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Nancy Welch,M.S.
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When | first began this project, | had no &tnat | would experience

such suddersuffering andhe ultimate loss of my parents, one the
complications ofancerand compromised lung®ne to the fogs of

AzZlISA YSNDR& RA&aSlHasSo

Writing this book, | had interviewed many people with different

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

vulnerable tosuffering, incurable disease, and for my father, a

protracted, agonizing death. Although the first Noble Truth of

. dzZRRKAAY A& OGKIO fAFS Aad &dzZFFSNAY

Sanskrit term meanindissatisfaction, the anguish of beingught in



a constant cycle of craving and aversion) and although this truth tells
us that sickness, old age, addath are inevitable, | had somehow
managed to avoid applying this trutb those | had relied upon all my
life.

Throughout mostof my lifd, ¢l & GKS dGaAoO1é 2yS )
developedJuvenile Rheumatoid Arthritis (JR#)en | 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 déorms the bones.

My parents alternately doted on me allowing me outrageous

temper tantrums whenever | felt angry or depressed and letting me
stay home from school whenever | complained of pair else they
LJdza KSR YS (2 V2 and tiyJoAd@& micl ds was2 (0 K
physically possible. Both these approaches left me angry and
confused. The many rounag made from doctor to doctor tryintp

get a definitivediagnosis (in the early 60s, St. Louis where we lived,
JRA seemed to be unfamiliarnmany physiciang)nly 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, threvered doctors and

rarely questioned their judgments or treatment plans. The doctors

and nurses themselves seemed uncomfortable when presented with



a child with my symptoms, and were oftendafian compassionate.

One nursd remember told me sternlyta &8 0 2 L3 6 SAy 3 I ol
crying when presented with yet another blood draw by a nedidés

looked as big as my arm.

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

prescribe a course of Solgenol injects, a very new medicine at the
timeusedi 2 &af 246 R2 ayoinnfire respprike 0y

parents were relieved and placed all their faith in the one doctor who
seemed to know what was happening to me.

The weeklynjections helped mylisorder and the medicine slowed

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

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

result, | looked different, walked with a limp, could not run or play
LIKeaAOlFf aLRNIaz yR 20SNIfftsx agz
At timesmy mother would cry when she had to put on my socks and
shoes for me in the morning because my fingers would not uncurl.

¢KS LI IF@3aNRPdzyR Ayadz Gda GKFG NBadz
fATFNRZ¢ GéohyOKTE YRYVRSNR&E& 2 OSNJI
condition,led me to feel somleow responsible for the sorroand

the medical expenses that accruad well as theruelty |

encountered at school.
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Although often using my disease as a way to get out of school or
chores, over time | learned to hide my deformitiagublic, and

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

the family. | was, to say the leageatly conflictedstill, in a
LISNIUSNBRS &a2Nlu 2F ¢gkés L FStd | az
YS '3 ARAFTFSNEBXE ¢ YR aiNRdzot S
Over the years, the Solgenol injections lost effectiveness, and | was
on so many different medications | lost count. More importantly, my
psychological defenses for coping with trenpand continuing
degeneration (which is inevitable with JR¥&re not healthy. | felt an
unending anger at God, at the world but most of all, at myself for

0 SAY 3 aIXoryid ikkg-irt. | was rebellious, often in trouble

in schooljl experimented at length witldrugs and flirted with

suicide. In retrospect, | knol 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 | would deny the disease, and put off taking
my medication until | could barely walk. | felt deeply sorry for myself
but would not allow anyone else to speak of it or offer comfort. The
selthatred was more than obvious, but it was not until | entered
psychotherapy duringraduate school that | slowly begda unravel

some of the horrible binds | had put myself in.
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My therapist an incredibly gentle, patienand completely honest

woman, helped me see how I still blamed myself for being deformed,
forneedm@ Y SRA Ol A 2y MedEd éxpedsssSforF I YA & C
needing help with difficult physical activities, and for feeling too

ashamed to ask forthathelpl f G K2dzAK y2d | &. dzZRRK
psychologist, she helped me see the cycle of suffering | had created

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

that it would not change.

Therapyalso showed me that aftex lifetime of being at war with

myselfthe neurcchemicals in my brain thatormally would helpne

feel asense of calm and wdileing were absolutely depleted. The

deep feelings of depression and skéte were not just my old teen

drama, but a very reagdhysiological condition that | now understand

often accompanies chronic iliness and pain.

Therapy and medications were helpful, but it was not until | began
exploring the practice of Zen midtion that | was able to putny
GadzFFSNAyY IE difitrér? pelspecivi YThiabuGtie §iet

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

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

mind. Reading some dfé teachings of Zen, | learnéthat | was

creating much omy own inner turmoil by piling suffering upon
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suffering in the form othe hate and shame and condemma | felt
toward my disease.

| must admitthat | was not a quick learner. In fact, because it is
impossiblefor me to sit in the traditional posturesf lotus or even

half lotus, | often ran away from the meditation hall because of that
same old shame before | realized that perfect, st@haldha posture
IS not what meditation is about.

With a good teacher and a supportive meditation sangtea
community of people who practicand study meditation- | slowly
learned that meditatioris nota curatveR2 Ay 3 A0 G NRARIKG €
make my pain and sufferirdjsappearRather, Zen meditation is
about not adding to the suffering that iisevitable in all our lives
especially if we refust accept life on its own terms. Zésnabout

f SENYyAYy3 (G2 SELISNASYyOS 2ySQa o2Re
present moment, noting the variouloughts and feelings that arise
as you sit quietly breathingpn 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 meditatitimat has helped me cope in
healthier ways wittthe facts of my disease is a loving meditation,
devoted to living fullyjoyfully in the presenthreathing 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 ndvine joy |

speak of is1ot that of permanent bliss; rather, i$ the feeling of
peacefulacceptance of life just as it is

Although a daily practiceneditation of at least 2€B0 minutes each

day is recommended by every teaching | have encountered, | do not
practice in this taditional way everylay. At least two or three days
each week | practice with the sangha at the dharma hall, sitting on a
cushion or a chair, following my breath, bowjiagd chanting with

the group accordingp our established schedul®/hen | am at hora

or at my office, | have a rocking chair at each place, and a small foot
stool. | sitwith these supportdor anywhere from ten to twenty
minutes, depending on my schedule, and gently rock as | follow my
breath and watch my thoughts flow in and out of mmynd.

