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13 June, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Lincoln Rhodes sent me the color photo of the four of us before the altar of your center in 
Los Angeles. It brought back very pleasant memories of your hospitality and our happy time 
together. I will take the photo with me to Japan on a forthcoming trip as something very 
interesting to show to my teacher Yamada Koun Roshi and to Dharma friends. 

Our training schedule is well under way, and a five-day seshin is scheduled to begin the end 
of this week. I find that new students in their 30’s and 40’s are appearing more and more. 

May you continue to enjoy good health! 

Robert Aitken 

 

July 8, 1977 

Dear Aitken Roshi, 

Thank you for your postcard. I am happy to hear you are busy and attracting older students. 

I will be traveling in Korea and Japan, and if my schedule permits, I will try to visit your 
teacher. 

I will be traveling with ten American students, so it may be difficult to rearrange our travel 
arrangements, but perhaps on my return trip, I can stop in Hawaii. Sometime, I would like 
to visit your Zen Center. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1196 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

602 

July 3, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How was your “vacation” out on the West coast? Sherry has just finished talking to the 
Providence Center and she tells me that your health is not good. Please take good care of 
yourself. 

Sherry and I have been sitting and bowing and Sherry has also been involved in the Toronto 
Zen Center. I have been sitting and bowing at home, but maybe some day, I will sit regularly 
at the Zen Center. I don’t know. 

We have received a note from Diana about the trip to Korea. It sounds wonderful, and right 
now, I am planning on going. 

Several weeks ago, Sherry and I spent a week on the West coast of Canada and stayed several 
days in Vancouver and then drove over to Vancouver Island. Every morning was some 
bowing, some sitting, and some running. One morning, as I was running, I was trying to 
keep “clear mind—don’t know” when my running seemed to become effortless, and I was 
able to run very fast for a long period of time, as if some hand or force was pushing me. 
When my mind moved off “clear mind,” I could feel my running becoming very heavy and 
slow. Even though I am making “heavy” and “effortless,” the experience was a new one, and 
I later thought of mind light, and that during this experience of running, I could keep the 
same mind as I try to keep while sitting. 

Last weekend, the same thing happened, but this was after running for almost two hours. I 
am finding that as I run more regularly, I feel like running for longer periods of time. It is 
also the same with sitting. Now, I try (and want) to sit both in the morning and in the 
evening. This evening, the thing that kept running through my mind while I was sitting was 
your exhortation to “try, try, try” to keep clear mind—don’t know. 

I don’t understand why I am sitting more frequently. Most people would say that I am 
wasting my time. I do not think I am wasting my time, but I don’t know. 

On Saturday, I am going to the Zen Center to discuss with the members the possibility of 
purchasing a house. I have offered to help them do the legal work both to buy a house and to 
obtain government clears for “charitable non-profit” status for the Center. 

I have been holding your cigarette kong-an in the back of my mind, and I have no answers. 
However, this evening I thought, “Go tell Soen Sa Nim to keep his own students.” At one 
point, I was feeling very strong—like the wind! 

You still have not met my daughters. I would like you to meet them and also for them to 
meet you—I worry about them—probably unnecessarily. My condition, my situation, my 
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opinions all disappear—can they disappear as long as I have children, wife, a job? I don’t 
know. 

Take care of yourself, and I look forward to seeing you in August—and Happy Birthday. 

Lawlor 

 

July 13, 1977 

Dear Lawlor, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter and telephone call. I just returned home and got 
your letter. My body is very strong, no problem. Don’t worry about me. 

You and Sherry are bowing and sitting every day. That is wonderful. Sitting at a Zen Center 
or home is not different, but if you go to a Zen Center, sitting, bowing, and practicing 
together with other people makes making your opinion, your condition, your situation 
disappear very easy. 

Everybody has different opinions, so they all do different actions. Together action means you 
cannot do different actions. If you cannot do different actions, putting down your opinion 
becomes very easy. 

You will go to Korea. That is wonderful. 

On your vacation, you tried running Zen. That is wonderful. Somebody has written a book 
on running Zen. Running time, only run. Then you will get special energy. But this is not 
special energy; it is your correct energy. 

