christian faith or Jewish faith or faith in Islam or you have 

no faith in anything religious. If you are willing to do the practice, if 

you are willing to pay attention to your experience, you will probably 

be helped quite a bit.  
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If you do have a powerful belief system, the likelihood is that it will 

enhance and make you feel more deeply about what you believe. You 

will see dimensions to your beliefs that you did not see before. Many 

people who practice with the Everyday Zen groups do have very 

active Christian or Jewish practices. I do not think there is any conflict 

or contradiction.  

I am sure you can find Christian believers or Jews who would say 

practicing meditation is against their belief system and is not allowed. 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀȅΦ 

But there are also many, many believing Christians and those of other 

faiths who find meditation beneficial.  

I have presented meditation to many thousands of people. Maybe to 

some extent my audiences are self-selected so the ones who hate 

ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǇΦ ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ 

meditation. They may not choose to practice it regularly but they 

always find it interesting and useful. Only 

twice have people who heard what I have 

ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΥ άhƘ ƴƻΣ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ  

In both cases they were Christians. One was 

a very strong Catholic. One was a Baptist. 

They both said the same thing: άhƘ ƴƻΣ ǿŜ 
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do not want to sit still in silence because that is how the Devil gets in. 

We are just opening ourselves up to the Devil who will sneak in and 

take oveǊ ƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘǎΦέ  

L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΣ άDŜŜΣ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀ ǘƻǳƎƘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ 

have to be wary when you are alone with yourself for fear that 

someone will take over yourself. I would not want to feel that way 

about my life. I would want to feel like when I am alone and quiet, 

DƻŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǾŜǊΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ 

of me. Not the devil. I may also have all sorts of odd or bad impulses 

ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƳŜΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾƛƭΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀƛǘƘ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

ecumenical work and practice in monasteries and synagogues. I am 

very interested in other traditions and recognize their tremendous 

power and goodness.  

Every religion has something to offer that is unique. Every religion has 

unique gifts. I really appreciate the gifts of all the traditions.  

Q.  tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ά5ƻ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ 

course on how to meditate? Does it make a difference if I meditate 

with other people? Should I meditate alone? How do people learn to 

Řƻ ƛǘΚέ  

A. There are lots and lots of meditation groups these days. If 

somebody gets creative on Google you can find out about a number 

ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǾŜΣ L ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ȅƻǳ 
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there is some sort of meditation group. It may be hard to find, but it 

is there. Most groups offer some type of basic instruction. There are 

also countless books that offer written meditation instructions, not to 

mention websites with audio files, including my own Everyday Zen 

website, which offers all kinds of meditation instructions and even 

guided meditations that you can use for practice.  

It is not hard to learn how to meditate. There are places that offer 

organized courses rather than simply meditation instruction. They 

may have a five-week course or a three-week course. Mostly those 

things are worthwhile as well, but I do not think they are necessary to 

meditate. I think most people who meditate, meditate at home on 

their own. That is what I do now that I no longer live in the temple.  

It is also a good idea to meditate with others. I think it really helps. If 

you can find a group in your area that you feel comfortable with, then 

go sit with the group maybe once a week or however often they meet 

or how ever often it is convenient for you. The rest of the time you 

can meditate alone. It is really important to have some connection to 

other people who are meditating from time to time so that there is a 

ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƭƻƻǇ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ 

have to be verbal instructions. It is just being around other people, 

seeing how they are and how they talk about their meditation 

practice in a casual way.  
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This in itself can be very instructive. So I 

think it is really useful to practice with 

others who are meditating. If it is the case 

that for some rŜŀǎƻƴ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ŀ 

ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ 

area, then yes, you can meditate alone.  I 

would say seek guidance from websites 

and audio files.  

Again, the Everyday Zen website has 

hundreds and hundreds of free audio files on meditation-related 

subjects that you can access. There are numerous other websites that 

you can access. Even if you are unable to leave the house, there are 

lots of ways you can still get guidance and participate with others 

through the computer.  

If you are able to do it, I think it is very valuable to do retreats for one 

day or multiple-day retreats. There are always people who come to 

mediation places with chronic illnesses. The only important thing is 

that when you apply for a retreat let people know what you need to 

accommodate your limitations. Some examples may be:  

¶ I will need a chair  

¶ I will need a modified schedule  

¶ I will need a certain diet (such as for allergies or diabetes)  
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¶ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ōǳǘ L ƪƴƻǿ LΩƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ƘŜƭǇ  

 

If you do that, the people who are running the retreat will know what  

ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ŦƛƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

there are very many groups that would say no -- that if you have 

these limitations we do not want you to come to the retreat. Most 

groups these days are quite friendly to accommodating special needs 

or can offer you all kinds of guidance.  