Sometimes | find that | get caught up in those thougfalow them

like a story, a dajream or a problem to be solved. When | catch
myself in this process, Itiy2 Wdzy K221 ¢ YeéaSt T TFTNR
return my focus to my breath, to whateves hgpening in my body

Am | tense, afraid, tiredor hungry | label these thoughts and put
them aside for later if they truly need attending to, then return to
following my breath. | find this short, informaiactice particularly
helpfulat work. | &€el centered, more grounded and ready to be fully

present with my next client.
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There is a saying | have heard and often repeat to myself: pain is
inevitable, suffering is optional. As bodies and minds that eventually
deteriorate, sicken, and die, we canregcape pain. Nor, given our
mental and emotional abilitiesotlove, hate, fear, and desiman 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 arepulled here and there, with no peace, no cessation of
fear, desire, confusigrand 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-sityat 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 bera Ze
teacher) | was still in an unconsciosate of denial that my parents
would ever éave me. For all of my fiftthree years they had been
together,in my childhood home, alwa there to welcome me

G K 2 YtStakémy phone calls, commiserate with mgdness, and
OSt SONIYGS Yé KILWAYySaad 5S&LIAGS
with cancer of the jaw, they remained fixed in my mind as somehow
invulnerable. After all, thedid the New York Times crossulguzzle
SOSNE RI & A4&YiRy R & SMhbytmudeadNi®hout

(kN
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Great Britain and Ireland in their late 70s, played bridge and
volunteered at hospitals andraptor rehabilitation centemy father
loved caring for an@hotographing all birds, especial large birds of
prey). They swore gy weNB | f ¢ | ahdineadldd ho/aSsistance,
even as they approachddeir late 80s.

Then, &st year in July, my mother suffered a terrible fall, and my
father fell trying to help her. They were each tfvail to help each
other. They Ig on the floor, outof reach of the phone, going in and
out of consciousness for four days before neighlmbssovered them
(my siblings and | all lived out of state).

¢KS RIYF3S GKAa RAR G2 UKSANI 02RA
profound. | have sat with friends as they wagd their parents die. |
KIS KStR I FNASYRQ& KIFIYyR | a a

A
w»

so helpless, confused, my father unable to breathe without a
GSYUAt 2N FYR Y& Y20KSNJ RSaOSYyRA
was a kind of suffering | newanagined for myself or my family.

In this book | have interviewed people who have cared for their ill
spouses or dying parents, but never tlickalize the depth of my own

fear of this ever happening to me. Looking back, the words of the
wonderful peopé who told me their stories for this book seemed to

have been preparing me for whatasto come. And the love and



16

support of my teacher and sanghas enabled me to accept the
reality of sorrowful loss without it breaking me completely.

| flew to St. Louiseveraltimes during the yeaasmy father slowly
died at home with the support of hospice. | was able to sit with him,
read to him, and finally meditate with him as he silently did his own
prayerwith his rosary.

Meditation takes many forms imany othe faiths, often through
repetitive prayer. My father was a devoutaholic and typically
prayed the full five decades of the rosary ddilwas not there the

day he died, but | know that through those moments of quiet
meditation with eaclother, | wasable 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

1 f T KSAYSNDRAD aeé &2dzy3Said araidSNE
from California to the family homaiSt. 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 tdhelp others become free of suffering,
they help my mother through her fears, hallucinations, anger and

SOITOW.
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Originally | wanted to write this book to give others hope that despite
chronic illness and pain, there are options to how one learns to
acceptsuffering. | did not knovinow much the powerful stories of
f20S IyR O2dzN} 3S &2dzOQNB | 62dzi 02
most difficult losses | have ever experienced. It is my hope that the
voices here will lead others, too, to the profoundving and most of

all, joyful acceptancef life on its own terms.
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Norman Fischer

Norman Fischer: Working With the Chronically Il

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 Wehkgre he
served as Gabbot from 19952000.

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 amaccessible and adaptable way.
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A person of unusually widenging interests, he isnown 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 teachingg, ae adaptation

of Zen meditation and understanding to the worlds of business, law,
conflictresoution, interreligious dialogue (particulanyith Jewish

and Catholid¢aiths), the world of technology, and the care of the

dying (he has for many years begteacher withand is emeritus

chair of the boardof the Zen HospicEroject).

Q. When did you begin practicing Zen, Norman?

A. | began my Zen practice in 1970. As a young man in college, | was
interested in the nature of reality. | thought meditah would be a

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

| immediately devoted myself to it.

| went to train in a Zen monastery in America from 1976 to 1981. In
1981 | moved to a Zen temple that was a semoinastic enclosure. |

lived there from 1981 until 2000. | was ordained as a priest in 1980.
Between 1995 and 2000 | was abbot of San Francisco Zen Center. |
have spent my whole life in Zen training temples with daily

meditation practice and frequent Zen retreatgeceived Darma
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transmissiorn(the complete acknoWedgement of the understanding

of the teachings of Buddh&om my teacher, Mel Weitzman. Dharma
transmission is a very special ceremony giving a priest certain
authority and empowerments.

After my term of office asl@bot was over, | 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 pojects. 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,
andpeople caring for the dying. So, briefly, that is that wHzdve

been doing for the past thirtfive 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 ilinesses.
One of the priests | ordained, a mawas very close with, was

Michael Sawyer, a painter and ftilne Zen practitioner. He suffered
FTNRY t I NJAYaz2 ytphve yRarsal®maiyBrvayshd) (6 Sy
YFRS GKS tIFINJAyazyQa RA&GSIAS A0G4aS
centerpiece of his spiritugurney. It was always a very moving thing

G2 KSIFNJ KAY &LISF]1 lo2dzi KA& tF NJ]A
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his life he lost the ability to speak. With Michael | really got a crash
O2dzNBS Ay tIFN]JAyazyQa RAaSFaS FyR
praciS Oy KIF @S | aA3IYyAFAOLY(Hd AYLI O
disease.