When you are thinking, your energy and universal energy become separate. But when you 
are not thinking, your energy and universal energy become one. So before, one monk tried 
only Amitabul. His head was like rocks, so his teacher said, “You only try Amitabul.” He 
didn’t do anything but Amitabul, Amitabul, Amitabul—working time, eating time, sitting 
time. One day, he carried a letter to another temple for his teacher. It was very far away. 
Usually, it took one week to walk there. But this monk, only trying Amitabul, Amitabul, 
arrived the same evening at the other temple. This monk did not know how far he had gone, 
or how fast. When the temple Master got the letter, he was very surprised. He asked, “When 
did you leave your temple?” 

“After breakfast.” 

“Yaah? How did you get here so fast?” 

“I don’t know; I only tried Amitabul.” 

This is a famous story. He didn’t want fast; he only tried Amitabul. So he got there very fast, 
no problem. So only go straight—one mind. Then you will get special energy. But this 
special energy is your energy. You already have everything, and if you are not thinking, you 
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can get anything. You already experienced running Zen. That is wonderful. In Providence, 
Mu Bul Su Nim and Louise run everyday before bowing. They like running. They have also 
experienced running Zen—better than sitting—very easy. Body position is not important. 
Mind sitting is very important. 

Everyday running is wonderful. “Try, try, try,” means when you are running, when you are 
sitting, don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; only go straight—don’t know. 
Good feelings come; bad feelings come; that’s O.K. Don’t hold onto good and bad. Only 
try, try, try—go straight. 

You will help the Toronto Zen Center get a house and a tax exemption. That is wonderful! 

Next, your homework: If you say, “Go to Soen Sa Nim,” the cigarette man will hit you hard. 
What can you do? 

I also want to meet your daughters. When I go to Toronto, you must introduce me to your 
daughters. You ask about putting down your opinion, your condition, your situation when 
you have children, a wife, and a job. When you are talking to your children, you must keep 
father’s mind. When you are with your wife, you must keep husband’s mind. When you try 
business, only keep business mind. This is not your opinion; it is the correct opinion. This 
means, what are you doing right now? You must do it! This is Zen mind. 

When you are with your children, maybe you think about your wife, your job. This is no 
good. This is your opinion. 100% belief in yourself, in your action—this is Zen; this is 
Enlightenment—not special. Don’t make I, me, my. Only go straight—do it! If you don’t 
understand, only go straight—don’t know. 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 3, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I don’t know what to write. I love you very much and I want your body to be healthy. Please 
don’t work so hard. If you are tired, don’t come to Toronto but stay in Providence and rest. 

I am working on two kong-ans. One is “dropping ashes.” I tried to ignore this kong-an, but 
you gave me a very good job: director of this Toronto Zen Center. Samu Su Nim is a very 
strict teacher. He hits very hard, and I imagine he will frighten new students. Even if he does 
not hit them, they hear the sound of his hitting others and maybe become afraid and never 
come back. I don’t know if this is true, but many people come once or twice and never come 
back. 

So, how can I teach Samu Su Nim? I don’t know. I talk to him. This is only my opinion. 
His opinion is different. I feel very frustrated and think, “This is not my business. I am only 
a student.” But you make me “director,” so I want many students to come and to stay, to 
build a strong practice. So only wanting to know and don’t know. 

Second kong-an is not exactly a kong-an. It’s what am I? If you and I are not separate, how 
can I miss you so much? If you and I are not separate, why am I so afraid of your dying? I 
make separations. So I make my own suffering. DON’T KNOW. DON’T KNOW. 
DON’T KNOW. 

Please take care of your body. Lawlor and I bow and sit every day and send you our warmest 
love. 

Jin Mi 

 

July 14, 1977 

Dear Sherry, 

Thank you for your letter and telephone call. I just came back to the Providence Zen Center. 
My body is very strong, no problem. Don’t worry about me. 

You talked about Samu Su Nim. His way is O.K. for him. Any kind of teaching is not good, 
not bad, but how much does it help other people? Some Zen Masters do not want many 
students, only keen-eyed students, so they give very difficult teaching. If you pass difficult 
teaching, you become a keen-eyed student. But if a Zen Master has no keen eyes, but only 
difficult teaching, then he cannot get keen-eyed students. So the Sutra said, “One is many; 
many are one.” One keen-eyed student, many students. So difficult practicing is important, 
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but most important is that keen eyes are very necessary. You say, “How can I teach Samu Su 
Nim?” You must soon get keen eyes. Then teaching Samu Su Nim is possible. 