The best way to begin is to get some instructions from a book or in  

person, and begin to do daily meditations, find a group, and begin to  

attend once a week or once a month or whatever you can do.  

Eventually, if you really like the practice and if it begins to be  

meaningful for you, seek out a retreat you can go to. If you do all of  

these things, you are in a very transformative process that has the  

potential to change your chronic illness from an unmitigated tragedy  

into a tough, but noble journey.  

In a retreat, people with chronic illness often have the very opposite  

experience than they  expect. The truth is that if you show up 

somewhere with a chronic illness, especially to a meditation center 

where people are trying to practice compassion, you are giving them 

a good chance to practice that compassion. Truthfully, you are 

helping them out.  
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Usually people with chronic illness say: 

άhƘ Ƴȅ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎΤ L ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜΦ  

I am going to be a bother to people. I am going to be a burden to 

people.  

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ they have to take 

care of me. 

 LŦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΣ L 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ  

But it is just the opposite. You are giving 

people a chance to feel compassion and have 

the joy of helping someone out. So, you are a real treasure for them.  

Meditation centers are supposed to be places where the practice is 

all about compassion, all about kindness. If you were to go to a place 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ and thŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƪƛƴŘ that would 

not be a good place to practice. 

Q.  Some people feel that if they are going to practice meditation 

ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜΤ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŎŜǇǘΥ άL 

Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƛƴǘƻȄƛŎŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ƻǊ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘΦέ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘŀƪŜ 

medication to relieve their symptoms or their pain. How would you 

address this?  

 A.   I think the important issue is how the substance itself that comes 

into our body and the way take work with your meditation practice? 
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Buddhism is about the middle way. Is your practice about medicine 

and taking more and more medicine? Or should I be able to do this 

myself without any medicine? The middle way is between those two 

things. There are two parts to everything we ingest into our system, 

every medication our body reacts to and works with that substance, 

most of which is not conscious.  

Our state of mind influences that dynamic. The medications also  

influence our state of mind. It is a matter of being thoughtful,  

responsible, and sensitive to the interactions of the medication.  

The body is always changing. The illness is always changing ς getting 

Better or getting worse. The medications constantly need to be 

adjusted. You really need a medical practitioner who is willing to talk 

with you about these things ς someone who is also sensitive to  your 

other needs, such as your meditation practice. You also need to pay 

attention to how you are feeling and your changing states of mind, 

ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŀ άIƻǿ L ŀƳ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΚέ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ 

to and look at so you know what is going on with your state of mind, 

your state of body under different medications and their dosages.  

That becomes a very big factor eǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎΦ 

There is a whole dialogue of the medications and how they make the 

body feel ς sometimes better, sometimes worse. It gets very 

ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘΣ ŀǎ ŀƭƭ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
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chronic illness know. You jǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ 

assumptions. Keep looking. Keep asking yourself:  

¶ What am I taking now? Does it affect my mindfulness?  

¶ How does it affect both mental and physical function?  

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άǘƻƭŜǊŀōƭŜέ ǾǎΦ άƛƴǘƻƭŜǊŀōƭŜέ ǇŀƛƴΚ  

That conversation is ongoing. It is not as if there is a simple way of 

figuring it all out so everything goes smoothly. No. There are 

problems, as everyone knows who has been in this situation. You do 

your best to minimize the problems and be thoughtful about what is 

going on. Sometimes there are wonderful breakthroughs. I was 

talking with a person yesterday who had a heartwarming story. After 

10 years of suffering with an illness, with nothing working and no 

medications helping. Finally she said to the doctor: 

  ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ ²Ŝ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƘƛǎΦέ   

 ¢ƘŜ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ hYΦέ   

In this way, he was giving back to her the control of her body, of her 

illness. It completely, at least for the moment, has turned her around. 

She is in a wonderful period of low symptoms, which may end up 

being permanent. Sometimes things like that happen after a long, 

ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŀǎǘΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ 

adjustment. Then again, what ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ adjustment? We 

are getting older. Things are changing. It is always like that.  
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Q .Regarding the use of meditation in coping with pain and illness, 

many medical pain clinics now use guided imagery as a way of 

relaxing the patient and hopefully giving some symptom relief. How 

does guided imagery differ from meditation, or does it?  

!Φ  L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳǎ 

of meditation. The style of just being present is a basic, fundamental 

style and the characteristic of Soto Zen, the Zen of our first teacher in 

ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{ΦΣ {ƘǳǊȅǳ {ǳȊǳƪƛ wƻǎƘƛΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƘƛƪƛƴǘŀȊŀΣ ƻǊ άƧǳǎǘ 

ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎέΤ Ƨǳǎǘ ōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

go as we discussed earlier, without clinging to any one idea or feeling. 