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

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

other maladies, as well as with the caretakers of dyiaegppe.

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 actyathake 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:

GLT L 2dzad LINF O0AOS KINR Sy2daAK 2
YeaStT 2F GKAA LI Ay oD

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?

Howdo we live with what we have?
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These are important questions.

Q. When you work with groups, is there any particularrfa of
meditation that you teach or instruction®n a particular area

around theissue of pain?

A. | use many different techniques. Typically | will tailor something to
Yy AYRAQGARdzZEf Q&F ySSRa 2NJ 42 GKS
meditation that | always come back to and that | think is st

sitting with the sensations of the body and withetbreath. Being
present with whatever is there, whether pleasant or unpleasant
sensations, whatever thoughts, whatever feelings may arise. Staying
with these sensations of the bodyhatever else arss.

This is very counterintuitive, one would naturallynk¢d y 2 6 K2 ¢
GKIFG 3F2Ay3 G2 KSEL YSKE . dzi GKS
be present, without hating what you are feelingtrying to make it

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

allowing something to go:hat is the most powerful, the most
fundamental meditation. | always return to that. That is basic. | 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, colarf phrase in Zen:

G, 2dz R2y Qi Lzl | y204KSNJ KSIR 2V

0 2
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The first head isyou have a pain. For example, with rheumatoid
arthritis it is pain in the joints. That is one head. Putting a h@atbp
of your head is t®ay:
TdhK L KFraAgoikKaa LI AY Ad OoFR Iy
Al oé
Tad2Ke ¢g2yQ0 AG 3F2 | gl &8Kée
Ta2KFd RAR L SOSNI R2 (2 RSaSNIS
Tal 26 02YS y202Ré SftasS Kla GKAa
All of that actually becomes, in many ways, more painful, or at least
as painful, as the origih@ain. The idea is this: can you accept and be
present with the pain and take awahat second head that you put
on top? If you can, then you just have the original head, and life may
becomemuch more bearalel and sometimes quite beautiful.
Q. I must adnit | often question the beauty part. How do you make
sense of the contradiction of beauty and pain?
A. In a way 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 healtbbsessed society like the one we live in, it is

very difficult to feel you are not in the swim of thindisat there is



24

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 muchrsgbsed,
although at the time you doeed support.

Q. A myth many people believe is that the lotus or half lotus
L2aAaAGA2ya FNB GKS 2yfteée gleée G2 Y

(0p])
Py

crossed, how can | still meditate?
A. When there are meditation instructions given, very often the
traditional postures ositting the lotus or haHotus positions are the

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

of ways:

 ltcankedonec € af 2gft e gl(dedabagl®d O0G]1 AYKAY
1 It can be done sitting a chair.

1 It can be done lying down.
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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 therpay attention to the breathing. We are always

breathing. There are people who have compromised bregthiBut

we are all breathing to some extent with whatever degree of

freedom we can manage. Paying attention to the breagfand to

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

When you have issues with your body one extreme is:

1 Ohno! My body is a mess.

1 | am wounded.

1 I am not as good as other people.

The other extreme is:

1 Itis all in my head.

1 I ought to be able to sit up perfectly straight in the lotus posture
no matter what is wrong with me.

9L gAff YIFI1S YeaSt¥F R2 GKIGodé

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:

1 What is my ede?

1 What are the physical limitations of my body?
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1 What isbeing influenced by fear rather than pain?
1 Where can | be open and straight in the body as much as possible?

1 Where am | going too far and imposing something on myself?

| We want to find our own uigue way,
depending on our condition, topen

| 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 discontfand move.
Can you say some more about that?

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

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

M | cannot bear this.

1 I need something to distract me from the pai
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It is so important tdhave 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 seations in the body as they are.

Q. So what you are saying is rather than doing whiatisually dg

trying to move away from the pain-it is more beneficial to tryand
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 difficUt8 S R eénhgaga]

if we abdicate our bodies, then things get a lot worse. In reality we
are in a constant engagement, a constant dance with owgstn

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 | know are people dnce

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 aying the best way to meditates simply opemg up,
focusing on you breath, being in that moment, and experiencing
your bodyc whatever it is, exactly as it is in that moment? Is that

GKS 2yfteé GO2NNBOI® GKAYy3I I 02 dzi
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A. Yes, exactly. Unfortunately that is what we often do not allow

~

2dz2NB St 9Sa (2 R2d 2SS aleé GKSNB Aa
F2f€t26a Aaz aL 3IdzSaa L OlFyQld Rz A
NKSdzYF GAAY 2NJ LQ@S héatablefokditn 2 NJ (K

O2NNBOGTf & d¢ Il yR 0KIFId RSTSI (a
Q. If we may switch from the physical to the more mental or
cognitive aspects of meditation often people struggle with
intrusive thoughts as they sit and breathe. How would yaddress
this issue?

A. h Zen meditation, particularly in éhstyle 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 gehether it is a thought or a sensation
or an emotion. As a thought comes:

1 We allow it to be there.

1 We acknowledge that it is there.

1 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 toesze 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 arcamdl So on.

GdKS
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The goal in meditation is not to make the mind free of thought.

Rather, if we wish to semeditation 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 cora and go all the time. Akis 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:

GCKEFEY]l @2dz OSNE “YhdaghKisthere. Nod, Ol y A T S
4SS @e2dz tFGSN» L FY 32Ay3 o601 G2
G h 2 LJa dis ahdth8rkiBught. OK. Thagku very much. |

dzy RSNRUOF YR GKIF{d (0K2dAKGI Aada GKSNB o
. FO1 G2 GKS ONBlF GKdE

Gh2LJAad® ¢KSNBE Aa FYy20KSN 2y So¢

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. | 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. Tkere is another great Chinese sayiabout this.