Next, you and I, always, everywhere, become one. So I say to you, put it all down. You say, 
“DON’T KNOW, DON’T KNOW, DON’T KNOW!” This is correct, wonderful. Only 
go straight—don’t know. In don’t know, you and I are always together. 

You and Lawlor practicing together everyday is wonderful! 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, soon get keen eyes, finish the Great Work of life 
and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 6, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I have just received a letter from Louise saying your body is not well, and I am very sad. 
However—she also says you have gone to see a good Korean doctor and that maybe the 
trouble is adjusting how much medicine you take (Ezra says he always felt maybe you took 
too much). So I hope this doctor will help you to get your energy back—perhaps already. 

Don’t worry about doing the Yong Maeng Jong Jin here in Berkeley—I am just going to 
cancel it. I was concerned about having it from the beginning, that it was crowding your 
schedule. You have already given us so much—it will take more time anyway to digest all of 
it and get ready for the second course! 

Thank you for your letter before you left L.A. It is wonderful that a possible location has 
been found for a temple—and that it will again combine the Korean temple and the Zen 
Center. 

We had a most interesting trip down the Rogue River—four days, staying in lodges along 
the river at night, we paddled all day, sometimes through some powerful rapids where “What 
are you doing now?” was the only way to avoid smashing into rocks or getting overturned 
and pulled under by the current (which happened to most of us occasionally!). Ezra let his 
beard grow and wore a big red handkerchief on his head—looking like a laughing pirate! He 
just “let loose” and had a wonderful time—special energy! You are right; we have good 
karma together (very new, however!)—his high energy is maybe balanced out by the 
quietness I am beginning more and more to feel. I’ve been sitting a lot lately—just staying 
with Kwan Sae Um Bosal Kwan Sae Um Bosal Kwan Sae Um Bosal. They are all for you 
now. 

Love and respect, 

Hae Soeng 

Homework: Right now, the answer for me is just KWAN SAE UM BOSAL KWAN SAE 
UM BOSAL. Whenever I have opened my mouth with people in this house, I have labeled 
“cigarette men”—it has been incorrect—so only silence now! 

 

July 14, 1977 

Dear Diana and Ezra, 
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Thank you for your letter and telephone call. I returned home the day before yesterday. My 
heart is no problem. Nowadays, I am taking insulin, so no problem. Don’t worry about me. 

Your trip sounds wonderful. In Japan, in Kyoto, there are rapids in the river for maybe six 
miles. Many young people like this. So I think you are becoming younger. 

You say only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. That is wonderful. A Sutra said Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal is everywhere and appears in any form, for all suffering beings. Sometimes, 
Buddha’s form, sometimes in the form of a government official, a woman, a child, 
sometimes a demon; and Kwan Sae Um Bosal helps many people. If you only go straight—
Kwan Sae Um Bosal, this mind also is already shining everywhere, so Kwan Sae Um Bosal 
and your Kwan Sae Um Bosal-mind become one. So you are able to do anything. This is 
possible. So, don’t lose Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

Your homework: not important. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, and already, you 
will get everything, and your homework answer will appear by itself. 

I hope you always try Kwan Sae Um Bosal, keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1203 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

605 

July 6, 1977 

Dear Friend Soen Sa Nim, 

Your kindness in sending or arranging to be sent the Newsletter has been much appreciated; 
also the book Dropping Ashes on the Buddha brought by Jim. I also owe thanks for the 
pictures taken at Jim’s old home and at Niagara Falls. 

I feel that I have learned a little of the aims and teachings of Zen, but I would be less than 
honest if I did not tell you that I also feel that the teaching is a very small part of the 
knowledge to be obtained from the Writings of the Baha’i Faith. We believe that Baha’u’llah 
is the Universal Prophet foretold in the Holy Writings of all religions. Baha’u’llah says that 
knowledge consists of twenty-seven letters and up until this Age—only two have been 
revealed. In this dispensation all twenty-seven have been revealed. He has written in His 
Own Hand or dictated and signed with His Own Hand and seal all of these Writings. His 
Son has also interpreted and explained much—a task assigned to Him by His Father. To us, 
as Baha’is, this knowledge is as the sun, and when the sun appears, the stars are no longer 
visible. 