It is just one form of meditation. Guided imagery is another form of 

meditation. Earlier we talked at length about the practice of just 

being present with the breath. Guided imagery usually involves a 

facilitator who gives verbal instructions while you are meditating, 

such as:  

¶ Imagine this sound.  

¶ Imagine this scene.  

¶ Imagine this scent.  

¶ Feel this sensation 

¶ Visualize this shape.  

¶ See this color.  
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You try to imagine it and reproduce it in your mind. That is a very 

different technique from the meditation we are discussing. However, 

all of these things are useful. I think one should practice whatever is 

most helpful. 

Q Φ Lǎ ƛǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀ άǉǳƛŎƪƛŜέ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

about one to five  minutes long? Is that is effective?  

A. Absolutely. In fact, a practice I often encourage people to do is a 

three-breath meditation. Sitting, standing -- wherever you happen to 

be ς stop and take three conscious breaths.

 

 

¶ BREATHING IN. 
 

¶ BREATHING OUT. 
 

¶ BREATHING IN. 
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I encourage that and think it can be wonderful.  The important thing 

ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅΣ ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ǎƻ ōǳǎȅΣ ǘƘŜ 

ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƎ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƛŜ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ 

chances are overwhelming that you are fooling yourself. No one is 

that busy. 

In factΣ L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘŜƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ άaŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŀǾŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƛƳŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜΦέ ²Ƙŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ōǳǎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŜƴ ƴƻǘ 

meditating is all the messes and mix -ups that occur because we are 

not mindful: άL ŀƳ ōǳǎȅΦ L Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾe time to meditate because I 

cleaning up the mess I made when I dropped my coffee all over the 

floor because I was rushing and tired, which would, perhaps, not have 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜŘΦέ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŀȅΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ 

putting out fires, many of which would not have started in the 

beginning if you were more mindful. 

{ƻΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōǳȅ ƛǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǎŀȅǎ άL ŀƳ ǘƻƻ ōǳǎȅ ǘƻ 

ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜΦέ  

So ς quickie meditation ς absolutely. Do it whenever you want to. Do 

ƛǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ ŘŀȅΦ .ǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ άL ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪƛŜ 

meditation ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜΦέ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ 

probably fooling yourself if you tell yourself that.  

Q. How ŘƻŜǎ ƻƴŜ ǉǳƛŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ 

makes it difficult to meditate because there are tremors? 
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 A.  WƛǘƘ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ one tends to have tremors. The only way you 

can mediate is to be present with the tremors to the best of your 

ability. It is going to be frustrating if you believe you must stop the 

tremors before you can quiet the mind. The characteristic of the 

tremor is ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΦ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǳǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

disease that involves the brain. When you are in tremor, it means 

that the mind is in tremor along with the body. By definition, a mind 

that is in tremor is not a mind that is quiet.  

What you have to do is, to the best of your ability, stay with your 

breath and ride the tremor through with full presence. Insofar as you 

can do that, it very likely has the effect of minimizing the tremor, 

bringing the series of tremors to a conclusion more quickly or having 

a little of the edge taken off the tremor.  

tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΦ L Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 

that just being with the tremor will not change the tremor in any 

way. My friend Michael Sawyer was really marvelous at being present 

with his tremors; being present when his body was frozen. It is an 

ever-ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎΦ !ǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ Řŀȅ ƎƻŜǎ ōȅΣ ȅƻǳ 

are on different medications, which are in different stages of being 

absorbed in the blood stream. You look for those times when you 

could be quieter and you capitalize on those. It is quite an endeavor. I 

understand that.  
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Q.  Some people say they meditate better with music in the 

background rather than simply sitting still, breathing.  Do you have 

any advice on that?  

A.  A lot of times, when people recommend music it is because they 

are thinking of meditation as a specific kind of calmness of 

peacefulness.  The kind of meditation that I am talking about is not 

that. It is really being present with just what is. We are not 

advocating a type of meditation that gives you a break from your 

illness and then back to the tragedy; rather, a form of meditation that 

gives you a whole new way of being present with your condition, 

whatever it may be. I am not proposing that meditation is going to be 

peaceful and calm. No. What I am advocating is this: be present with 

whatever is there. That is ultimately the most peaceful thing. I 

advocate being willing to get out of it. Ultimately, this is the most 

powerful healing.  

All of my meditation teaching and all my ideas about meditation have 

to do with being present without any music or without any extras. 

IŀǾƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǎŀƛŘΥ άL ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǾŜ Ƴȅ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ is so 

ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ƴƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǾŜ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳǳǎƛŎΦέ L ǎŀȅΣ άDǊŜŀǘΦ 

More power to yoǳΦέ I do not have a problem with that. I just want to 

be clear that what you and I have been talking about is something 

other than that.  
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Q.  How much time per day is necessary for meditation?  