G¢CKS o0fdzS al1eé R2Sa y20 KAYRSNI GKS
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 yourdeM/hat you are doing is

creatingthe 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. | have found that often thoughts involve memory or future

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

f 2y3ISNI AY GKS LINKaASyld Y2¥&eyis @&2d:
exist. When you return to the presentyou see that they are only

thoughts or memories y 2 AaNBFf ¢ LI FOS 4G Ittx
A. There is a surprisingly headi paver in being present in the way

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

out.

Q. Often when in meditation, | 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 | fir$t- £ A T  am & h K

R 2 A y 3t feklsisH Bght arld balanced there. Then, sudderlam

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

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

failing at ¢ that | am not still in that place?

A.The project | started after | resigned from the Zen center is called
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Everydayen, which is a phrase of the traditiqreveryday practice,
everyday mind.

The most important part of Zen practice is brirgyin

the mind that we cultivated in meditation to o@veryday

experiene. The hing about meditation is that although itmay

seem hardc; 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 complicdt® 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 ofbeing.Zen practiceg and | think this is true of every authentic
school of meditatiorg wantsus 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 th&o what we wainto do
then is find a way to let thoughts come and go, natigg hooked in
old patterns and old routines, which we can do most easily on the
cushion We want to then be able to éend 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 expenice while on a walk/hat if we

stop dreaming and just cook a meal? If we are cutting vegetables, can



33

we stop justwanting to get it
over with andthink abouthow

it feelsto be:

1 Sanding here right now?
1 To be working in this
moment?

9 To be cutting ths
vegetable?

M1 And now this one?

You can talk to disten to another person, with powerful sense of
being presentCertainly in a therapeutic situation, the more you are
able to really be present with the person as you are listening and
speaking, the morgou 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. Wan, if we choosajse

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

1 Walking down thestreet

1 Listening to someone

1 Helping someone work

Our work on the cushion, which we hope is regaad disciplinedor

to whatever extent we can make 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 wantingrad trying to get rid of certaithings, or hold on
tootherthh y 34 ® aSRAGIGA2Y Oly KSt L) dzi
Fa AG FOGdzrtte A&aoé

If | am insane right now, | am insane right now. Let me live with
that. If | am happy right now, let me be happy. Let me live with that.
| am willing to live with whatever comes. If | am able to live with

whatever comes, then | can have a much happier life.
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There is nothing worse than having many things going on and you do
y20 ¢Fyd G2 0S GKSNB® | 2dz Yoo y Qi Y
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 araiserable because all yauant 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. | think | am never
as present in the moment as when lamreally liskey’ 3 (2 &2 YS?2
experience. Yet, | sometimes find later that it is difficult to listen

fully to my husband or my friends. If | cannot pay attention to them,
what is the point of my work, either in meditation or with my

patients?

A.What you are pointingut is sanething that will resonate with

many people. Maybe | can do this at work and maybe | can do this
with my friends, but it is harder at home. It is harder when | am
alone. Little by little, we can do it. Ugtby little, we can extend our
mindfulness. Also importanin what you said is how healing
compassiorcan be. You are lucky to have a Jide the one you have
where youcan intensely be present witloving concern for others.

Howhealing that must b for you to be able to do that.



36

| think anylmdy 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 wheameone who is ill says to
you:

1 And how you feeling?

1 How is your life?

1 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 compassioraaiecernfor

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

compassionate for ourselves and for others.

vd I IAYS G2 OKIy3aS &dzomeSoda | oA
02 6SFENJ 0K2&aS NRO0Saé¢K LT GKSé& I NB
faith? How can one meditate if theppelieve in Jesus or Mohammad?

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

wSFftftex +ta FIFENIIa L KFEgS aSSys Al
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 yowxperience, 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 befibtany

people who practice with the Everyday Zgnoups ddhave very

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

or contradiction.

| am sure you can find Christian believers or Jews who would say
practicing meditation is against their belief system and is not allowed.

L R2y Q4 YSIy G2 alée (0KFEd GKSNB N
But there are also many, many believing Christiargthose of other

faiths who find meditation beneficial.

| have presented meditation to many thousands of people. Maybe to
some extent my audiences are ss#lected so the ones who hate
YSRAGIFIGAZ2Y R2Yy QO &aK2¢ dzZldJd | adz £ &
meditation. They may not choose to practice it regularly but they

always find it interesting and useful. Only

twice have people who heard what | have

KFR 2 aleé KIgS NBXalLRYyR
GKFd Aa GSNNRAOGE S® L 42 dz
In both cases they wer€hristians. One was

a very strong Catholic. One was a Baptist.

They boh said the same thingt h K y 23 ¢S
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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 ovlNJ 2 dzNJ YA Y R& ®¢€

L 0K2dzaKG G2 YvYeasSt¥z aDSSsI Al Ydza
have to be wary when you are alone with yourself for fear that

someone will take over yourselfwould not want to feel that way

about my life. | would want to feel Ekwhen | am alone and quiet,

D2R ¢2dzZ R G 1S 20SN¥» ¢KIFG 3I22RYySa
of me. Not the devil. | may al¢w@ve all sorts of odd or bad impulses
AYAARS YS® . dzi GKAA AayQi GKS RSO©O
ecumenical wdk and practice in monasties and synagogues. | am
veryinterested in other traditions and recognize their tremendous

power and goodness.

Every religion has something to offer that is unique. Every religion has
unique qifts. | really appreciate the gififall the traditions.

Q.t S2LX S K2 YSRAUGFIGS INB 2F0Sy | &
course on how to meditate? Does it make a difference if | meditate

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

R2 A0KE

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

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

2F YSRAUOFGAZ2Y 3IANRdAzZLIA® L R2y QG OF N
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there is some sort of meditation group. It may be hard to fimgk, 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 meditah 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 fivaveek course or a threaveekcourse. Mostly those
things are worthwhile as well, but | do not think they are necessary to
meditate. | think most people who meditate, meditate at home on
their own. That is what | do now that | no longer live in the temple.

It is also a good idea to rdeate with others. | 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
FSSRolF O] t22L) Ay @2dzNJ YSRAUOFGAZ2Y ®
have to be verbal instructions. It is just beingand 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 beevy instructive. So |

think it is really useful to practice with

others who are meditating. If it is the cas
thatforsome 6 a2y &2dz OF
ANRdzL) 2NJ €2dz OF y QulEs
area, then yes, you can meditate alone.
would say seek guidance from websites
and audio files.