Moreover, if mankind is to achieve unity, there must be a center. Just as our visible sun is the 
center of our system, so Baha’u’llah is our spiritual center. He says that the Buddha, Krishna, 
Moses, Christ, and Mohammed—all are as one. All were Manifestations of God, sent to 
educate mankind. They ALL proclaimed this day and tried to prepare us for it. 

So much that you teach is to be found in the Baha’i Teachings. I told you that Baha’u’llah 
has said, “One hour of meditation is worth a thousand years of pious worship.” But He also 
gives us much on which to meditate, and He tells us that everything must be done in 
moderation. He says that work is worship if it is done in a spirit of service—and that all must 
work. He says that today it is our duty to see that every child is educated, and on this 
account, there is no longer any need for a clergy. Each must study and understand for 
himself, through his own investigation. One does not “join” the Baha’i Faith. Rather, one 
falls in love with the Teaching and then becomes one with the ever-increasing army of 
Baha’is dedicated to promote love and unity among all the peoples of the earth. Moreover, 
he is taught that every human soul has potential and must be trained from the cradle to 
develop that potential and be a source of good to humankind. 

He also says that science is of the greatest benefit and should be taught as much as is 
necessary—but only those sciences which are used for the love of god. If science is not used 
in this way, it can lead to insanity. This is already apparent. 

It is said that when the Manifestation of God appears, many spiritual souls receive one ray of 
light. Now is the time to seek the Source of that ray. 
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Please continue to send the Newsletter. I do not want to lose touch with so good a friend. 
The sun is shining in full strength, but when the darkness falls, the stars obtain their light 
from it. 

My warmest greetings, 

Nellie 

 

July 14, 1977 

Dear Nellie, 

How are you? Thank you very much for your letter. You enjoyed my book and newsletter. 
That is wonderful. 

You said Baha’u’llah is the Universal Prophet. That is correct. But, do you know what the 
Universe is and what a prophet is? You say, “sun, letter, Universe, Prophet, revealed, Son.” 
These are all name and form. But name and form originally are empty, so the Heart Sutra 
says, “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” So, don’t be attached to name and form. Then, 
you will understand the correct way. 

Baha’u’llah said, “All religions are one.” Zen says the 10,000 Dharmas (“Dharmas” means 
everything—all religions—every thing) return to one. So Baha’i and Zen are the same way. 
But this is very important: Where does the one return? 

This one comes from where? If you attain this one, then you completely understand Zen and 
Baha’i. 

You say Zen is one part of Baha’i. This is not correct. Do you understand “Where does the 
one return?” You must understand this one. This one has no name, no form, no speech, no 
words. Therefore, there is no universe, no God, no Baha’i, no Zen, no Prophet. If you are 
attached to name and form and time and space, then you don’t understand this one. 

So, understanding cannot help you. You must attain one. Understanding is thinking. 
“Attain” means “before thinking.” If you have thinking, you make opposites: good and bad, 
high and low, one part of and the whole. If you keep before thinking, this is the absolute. 

The absolute is complete. You are complete. Not only Baha’i is complete. Christianity, Zen, 
any religion is complete. Also, a dog barking, a chicken crowing, everything is complete. 

Therefore, you must first understand your true self, then you must believe in yourself 100%. 
Then you are complete. This is most important. 

So, I ask you: What are you? If you open your mouth, I will hit you. If you close your 
mouth, also I will hit you. What can you do? If you don’t understand, only go straight—
don’t know. If you attain this don’t know, then you will correctly understand Zen and 
correctly understand your religion, Baha’i. 
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I hope you always keep a mind which is clear like space, attain your true self, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 9, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope the stay in the hospital has been good for you. The Yong Maeng Jong Jin without 
interviews was O.K…   I think only sitting without thinking, “Ahhh …  soon interview …  
soon interview” was good for everyone. No interviews, but in each moment 108,000 
interviews. 