A.  I always tell people, if you want to establish a daily meditation 

practice (which I think is a really good idea), twenty or thirty minutes 

a day is good. Occasional meditation when you feel like it probably 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ that much. First thing in the morning I think is the best 

time. Certainly you can practice more if you like. I think it is probably 

good to not sit for more than thirty minutes. You can then walk for 

ten minutes and sit again if you like. But a twenty-thirty minute 

meditation is a good enough time to begin to see some changes in 

your mind, in your heart and in your life.  

Q. How can I make meditation a part of my daily routine?  

A.  The way to do it is on the night before, make sure to set the 

intention:  

ά¢ƻƳƻǊǊƻǿ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ L ŀƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘŜΦ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ  

ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴŘ L ǿƛƭƭ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ !ǎ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀǎƭŜŜǇΣ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ 

thought. The next 

morning if you listen to 

the alarm clock or the 

rooster crowing before 

dawn, get up before you 

have a chance to think 

about it or do anything 
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or have your tea or coffee. Go right to your meditation place and 

start sitting. I think that is the best way to put meditation into a daily 

routine. Once the day gets busy it is more difficult to feel you have 

time for meditation.  

I would say ς start that way. Then you can do the practice that we 

mentioned earlierς the three-breath practice. Do that several times 

during the day. In the middle of the day when you take a break for 

lunch, spend twenty minutes with peaceful walking up and down, just 

to return your mind to presence. If you were to do these things, you 

would really revolutionize your life and meditation would pervade 

ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜΦ .ǳǘ 

they make a big difference.  

Q. Do you think regular meditation practice can stop the 

progression of a chronic disease?  

A.  If I could answer that question with something that would really 

ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜ ƎǊŜŀǘΚ L ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŎƭƛƴƛŎǎ 

all over the world and I would share this information. I would really 

do a lot of good for a lot of people. Unfortunately, I do not think 

there is the kind of answer you are seeking. In this whole 

conversation, we have been talking about ways to be engaged with 

ParkƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ 

minimize the psychological, spiritual, and physical damage and to 
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make the illness itself a spiritual path, as my friend Michael Sawyer 

did so beautifully and nobly.  

If I had a way of making the symptoms not do psychological, spiritual,  

ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǇŀǘƘΣ L 

would be a magician. I am hoping that, if you have been as recently 

diagnosed as a year ago, we can cross our fingers and hope there will 

be some curing drugs coming before too long. That is very possible. 

tŀǊƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻƴ 

quite a bit, so there is every chance something positive will happen. 

Of course, they have been saying that for a long time ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ 

count on that. We really have to make up our minds to live the life we 

have,  as it is, as long as it remains as it is. I wish all of you with 

chronic illness the best of luck.  

I am really convinced that having a chronic illness can be a spiritual 

path. If you look at it this way, it really changes the whole frame 

around the picture.  

Q.  How can people get in touch with you?  

A.  We have tons of information about meditation on our website: 

everydayzen.org. The website gives people support for their spiritual 

practice. It also has my schedule if you want to meet with me or 

come to a retreat. You can see how to do that by visiting the website. 

On the website are books, CDΩǎ, and many recordings of talks about 

http://www.everydayzen.org/
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meditation that are downloadable to your computer free of charge. 

You can make a donation if you like, but that is not necessary. You 

can download the talks onto your computer or put them on an iPOD.   

Thank you Norman, for sharing your experiences and insight with us 

ǘƻŘŀȅΦ ¢ƻ ƻǳǊ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴǘƻ bƻǊƳŀƴΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ IŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

has talks and tapes about Zen and meditation, but has also written 

many books of poetry, as well as beautifully written books on his 

experiences as a mentor to teens, travels to Israel and Japan, and 

Sailing Home, ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IƻƳŜǊΩǎ άhŘȅǎǎŜȅέ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ŦƻǊ 

navigating through άƭƛŦŜΩǎ perils and pitfalls.έ 
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Norman preparing for a Dharma talk 
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Ruth Ozeki 

Ruth Ozeki: The Art of Living and Dying 

Ruth Ozeki is a filmmaker and writer, the author of the internationally 

acclaimed novels All Over Creation and My Year of Meats. Her short 

fiction has appeared in a number of anthologies, and she is an 

occasional contributor to magazines and newspapers, including the 

New York Times Op-Ed page. Recently she collaborated on a young 

adult novel, Click, to benefit Amnesty International.  

She is a long time meditator and student of Zen Buddhism, and she 

has recently been ordained as a priest in the Soto lineage of Suzuki 

Roshi through her teacher Zoketsu Norman Fischer, whose website, 
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everydayzen.org, she edits. Her essay about taking care of her 

mother who suffered from !ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΣ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ !Ǌǘ ƻŦ 

[ƻǎƛƴƎΥ hƴ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ 5ȅƛƴƎΣ ϧ aƻƳΣέ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ Shambhala Sun 

Magazine, is included in the anthology Best Buddhist Writing of 2009.  