Again, the Everyday Zen website has
hundreds and hundreds of free audio files on meditatretated

subjects that you can access. There are numerous other websites that
you can access. Even if yae anable 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 tao it, | think it is very valuable to do retreats for one
day or multipleday retreats. There are always people who come to
mediation places with chronic ilinesses. The only important thing is
that when you apply for a retredet people know what you neetd
accommodate your limitations. Some examples may be:

1 1 will need a chair

1 1 will need a modified schedule

1 I'will need a certain diet (such as for allergiesliabetes)
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9L Y y20 &adaNBF 6KIFG L gAfft ySSR 0

If you do that, the people who are running the retreat will know what
Ad F2Ay3 2y YR KStL)l é2dz FAYR 6KI
there are very may groups that would say nethat if you have

these limitations we do not want you to come to theneat. 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 b&gin
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 @es 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 theyexpect. 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 ilinesays

GhK Yeé 3J22RySaaT L oSOGGSNIy2G 32
| am going to be a bother to people. | am going to lbeiaen to

people.

L R2Yy QU ¢ ythey RBavekdtak
care of me.

LF L OlyQl R2 (KS a@REH
aK2dA Ry Qd 08 KSNS ¢

Bu it is just the opposite. You are giving
people a chance to feel compassion and have e |
the joy of helping someone out. So, you are a reaI treasure for them
Meditation centers are supposed to be places where the practice is

all about compassion, all abokindness. If you were to go to a place
GKSNBE (KS& ¢S NBayidilb & 0% % INBBaRmad] A ¥ &
not be a good place to practice.

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

GKSe& OF yQi WKHNE KSRA ONGESLIT NBa LSO
OFyy2i AYG2EAOIGS Y& 062Ré& 2NJ Yeé Y
medication to relieve their symptoms or their pain. How would you
address this?

A. | thnkthe importantissue is howhe substance itself thatanes

into our body and the watake work with your meditation practice?
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Buddhism is about #n middle way. Is your practi@out medicine

and takng more and more medicine? Ghould | be able to do this
myself without any medicine? The middle way is bedwé¢hose two
things. There are two parts to everything we ingest into our system,
everymedicationour body reacts to and works with that substance,
most of whichis not conscious.

Our state of mind influences that dynamic. The medications also
influenceour 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 chapggttng
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 thingg 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 clging states of mind,
LISNKIF LJA (SSLAyYy3 | al26 L Y FSStA
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 factai @ JSOA I f t & Ay (GKS Ol &
There is a whole dialogue of the medications and how they make the
body feel¢ sometimes better, sometimes worse. It gets very

O2YLIX AOFGSRET +a it tINJAYyazyQa &
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chronic illness know. Yodza 0 KI @S (G2 o6S LI} GASy
assumptions. Keep looking. Keep asking yourself:
1 What am | taking now? Does it affect my mindfulness?
1 How does it affect both mental and physical function?
T2 KFO Aad 0KS o0ltlryO8Ayg8a2s6SSYyohS2f
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 problermand be thoughtful about what is
going on. Sometimes there are wonderful breakthroughs. | was
talking with a person yesterday who had a heartwarming story. After
10 years of suffering with an iliness, with nothing working and no
medicationshelping. hally she said to the doctor:
G, 2dz (y29 o6KIFG YI{1Sa asSyasS G2 v
¢KS R2002NJ alARZ da2Stfx hyoé
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 atbu
She is in a wonderful period of low symptoms, which maywugnd
being permanent. Sometimes things like that happen after a long,
f2y3 GAYS® {2YSGAYSaAa GKSe ftlFado {
adjustment. Then again, whaty f A FS A &djishient? WeO 2 vy &

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 som&/mptom relief. How

does guided imagery differ from meditation, or does it?

I @ L g2dzZ RyQi alre GKIG 0KSeé RATFT

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

style and the characteristic of Saf@n, the Zen of our first teacher in

0KS ! o{ & { KdzNBdz {dzl dzZ] A w2aKA® LI

AAGOAYIET 2dza0 ONBFIKAY3I YR £S04

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 areditating,

suchas:
1 Imagine this sound.
1 Imagine this scene.
1 Imagine this scent.
1 Feel this sensation
1 Visualize this shape.

M 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 ware discussing. However,

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

most helpful

Qb La Al LRaaraoftsS G2 R2 I aljdza O A
about one to five minutes long? Is that is effective?

A.Absolutely.In fact, a practice | often encourageqme to do is a
three-breath meditation. Sitting, standg-- wherever you happen to

be ¢ stop and take three conscious breaths.

17 BREATHING IN.
17 BREATHING OUT.
1 BREATHING\.
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| encourage that and think it cdre wonderful. The important thing

KSNBE (K2dzZaK Aa (G2 NBO23ayAT S (KI G
2ytfeée GKAYy3 L KFEGS GAYS FT2NJ Aa GKA
chances are overwhelming that you are foolymurself. No one is

that busy.

Infactt L Ff gl @& GOrSiAf2 yLISRILd SS&5  &02ad® RIAAGY
KIS GAYS y2G G2 YSRAGFEGOS®E 2 KI 0
meditating is all the messes and miyps that @cur because we are
notmindfu:d L I Y 0 dza dedimd.to meditaty’ ®caus& |l @
cleaning up the mess | made when | dropped my coffee all over the

floor because | was rushing and tired, which would, perhaps, not have
KIFILIWSYSR AT L KIR YSRAGIFIGSR®PE LT
putting out fires, many of which would not have startedhe

beginning if you were more mindful.

{2 L 2dzad R2y Qi o6dz2 A0 6KSYy az2ys
YSRAUI GS ¢

Soc quickie meditationg absolutely. Do it whenever you want to. Do

Al Ylye GAYSa || RFeéeod . dzi R2y QU @S
meditationdo SOl dzaS L R2y Qi KIF @S GAYS (2
probably fooling yourself if you tell yourself that.