For those people who did not completely understand this, though, then it is necessary for 
them to send a letter with some questions after Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

So, I have some questions: Seven days sitting was very good. It was sometimes possible to 
become clear—maybe ten minutes this very good feeling. This feeling is very wide space—
like a big bed—able to move all around. Or, like a clear pool in the course of a forest 
stream—fish come in and go out—leg pain, art thinking swim in and then swim out. No 
hindrance. Sometimes, I had very strong feelings of my childhood—smells, sometimes 
hearing my mother’s voice. But, as you say, only don’t touch. Go straight ahead. 

Now, I want to completely understand myself—very important. Returning to my job at the 
bakery in Massachusetts, my mind soon moved—could not keep a clear mind. So, I think 
more sitting is necessary. My question is: Is this night-time sitting good? Maybe 1 A.M. to 
2:30 in the morning? I need something. 

I remember Jacob and Mu Bul Su Nim doing this night-time retreat—mantra retreat. 

So, can I try this—only What am I?—for maybe one month? Maybe mantra is good. I don’t 
know. Please tell me. 

Nowadays, I am trying to fix my body—I always have problems. (I have this new girlfriend 
who lives with me who only wants to help me, so I am very happy.) an Oriental-style doctor 
told me that I am having very big problems—liver, spleen, stomach. He said that sitting was 
very important for me in order to fix my body, and also special food. I told him about your 
sickness because I was very worried. He said that he can fix your body. I think completely 
fixing it is possible. This man is high-class—he only checks face, eyes, and body energy. He 
understands yin-yang and the five elements—his method of fixing is a special diet. But, this 
diet is not bad. Maybe you can try it. Rice, noodles, vegetables, sometimes fish. Completely 
chewing is very necessary. Also not many sweets and not many hot, spicy foods. Maybe no 
sweets for you. Also not too much food. 

Again, I say, I think this man is good. If you want to see this man, then tell me and I will tell 
him. His name is Lino Stanchich. He was a student of a famous Japanese doctor—natural 
style, ancient Chinese style. 
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It was very good to see you again, Soen Sa Nim. Please get well and continue your number 
one teaching. 

See you soon. 

Much Love, 

Peter 

 

July 14, 1977 

Dear Peter, 

How are you and Ira and Kathy? Thank you for your letter. 

I just came back to the Providence Zen Center. My body is O.K.—no problem. You worry 
about my body. Thank you very much. Don’t worry. 

I checked your practicing. It is very good. Now, you understand your practicing. An eminent 
teacher said, “When you drink water, you understand by yourself whether it is hot or cold.” 
So, only try, try, try. Then, you will get your true self. 

When your bad karma appears, sometimes it is difficult. So, first, it is very necessary to make 
your bad karma disappear. So, many people do hard training sometimes, sometimes do a 
retreat. You say 1 A.M. - 2:30 A.M. That idea is very wonderful. I think a mantra is better 
than don’t-know mind. Before, I gave you a mantra: Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, 
bodhi, svaha! This will help you very much. And always, everywhere, you must try, try, try. 
This is very important. Not only at 1 A.M. - 2:30 A.M. Then your bad karma will disappear. 
Then, moment to moment, you can keep your correct situation. This is the correct way. The 
name for this is Enlightenment. Don’t make anything. Only go straight. Then, you will get 
everything. 

You told me about an Oriental doctor. Thank you very much. Now, I am following the 
hospital’s instructions. So maybe, in the future, if the hospital’s instructions do not help me, 
I will ask you to contact him. Thanks again. 

I hope you always keep a mind which is clear like space, soon get Enlightenment, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your generous letter. I have read it a number of times, and now I would like 
to reply. 

Don’t-know mind removes both problems and solutions. Thinking itself becomes an 
unnecessary habit. If don’t-know mind is the one point, I still have to say, “I don’t know,” 
regarding what the one point returns to. I don’t know. 

Sitting with “don’t know” has made life seem even more uncomfortable …  even thinking 
can no longer be resorted to. I feel certain that certain personal problems will never be 
solved, and that somehow I’m going to have to let go of them. Even thoughts have begun to 
appear equally worthless; still, there is the emotional pain. I often feel torn apart—yet maybe 
I should have everything as it is, just keeping sharp don’t-know mind. 