Q. ̧ ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ !Ǌǘ ƻŦ [ƻǎƛƴƎΥ hƴ 

WritiƴƎΣ 5ȅƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ aƻƳΣέ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Elizabeth Bishop poem 

άhƴŜ !ǊǘΦέ   Will you please say what inspired you? 

A.  The article was a meditation on the process of care giving and 

losing someone I love. I was taking care of my mother, who was at 

the end of her life, but as her primary caregiver, I needed to take care 

of myself, too. I do this by writing. For me, that is what writing is all 

ŀōƻǳǘΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǊǳcial aspects of my life. 

Writing is a parallel path to meditation in that sense.  

Q. Both of your books, My Year of Meats and All Over Creation, 

portray some of the cultural struggles of Japanese-American 

women.  That is your heritage as well.  Will you say more about 

this?  

A. Yes. My mother was Japanese and my dad was American. And 

although my ethnic and cultural heritage is a theme in the books, LΩǾŜ 

also been thinking about them as stories of illness. Both books have 

illness, in particular environmentŀƭ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ 

interesting to look at the two books through this lens.  

http://ewww.everydayzen.org/
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The two central characters in My Year of Meats face challenges 

around reproduction. One protagonist is a Japanese woman who is 

trying to get pregnant, but who suffers from bulimia, which has 

caused her to stop menstruating. The second protagonist is a half 

Japanese, half American woman who learns that she is a DES 

daughter. Her mother took Diethylstilbestrol (DES), which is a 

hormone that was prescribed to women to prevent miscarriages. The 

drug was later discovered to cause various reproductive deformities, 

as well as cancer, in the daughters and also the sons of the women 

who had taken it. Later tests also proved that the drug made no 

difference whatsoever in preventing miscarriages. It was never 

effective for that. 

In All Over Creation ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ŏƻƭƻƴ 

cancer, complicated by a chronic heart condition, and her mother has 

!ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƛƴƎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀŘ ōǊŜŀǎǘ 

cancer and is unable to carry a pregnancy to term, due, they suspect, 

to groundwater contamination from chemical farm inputs. This 

concern with illness, death, and caretaking was reflective of my own 

experience at the time, taking care of my dad and my mom in the 

decade leading up to their deaths, but of course sickness, old age, 

and death are central issues in Buddhism, as well.  
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Q. What is your personal experience with the practice of Zen 

meditation? How did it help you through those difficult times?  

A.  aȅ ŘŀŘ ŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ мфууΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǘ 

that time. L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ мффрΣ ōǳǘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

was in New York, and I was working a high-pressure job in television. I 

was drawn to meditation but never really understood how important 

ƛǘ ǿŀǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŦŀƛƭΣ ŀƴŘ L started taking 

care of him and my mother, I started feeling the need, the urgent 

need, to meditate. I needed it to keep myself centered and sane. The 

experience of taking care of my dying father made me realize that I 

just did not have a steady ground underneath my feet. I did not really 

have the stability and steadiness that I needed to take care of him 

and my mother properly. I felt huge remorse at that time.  

I remember being on the East Coast, visiting one center after 

another, looking for a place where I could sit and receive meditation 

instruction, but I was unable to find a place that could accommodate 

the immensity of my grief. I remember walking into a meditation At 

the same time, in 1997, my mother had just been diagnosed with 

!ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΦ I knew that I was going to be the one taking care 

of her. I am an only child. One of the last things my father asked me 

to do was to take care of my mom. I realized then I was going to need 
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some serious help and training to do this. That was when I got serious 

about meditating. 

 Learning to meditate regularly took a while. It takes some time to 

establish a practice, as well as to find the support and trust that you 

need from the other people you sit with. Also, you hopefully find a 

teacher with whom you can work.  

 

Zoketsu Norman Fischer, Samish Island, June, 2010 

During this time I migrated out to the West Coast and was fortunate 

enough to meet Norman Fischer, an ordained Zen priest and former 

abbot of the San Francisco Zen Center. At the same time I was able to 

find a group of wonderful practitioners to sit with. That important for 

me. However much we may want to be independent and meditate on 
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ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇle who are engaged 

in the practice as well. In 1999, my husband and I brought my mother 

out to live with us. She lived with us from 1999 until 2004, when she 

died. It was during that time I wrote about a daughter who returns 

home to take care of her father who is dying.  