Q. HowR2Sa 2yS [[dzASG GKS YAYR 6KSy |

makes it difficult to meditate because there are tremofs
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A. WA 0 Kt | Ndeleyda B fadedremors. 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
tremorisi KIF 0 AG A& y20 2dzad Ay GKS 02
disease that involves the brain. Wheoware 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 youhave 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 qyick having

a little of the edge taken off the tremor.

t FNJAYyazyQa Aad || OSNE LIR2GSNFdxZ RA
that just being with the tremor will ot change the tremor in any

way. My friend Michael Sawyewvas really marvelous at beimyesent

with his tremors;being present when his body was frozen. It is an
everOK | yIAAYy 3 aAddz 0A2y SAGK t I NJAYya
are on different medications, which are in different stages of being
absorbed in the blood stream. You look fopse times when you

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

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 th&?

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 thaltam talking abouis 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 withur condition,
whatever it may be. | am not proposing that meditation is going to be
peaceful and calmNo. What | am advocating is this: be present with
whatever is there. That is ultimately the most peaceful thing. |
advocate being willing to get out @f 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.

| F @AYy3 &l AR GKFEGZ AF a2YS2ysSo al AR
LISF OSFdzAt YR yAOS FYR L NBILftfte 2
More power to yalzd do not have a problem with that. | just want to
be clear that what you and | have been talking about is something

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

A. | 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
R 2 S & y Ghat mKcS. fFitst thing in the morning | think is the best
time. Certainly you can practice more if you like. | think it is probably
good to not sit for more than thirty minutes. You can then walk for
ten minutes and sit againybu like. But a twengghirty 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 | 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:

GC2Y2NNR S Y2NYyAy3a L +Y 3F2Ay3T (2
G2 R2 O0KIFIdG FYR L gAfft R2 0KIFGd¢
thought. The next

morning if you listen to

the alarm clock or the
rooster crowing before
dawn, get up before you
hawe 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. | 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.

| would sayg start that way. Then you can do the practice that we
mentioned earlie¢ the three-breath practice. Do that several times

during the day. In the middle of the day when you taklereak for

lunch, spend twentyninutes withpeaceful 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
€2dzNJ f ATS® ¢KS& INB OSNE aiAyYLitsS
they make a biglifference.

Q. Do you think regular meditation practice can stop the

progression of a chronic disease?

A. If | could answer that question with something that would really
G2N) 2 ¢2dzZ RYyQiu GKFEG 06S INBFGK L ¢
all over he world and | would share this information. | would really

do a lot of good for a lot of people. Unfortunately, | 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
Parlh y 42y Qa YR 20KSNJ OKNRYAO RAASHE

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 | had a way of making tleymptoms not do psychological, spiritual,

YR LIKe&aAOolrt RFEYF3IST IyR 2 YIS
would be a magician. | 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 pessibl

t FNJAYyazyQa a ¢S it 1y26 Aa 2yS
quite a bit, so there is every chance something positive will happen.

Of course, they have been saying that foralongtimg R ¢S O y Qi
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. | wish all of ydu wit

chronic illness the best of luck.

| am really convinced that having a chronic illness can be itugpir

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 onrounebsite:

everydayzerorg. 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, @Zand 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 Normarfor sharing your experiences and insight with us
G2RI&® ¢2 2dzNJ NBIFRSNARZ L SIasS 22
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, travelddmel and Japan, and
SailingHomgt 'y SELX 2NJ GA2y 2F | 2YSNDa a
navigatngthroughd f Apérisand pitfallsé




Norman preparing for a Dharma talk
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Ruth Ozeki

Ruth OzekiThe Art of Living and Dying

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

acchimed novelAll Over Creatioand My Year of MeatdHer short

fiction has appeared in a number of anthologies, and she is an
occasional contributor to magazines and newspapers, including the
New York Time®@p-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 Sioteage of Suzuki

Roshi through her teaché&oketsu Norman Fischer, whose website,



56

everydayzen.orgshe edits. Heessay about taking care of her

mother who suffered from £ T KSA YSNRa RARSIANE B
[ 2aAY3Y hy 2NAGAY3II ShatnbhfldSIn 39 a2 Y
Magazine isincluded in the anthologest Buddhist Writing ofGD9.

Q.. 2dz KIFI3S gNRARGGSY | 0S|I dzi A FdzE I+ NI
Writy 3> 5@ Ay 3 | YR HlizavethhBishop pde®nR 2y
h yS | Willlyduéplease say what inspired you?

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

losing someone | love. | was takingecaf my mother, who was at

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

of myself, too. | do this by writing. Foremthat is what writing is all
o2dzid LGQ&E& | &I & cid dBpefidotdnyiftlh y 3 § K
Writing is a parallel path to meditation in that sense.

Q. Both of your booksMy Year of Meatsand All Over Creation

portray some of the cultural struggle of Japanesé&merican

women. That is your heritage as well. Will yagay more about

this?

A.Yes. My mother was Japanese ang dad was American. And

although my ethnic and cultural heritage is a theme in the bobk, & S

also been thinking about them as stories of iliness. Both books have
illness, in particular environmehtt A f f ySaax |0 GKS C

interesting to look at the two books through this lens.


http://ewww.everydayzen.org/
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The two central baracters inMy Year of Meatdace challenges

around reproduction. One protagonist is a Japanese woman who is
trying to get pregnant, but who sufferfrom 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 toguent 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 preveimg miscarriages. It was never
effective for that.