Thank you for informing me about the Berkeley Zen Group. I’ve already been in contact, 
and it is actually the reason I decided to go to Berkeley. 

Keeping “don’t know” is like a large sword. I think often I don’t use it well. Sometimes I 
hack away at thoughts as though they were attacking me, or pulling me astray. Sometimes 
“don’t know” becomes an automatic voice, part of the mind-noise. Sometimes “don’t know” 
seems very foolish, when the hungry-ghost pain surges through me. 

Much confusion is not only “I don’t know,” but also “I must know.” When “don’t know” is 
okay, the matter is finished; but when “don’t know” isn’t okay, then there is confusion, pain, 
and great fear. 

You say straight forward. Maybe straight forward is sometimes doing nothing—especially 
when there is inner confusion or conflict. 

All this is only to tell you how my practice appears to me. If there is some mistake, would 
you kindly correct me. Perhaps such seriousness is out of order! 

Thank you very much again for your great kindness. 

Sheldon 

 

July 14, 1977 

Dear Sheldon, 
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Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Now, you understand don’t know. One more step: You must attain don’t know. 
Understanding don’t know means checking don’t know. Checking don’t know is a bad Zen 
sickness. Attaining don’t know means don’t check anything, which means don’t check your 
feelings; don’t check your mind; also, don’t check don’t know. Only go straight—don’t 
know. 

In other words, put it all down. In other words, don’t make anything. But, if you are 
attached to these words, you already have lost don’t know. If you only go straight—don’t 
know, then you can keep your correct situation moment to moment, and it will be possible 
for you to act correctly. 

Zen is not special. Everyday mind is Zen mind. So, what are you doing now? If you are 
doing something, you must do it. The name for this is don’t know. The name for this is 
Enlightenment, the true way, truth. So, an eminent teacher said, “What is the true way? 
When I’m hungry, I eat. When I’m tired, I sleep.” 

This is the correct situation for that time. 

Moment to moment, don’t make “I,” “my,” “me.” This means you must make your opinion, 
your condition, and your situation disappear. Then, moment to moment, your correct 
opinion, correct condition, and correct situation appear. 

I am sending you “Your Mind Meal.” Sometime, read it. When your don’t-know mind and 
this mind meal come together, then you will understand the correct way. If you don’t 
understand, only go straight—don’t know. 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Zen Master Seung Sahn, 

You asked me if the tree is form or emptiness; is the future form or emptiness; am I form or 
emptiness. Here is the answer that came to me: 

Geese against gray sky 
(Repeat one tone 438 times) 

Yours in Dharma, 

Jim 

 

July 14, 1977 

Dear Jim, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

Your answer is not good, not bad, but it is thinking. You must attain tree. Then you will get 
the correct answer. You already said, “Is the tree form or emptiness; is the future form or 
emptiness.” This is also thinking. Just now, you and the tree, are they the same or different? 
If you understand this, there is no time, no space, no subject, no object. You and the tree 
become one. Then you will understand the correct answer. 

If you don’t understand, put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 9, 1977 

Dearest Soen Sa Nim, 

Diana just called to tell me of your illness. I am so sorry you don’t feel well. I am 
remembering what a shock it was when we first found out that my son would need to use a 
needle for his insulin. He was only 17, and his pancreas would work sometimes and 
sometimes not work, so adjustment was (and still is) dependent on his activity as well as his 
food. But he soon learned to anticipate his need, and learned to drink orange juice when he 
over-estimated. He is now in Europe for the summer, with back pack and sleeping bag and 
Eurail pass and needles and insulin, having a wonderful and exciting time. No problem. It 
took only a little while to get used to the system. I am sure that by now you also have 
adjusted. 

I was sorry to miss the last Big Sur Kido…  I miss you, mostly. Hope I can see you next time 
you come west. Get well soon! 