Writing that story was a way for me to sit with, and practice with, all 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŦŜƭǘ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŘƻƴŜ ǿŜƭƭ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŘŀŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ Lǘ 

was a way of revisiting that time and going over it very carefully, 

trying to understand what it was that I was feeling.
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Q. How has practicing Zen meditation made a difference in your 

approach to both loss and integrating loss into your daily life? 

 A.  LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƭŀȄ ŀ ōƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘart to see loss as change, as a 

necessary and inevitable part of life. LΩǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƛǘ 

every day and typically do that. Some days I miss, but generally my 

practice is to sit every day. I sit for about forty minutes but 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǊΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ as ten minutes, 

allowing myself to experience whatever arises during that time.  

What is important for me is the idea that I purposely return to 

mindfulness with some kind of regularity. In this way, as I practice 

over and over again to the present moment τ what  

develops is a sense of trust or 

self-confidence in just what is. I 

know that even if I mess up 

sometimes, if my mind is overly 

ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ ƻǊ ƛŦ LΩƳ ǎƭŜŜǇȅ ƻǊ 

excited or depressed or joyful or  

ŀƴƎǊȅΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ 

Everything changes, and through 

the practice, I can experience a 

returning to the present.    

Ruth receiving ordination from Zoketsu Norman Fischer, June 2010 
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Through that returning, I gradually become familiar and friendly with 

myself, with my Buddha nature, and I start to see loss for what it is, 

an essential part of life.  

Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ Ŧǳƴƴȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ŦŀƛǘƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

faith is a loaded word. Maybe the best words to describe the fruits of 

a meditative process are trust and self-confidence. I am going to be 

here, showing up for myself every day. I am worth this effort, and it is 

something that I CAN do, for both myself and others. 

In a way, it is similar to the writing process, which I can describe in 

the same words. If you show up every day at your computer or at 

your desk with a pen in your hand, eventually your mind starts to 

trust you will be there, ready. When your mind starts to trust that 

you will be there and that you are showing up every day and that you 

are ready, then words start to come. Thoughts start to come that 

develop into stories.  

Lƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊǳǎǘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ ǘǊǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ 

be there. No matter what happens, no matter what comes up τ 

feelings of anger or grief or disappointment or elation or any of the 

vast range of emotions τyou can sit through it, and with it, and be 

ƻƪŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎƛƴƎ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

is really the practice of just sitting and being with what comes up in 

your mind without judging it, without evaluating it; just sitting with it 
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and being okay with exactly who you are and what you are 

experiencing at that moment. 

hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǎǘŜǇ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ 

and words that come. In meditation you experience them and release 

them, without clinging to them or wishing they were different. I 

suppose writing is another way of releasing thoughts and feelings as 

well. You are just doing it with an added step in there. They are similar 

in that sense.  

Q. The writing process you speak of results in following those 

thoughts out to create what you want to communicate to others. In 

Zen you do not follow those out. You let them go. It sounds like you 

can do both. 

A.  L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ Lƴ ȊŀȊŜƴ όǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎύ 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀǊƛǎŜΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƛǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǘǊȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ άƎŜǘ ǎǘǳŎƪέ ƻƴ ŀƴȅ 

one thing. At the same time, we all live creative lives. Our life is 

ultimately our creation, and any insights we have on the cushion we 

Ŏŀƴ άŦƻƭƭƻǿ ƻǳǘέ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ .ȅ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ 

and our emotions on the meditation cushion, we get to know them. 

We become very intimate with them. The same thoughts arise over 

and over again. The same emotions arise over and over again. We 

allow ourselves to deeply experience them. These thoughts and 

emotions are often the core of the stories we tell ourselves about 
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ourselves and the world we live in; the way we define ourselves and 

our relationship to the world. When we come off the cushion we 

then are more equipped to engage in this creative act called our life.  

We are able to engage with it in a much more intimate and present 

and creative way. Whether your goal is to write a novel or to live your 

life in the fullest way you can, the two are pretty much the same 

thing, and the end result is that you are able to lead a more creative 

and full life with your mind and heart more open. That is the goal that 

I believe we all have.  

Q. I imagine a lot of grief must have come up for you in your  

ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŦŀŘŜ ŀǿŀȅ  

from you. Was that part of your meditation?  

A.  That was interesting. When my dad waǎ ŘȅƛƴƎΣ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ 

it; not that we ever really are, but I 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ 

happened when my dad started to 

actively die. I was really angry. I  

realized for the first time that there 

was absolutely nothing I could do 

about this. I was completely impotent 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŘȅƛƴƎΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ƘƛƳΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎǳǊŜ ƘƛƳΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΦ 
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I would have given anything to have stepped in and taken on some of 

ǘƘŀǘΣ ōǳǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ L ŎƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǇ 

and be with him. Watching someone you love die really teaches us 

how little control we have over many things in our life. 