InAll Over Creatioi KS LINRPUOF 32y AaiQa FIF GdKSNJ

cancer, complicated by a chronic heart condition, and her mother has
{1 KSAYSNRad® ¢KS gAFS 2F GKS ySA3
cancer and is unable to carry a pregnancy to term, due, they suspect,

to groundwvater contamination from chemical farm inputs. This

concern with iliness, 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,

anddeath 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.ae@ RI'R RASR AY Mpyy®d L RARYQU KI
thattime.L a0l NOUSR aAddAy3da Ay mpdhp= o6d
was in New York, and | was working a kligéssure job in television. |

was drawn to meditation but never really understood how important

Al gl aod 2KSY Yeé Tl iKSNmedtaKryl € 0 K 0
care of him and my mother, | started feeling the need, the urgent

need, to meditate. | needed it to keep myself centered and sane. The
experience of taking care of my dying father made me realize that |

just did not have a steady ground undeath my feet. | did not really

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

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

| remember being on the East Coast, visiting one center after
another, looking for a place wheteould sit and receive meditation
instruction, but | was unable to find a place that could accommodate
the immensity of my grief. | remember walking into a meditation At
the same time, in 1997, my mother had just been diagnosed with

I £ T KSA Y S NXnaw thatl #vss Igding @ be the one taking care
of her. | am an only child. One of the last things my father asked me

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

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 sitith. Also, you hopefully find a

teacher with whom you aqawork.

Zoketsu Norman Fischer, Samish Island, June, 2010

During this time | migrated out to the West Coast and was fortunate
enough to meet Norman Fischer, an ordairh priest and former
abbot of the San Francisco Zen Center. At the same time | 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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2dzNJ 26y S AGQ&a& G NHzZ & tedhola® dhgaged 2 K|
in the practice as welln 1999, my husband and | brought my mother

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

died. It was during thaime | wrote about adaughter who returns

home to take caref her fatherwho is dying.

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

2F (0KS GKAy3Ia GKFG L FStd L KFRYQ
was a way of revisiting that time and going over it very carefully,

trying to understand what itvas that | 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.LQOBS 0SSy | ot Sartiozee & fadchande, a®ah G |
necessary and inevitable part of lite.Q @S YIF RS (G KS 0O2YY
every day and typically do thaSome days | miss, but generally my

practice is to sit everglay. | sit for about forty minutes but
a2YSUAYSa A0Qa &aK2NIS Hstenhigue$S A YSa
allowing myself to experience whatever arises during that time.

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

mindfulness with some kind of reguity. In this way, as | practice

over andover again to the present moment what

develops is a sense of trust or
seltconfidence in just what id.

know that even if | mess up

j sometimes, if my mind is overly

4 NBFOGAGST 2NI AT LQ
excited or depressed or joyful or
FyANESE AG0 R2SayQi
Everything changesndthrough

the practice, | can experienee

returning to the present.

Ruth receiving ordination from Zoketsu Norman Fischer, June 2010



62

Through that returning, | gradually become familiar and friendly with
myself, with my Buddha nature, and | start to see loss for what it is,

an essential part of life.

LO A& | Fdzyye (1AYR 2F (GKAyYy3Id L R?2
faith is a loaéd word. Maybe the best words to describe the fruits of

a meditative process are trust and setinfidence. | am going to be

here, showing up for myself every day. | am worth this effort, and it is
something that | CAN do, for both myself and others.

In away, it is similar to the writing process, which | 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 tost 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.

LYy GKFG aSyaS AdQa | gle 2F fSI Ny
be there. No matter what happens, no matter what comesup

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

vast range of emotions you can sit through it, ahwith it, and be

21Fe 6AOK Al0P ¢KIFOQa UGNHZSS 6KSGIKSN
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 exctly who you are and what you are
experiencing at that momen
hT O2dzNBSSE AY gNARGAY3I GKSNBQa GKI O
and words that come. In meditation you experience them and release
them, without clinging to them or wishing they werdfdrent. |
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 createwhat you want to communicate to others. In

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

can do both.

AL KAY]l GKIFdQa NARIKGP LYy TFI Sy o
0K2dzZAKG& | NAASE SY20A2ya@zOt ANRNAGSI Y
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
Oly GF2tt2¢ 2dzié Ay 2dzNJ SOSNERLI &
and our emotions on the meditation chi®n, we get to know them.

We becomevery 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 sties 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 waiit in a much more intimate and present
and creative wayWhether 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 fdl life with your mind and heart more open. That is the goal that
| believe we all have.
Q.l imagine a lot of grief must have come up for you in your
YSRAGFOAZ2Y | a &2dz 6l GOKSR &2dzNJ Y2
from you. Was that part of your meditatn?
A. That was interesting. When my daddva Ré Ay 33 L g ayQ
1 it; not that we ever really are, but |
NEFfte gl ayQid NBI R
happened when my dad started to
actively die. | was really angry. |
realizedfor the first time that there

wasabsolutely nothing could do

k. ‘ about this. | was completely impotent
Ay (GKS FIFOS 2F KAaa AfftySaa yR KA
YFE1S AG 0SGUSN® L O2dz RyQid OdzNB K
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| would have given anything to have spel in and taken on some of
GKIFIGX o6dzi L O2dz RYyQiod ¢KSNB gl a vy
and be with him. Watching someone you love die really teaches us

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

You truly have to bepen and receptie to whatever arises ithe

moment. With my dad it was a lot of painful stuff, a lot of anger and
grieftha ¢ & LINPol ofeé y20 ySOSaalNE Ay
help him and it just tortured me. On the other hand it was necessary.

It was precisly that anger and that grief that gave me a very strong
motivation to find a meditation practice and to get ready to do what |

could do, to prepare as best | could, for the loss of my mom. Life is a
GSNXYAYIlf O2yRAGAZ2Y D . | 0leringfrovia5!| &a
aSEdzZ ffte GNIYyaYAGGESR GSNXYAYLIE O2y
knew | was in it for the long haul with my mom, and eventually for

myself and everyone | know and love, as well. So, to answer your
guestion, with my mom, it was hard anaipful to watch, but

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

lf T KSAYSNRAE Aa | @SNE atz263s LINROGN
bit every day. Suddenly my mom would come back a litleand |

would feel excited, sayingtoriySt ¥ ahKX 2KZXI &KS
O2dzZNAES:X 6K2SOSNI AU 6l a GKIG L g1t a
0l O1¢ ¢2dzd R OKIy3aAS | 3AFAYyD
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Q.How didyou handle that emotionally? Your Mons dbacké and

then she iggone 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 vgéesying

in the moment. 6Oh, here is this person that | recognize as my mom

who ishere nowe. This feels good. Thisdis wonderful. Then when

that situationwould change and the person who | recognized as my
~mom would go away again, | 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

preseriationsare Mom.| was very lucky

0S0FdzasS !'t1 KSAYSNRA

challenging, and there are so many

differentways the illness presentsself.