Love you, 

Marge 

 

July 15, 1977 

Dear Marge, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

I just came back from the hospital. You worry about my body. Thanks again. My body is no 
problem. Now, I am following the hospital’s instructions. Maybe in the future, there will be 
no problem. I am just beginning with the insulin and the needles. Before, I didn’t like the 
needle, so I took white pills for fifteen years. So, the doctor said that these pills hurt my 
heart, so my heart wasn’t so good. But, I went to the hospital and took medicine, so now my 
heart is working correctly. 

When I was in the hospital, many doctors there liked Zen. So they told me I must do 
concentration meditation, and then my heart would soon be well. So, I tried meditation in 
the hospital. When I first went into the hospital, my heart was very bad, but when I came 
back home it was better. All the doctors were surprised, because this problem usually takes 
two or three months to fix. But I meditated, so it only took one week, so they were very 
happy and surprised. They said that nowadays, many doctors like meditation. Why? 
Meditation can fix your body. 
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So, I said to them, this style meditation is fixing-your-body-meditation, not correct 
meditation. In correct meditation, there is no life, no death. Only-keeping-your-body 
meditation is one kind of yoga meditation. This yoga meditation means not using your 
body—only sitting in a quiet place, breathing in, breathing out. You can live for 100 years, 
for 1000 years. It is possible to keep your body this long. But, finally, after 100 years or 1000 
years, your body also will die. 

So, correct meditation means freedom from life and death. Our true self has no life and no 
death. If you attain your true self, then if you die in one hour, tomorrow, or in one month, it 
is no problem. If you do fixing-your-body meditation, you are very attached to your body, so 
someday, when you die, your meditation will not help you. At that time, you will not believe 
in your meditation. So, this is not correct meditation. 

If you do correct meditation, sometimes, being sick is O.K.; sometimes suffering is O.K.; 
dying someday is O.K. 

How much do you believe in yourself? How much do you help other people? And, what is 
the great Bodhisattva way? What is great love? What is the true way? This is most important. 

Then, the doctors liked Zen and my Dharma speech, so I gave a two-hour Dharma speech in 
the hospital. So, they were very happy. So, nowadays, they have become Zen students. 

You worry about my pancreas. Now I am getting very well. Don’t worry. Thanks again, 
again. 

I hope you always keep a mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work of life 
and death and get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 10, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope that by the time you receive this letter, you are already out of the hospital and feel 
new energy and the whole engine is working like new, or, if this is impossible, at least that 
some of the worst kinks have been ironed out. It’s good that you have a full-time nurse like 
Bobby who will make sure that you can give your body the proper time and care for 
adjusting. Some of the best cars are the old ones; people often say that they don’t make them 
the way they used to! 

As always, when I come back from Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Providence, I have been 
practicing with renewed vigor. That dry-cleaning every once in a while is so good; otherwise 
I tend to forget WHY I practice. In the city, there are so many distractions, so many things I 
have to do, so many people I have responsibilities to, I forget what the only real 
responsibility is, the one concern that takes care of all the others. And when I forget, I just 
get angry, angry at all the cages, including the Zen Center cage. 

But even then, it is amazing, I just go on, keep practicing, correct meditation when possible, 
and then maybe correct cognition will come. And things straighten themselves out and the 
cages dissolve into thin air, which is something that never happened to me before. And by 
the way, the things I used to look for with special medicine came to me all by itself one day 
at the Yong Maeng Jong Jin and now I really understand special medicine is not necessary. I 
am beginning to understand being 100% sure of myself. But still there are many distractions 
and hard to remember when sitting, just sit, etc. 

So, you are a very great teacher, you have given me independence. I was very lucky, and now 
it is possible for me to attain independence. I will give a Dharma talk tonight, and I will talk 
about this independence and about the real revolution. There will be many, many people I 
think, because everyone thinks you are coming. So this is a funny situation, because now we 
also have to be independent of our teacher. 

Everyone is well in New York. We are expecting Sunny to arrive this week. And we are 
looking forward to seeing you for our three-day Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

As for homework, I have been reading the new letters in the book, remembering the kong-
ans you gave me, especially about the wagon without wheels, and remembering also the ten 
gates you spoke of on the fourth day of Yong Maeng Jong Jin. To all of this, I am a complete 
idiot; I don’t know. But thank goodness, I don’t think of it too often. Maybe it is possible to 
get a copy of the pages that