You truly have to be open and receptive to whatever arises in the 

moment. With my dad it was a lot of painful stuff, a lot of anger and 

grief that ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

help him and it just tortured me. On the other hand it was necessary. 

It was precisely that anger and that grief that gave me a very strong 

motivation to find a meditation practice and to get ready to do what I 

could do, to prepare as best I could, for the loss of my mom. Life is a 

ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ .ŀōŀ wŀƳ 5ŀǎǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ άL ŀƳ ǎǳŦŦering from a 

ǎŜȄǳŀƭƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƭƛŦŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜΦ L 

knew I was in it for the long haul with my mom, and eventually for 

myself and everyone I know and love, as well. So, to answer your 

question, with my mom, it was hard and painful to watch, but 

because of the meditation practice, I was a bit more prepared. 

!ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƭƻǿΣ ǇǊƻǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƭƻǎƛƴƎΦ ¸ƻǳ ƭƻǎŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 

bit every day. Suddenly my mom would come back a little bit, and I 

would feel excited, saying to myǎŜƭŦΣΣ άhƘΣ ƻƘΣ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ōŀŎƪΗέ ¢ƘŜƴΣ ƻŦ 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǿƘƻŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀǎ aƻƳ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ άŎƻƳƛƴƎ 

ōŀŎƪέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ  
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Q. How did you handle that emotionally? Your Mom is άbackέ and 

then she is gone again. How did you think about that in terms of 

your meditation and coping?  

A.  It was very much a process of just taking it for what it was, staying 

in the moment.  άOh, here is this person that I recognize as my mom 

who is here nowέ. This feels good. This feels wonderful. Then when 

that situation would change and the person who I recognized as my 

mom would go away again, I would try to 

remember that, well, the person who is 

here now feels like a different person but 

in fact it is also Mom. All of these 

presentations are Mom. I was very lucky 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ !ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎƻ 

challenging, and there are so many 

different ways the illness presents itself. 

My Mom was never terribly agitated. She 

was never terribly angry. On the whole, it 

 

A young, playful Masako 

was a quieter transition for her than it is for many others, and I think 

that made it easier for me. I did not have to watch her suffer and be 
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terribly agitated or upset or confused. She was very philosophical 

about this.  

L ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƻƴŎŜΣ άaƻƳΣ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǿorried about this? Are you upset  

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΚέ {ƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǎƘƻƻƪ 

ƘŜǊ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLŦ ǿƻǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

worry about it a lot. But, I know that worrying about it is not going to 

help.  So I trȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƻΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇΦέ  

I tried to learn from her, to take that to heart and realize that no 

matter what happens here, it is not going to be helped by worrying 

about it, being upset about it. The best thing I can do for her and for 

myself and for everyone else around me is to just really try to accept 

whatever it is that comes up and to somehow be okay with it. She 

modeled that so beautifully. In that sense it was much easier for me 

with her. This is not to say that grief does not come up. Of course it 

does. There still is a lot of sadness around losing someone who is so 

dear to you. Still, my Mom was really amazing to teach me these very 

important lessons.  

When her reality started to shift to the point where she could not 

remember or distinguish day from night, or Monday from Saturday, 

ȅƻǳ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ 

constructs. If she thinks she is forty years old in Hilo Hawaii, great! 
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What is wrong with that? If she thinks Dad is still alive, what is wrong 

with that? That is fine.  

I stopped trying to insist on my version of reality and was just trying 

ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ 

version of reality   is so great? How do  

I know that is real? It just happens to be what I believe at this 

moment and I am sure that will change again and again. You know 

everything is going to change.  

What I think is that my reality right 

now is certainly going to change. No 

question about it. Why should I get 

so fixed on it? My mom has a version 

ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ 

fine with me.  

  

    Professor Mom, Hilo, Hawaii 

Then it became a question of just being curious about it. That was 

huge, too. Not just to be open to her differing sense of what is going 

on, but to be curious about it and to ask questions, to try and 

understand where she is as much as possible. 

It becomes something you can talk about. One of the things I found 

so difficult was finding things to talk about with somebody whose 
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experience of the moment is so fundamentally different from yours 

and is changing so erratically. But if you cultivate curiosity, then there 

is much to talk about and to ask about.  

Lǘ ƛǎ ŦƛƴŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ά¸ŜǎΦ L Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƻǊ 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΦέ  ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛǎ ǘo show up. What is important is to 

just be with that someone. That is fine, but what do you do when you 

are actually sitting with that someone and it hurts? How do you cope 

with what feels like such a huge loss? How do you make the 

connection with that person? With Mom I just tried to be curious, ask 

her questions so that I would know more, and so she could have the 

fun of telling me and explaining things. She was just such an amazing 

teacher.  