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 | think

that made it easier for me. | did not have to watch her suffer and be

Ol



67

terribly agitated or upset or confused. She was very philosophical

about this.

L a1 SR KSNJ 2y OrSied about tRis? Are yoldpset 2 dz &
F62dzi GKA&AX | o02dzi f2aAy3 @2dz2NJ YSY
KSNJ KSIR FTYR &@FARX aLF g2NNEAY3I |
worry about it a lot. But, | know that worrying abt it is not going to

help. Sdtré¢ y 20 G2 LG A& y2G 3F2Ay3 G2
| 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 | can do for her and for
myself andor everyone else around me is to just really try to accept
whatever it is that comes up artd somehow be okay with iGhe

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 upc@irse it

does. There still is a lot of sadness around losing someone who is so
dear toyou. Still, my Monwas really amazing to teach me these very
important lessons.

When her reality started to shift to the point where she could not
remember or distingish day from night, or Monday from Saturday,

@2dz A0 NI G2 NBIEAT S GKFEG AG NBIf

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 isyg/ro

with that? That is fine.

| stopped tying to insist on my version odality and was just trying

02 3I2 GAGK KSNBER®P® LU NBFIffteé RARYyQI
version of reality is so great? How do

| know that is real™ just happens to & what | believe at this

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

51 everything is going to change.

What | think ighat my reality right

now is certainly going to change. No

| question about it. Why should | get

so fixed on it? My momds a version

P oF NBHEAGE GKEG 62N

: fine with me.

Professor Mom, Hilo, Hawaii
Then it became a question of just being curious abbuthat was
huge, too.Notjust to be open to her differing sense of what is going
on, but to becurious 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 | found

so difficult was finding things to talk about with somebody whose
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experience of the moment s0 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.

LG Aa FAYS G2 aleéexr 4,Saod L OFy o
RA&lI 0f SRDE 2 fOlshibw up AWhat ¥ Idpaddntisfal A &

(0p))

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 peson?With Mom | just tried to be curious, ask
her questions so that | would know more, and so she could have the
fun of telling me anaxplaining thingsShe was just such an amazing

teacher.

| want to talk about this idea of caretaking. We assign oueseiole

aAy tAFSP® aé NRftS Aa GKS OFNBGLI 1S
patient. Therefore, | have these pessigned things | need to do, and

she has these prassigned things that she needs to do. But of course,
GKFGQa y2a | daluch®oré ki sitdation, Sspecially Q& |
because she is my mother.

| remember there was this time when | had to leave for some book
SgSydas YR L (yS¢ L gla 3IF2Ay3a (2
know how her iliness was going to progress. | reahzleen | got back

she might not remember who | 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. | was anticipating all sorts of things that could
happen during that time when | was ig@ and was worrying about

them and frettirg and making myself quite upset.

So the time came to leave and | wenta say goodbye to her. At that
L2AY(O aKS gl ayQi{ B8 AyBHaYaAKNSF 8 é:
that much. It was stressful for her anidinig for her to talk. We were

lying in her bed together, and the enormity of it just hit me, and |

A0 NISR G2 ONR® ¢KA& ¢l a az2YSUKAY
NEFIffée RARYQU olyid G2 ONEB o0SOl dza$s
showing ny grief would upset and eduse her. After all, | was the

caretaker. My job was to console her, not to confuse or upset her.

. dzi L O2dzZ RyQiu KSfLI A L adl NISR
anything about it. I lay there crying, and she noticed, and she put her

arms around me and started to console me. It \masazing, but why
aK2dzZ R AdG 06SK {KS Aa Y& Y2U0KSNW» ¢
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 | was
castigating myself for notbeing strAaS N { KS al ARX & wd
Y2Y® ¢CKFiQa KSNINRES YR aKSQa N

were able to give her something to do that she is really good at?
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¢CKSNFQa y20 YdzOK GKIG aKS Aa 322R
UK G®dé

This wasncredibly profound to me. Oh my God! Here | have been
trying to be the super caretaker when in fact the best thing | can do is
just be really honest about what | am feeling, especially when it
comes to something as basic as feeling love and grief for atlgan

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 thisssnplywhat it is that what

happened when your mom

comforted you?

A. | think that is exactly
what happened when my
mom comforted me. As |
was lying thereg you feel so
tiny then¢ she had her arms
around meg she was patting

me on the head; and | felt

like alittle 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 arditde kid and your mom can make

it all better, a returning to a sense tfust, that whatever happens,

whatever comes up in the moment, that it is okdisis not to say

GKIFIdO L RARYQGO 32 oFO]1 2 g2NNBAY3
hardwiredfdNJ G KIF G FTyR AdQa y2d F oFR 0
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
2O0SNY 2KFEG LQY atz2zgte fSlddigAy3d FN
practice is to recognize when the worries get obsessive. My pattern
recognition skills are improving, and | 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 praatic¢he

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 | feel more and more the longer | praatities

ability to distinguish between what is, in the present moment, and

what are the residues of though&nd worries and habits from the

past.
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Q.What do you do specifically when you meditat@here are many

forms and practicepeople refer to as meditation. How do you

practice?

AL F2tt2¢ I {202 %Sy LN OGAOSzT OF
which is very simple. The first thing to understand is that even though

we think of meditationr & 42 YSUOKAY 3 GKI G KI LILIS)
really something that we do with our body. So the first thing | do is to

pay attention to my body and my posture. Sometimes | sit on the

floor, crosslegged in half lotus, with one foot on my thigh and the

other foot tuckedunderneath. Sometimes | sit in a Burmese posture,

legs crossed but my feet are in front of me, resting on the floor.

Sometimed kneel using a kneeling bench.

Sometimes | sit in a chair.

The position | take depends on how my body feels attitme. | do

have lower back disk problems and arthritis in my knee.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