I want to talk about this idea of caretaking. We assign ourselves role 

ǎƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΦ aȅ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜǘŀƪŜǊΦ aȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ !ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ 

patient. Therefore, I have these pre-assigned things I need to do, and 

she has these pre-assigned things that she needs to do. But of course, 

ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ much more fluid situation, especially 

because she is my mother.  

I remember there was this time when I had to leave for some book 

ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ L ƪƴŜǿ L ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŜƪǎΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

know how her illness was going to progress. I realized when I got back 

she might not remember who I was, or something else might have 
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happened and she might not be here at all. Leaving was very painful 

and emotional for me. I was anticipating all sorts of things that could 

happen during that time when I was gone and was worrying about 

them and fretting and making myself quite upset.  

So the time came to leave and I went into say goodbye to her. At that 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ {ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ 

that much. It was stressful for her and tiring for her to talk. We were 

lying in her bed together, and the enormity of it just hit me, and I 

ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅΣ 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎǊȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳǇǎŜǘ ƘŜǊΦ L ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

showing my grief would upset and confuse her. After all, I was the 

caretaker. My job was to console her, not to confuse or upset her. 

.ǳǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ƛǘΦ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ƻǊ Řƻ 

anything about it. I lay there crying, and she noticed, and she put her 

arms around me and started to console me. It was amazing, but why 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƛǘ ōŜΚ {ƘŜ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŜǊ ƧƻōΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƻƭŜ ƳŜΦ  

Somebody else, a very wise health aide, who was not a meditator and 

not a Zen practitioner, had to point this out to me later when I was 

castigating myself for not being stronƎŜǊΦ {ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άwǳǘƘΦ {ƘŜ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ 

ƳƻƳΦ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ƛǘΦ LǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 

were able to give her something to do that she is really good at? 
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¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ 

ǘƘŀǘΦέ 

This was incredibly profound to me. Oh my God! Here I have been 

trying to be the super caretaker when in fact the best thing I can do is 

just be really honest about what I am feeling, especially when it 

comes to something as basic as feeling love and grief for my mother. 

Why not just show that?  

Q. You mention worrying and fretting, and how miserable you can 

make yourself. There is so little that we can really control, especially 

in terms of living and dying. At some point during your trip, were 

you able to work through the worrying and fretting and get back to 

the place of acceptance? That this is simply what it is that what 

happened when your mom 

comforted you? 

 A.  I think that is exactly 

what happened when my 

mom comforted me. As I 

was lying there ς you feel so 

tiny then ς she had her arms 

around me ς she was patting 

me on the head ς and I felt  

like a little kid again. 
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A worried toddler Ruth with Mom Masako 

It was this amazing feeling of realizing she was okay. It was going back 

to the same way as when you are a little kid and your mom can make 

it all better, a returning to a sense of trust, that whatever happens, 

whatever comes up in the moment, that it is okay. This is not to say 

ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƻ ǎƻƳŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 

hardwired foǊ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ōŀŘ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƪŜŜǇ ǳǎ ŀƭŜǊǘΦ Lǘ 

keeps us on our toes. To some extent worrying is probably a good 

survival skill. But you can do it too much, and distress starts to take 

ƻǾŜǊΦ ²Ƙŀǘ LΩƳ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ daily 

practice is to recognize when the worries get obsessive. My pattern 

recognition skills are improving, and I can more easily see when 

something becomes a habitual pattern that is not useful to me 

anymore. If we can just be ourselves when we practice on the 

cushion, we can begin to recognize these reoccurring thoughts and 

habits of mind. Once recognized, we can release them. We let them 

go. We realize that they are just old habits of mind, stories we tell 

ourselves, and not the reality of our life.  

That is something I feel more and more the longer I practice ς this 

ability to distinguish between what is, in the present moment, and 

what are the residues of thoughts and worries and habits from the 

past.  
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Q. What do you do specifically when you meditate? There are many 

forms and practices people refer to as meditation. How do you 

practice?  

A.  L Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀ {ƻǘƻ ½Ŝƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǎƘƛƪŀƴǘŀȊŀΣ ƻǊ άƧǳǎǘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎΣέ 

which is very simple. The first thing to understand is that even though 

we think of meditation ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

really something that we do with our body. So the first thing I do is to 

pay attention to my body and my posture. Sometimes I sit on the 

floor, cross-legged in half lotus, with one foot on my thigh and the 

other foot tucked underneath. Sometimes I sit in a Burmese posture, 

legs crossed but my feet are in front of me, resting on the floor.  

Sometimes I kneel using a kneeling bench. 

Sometimes I sit in a chair. 

 

The position I take depends on how my body feels at the time. I do  

have lower back disk problems and arthritis in my knee. 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































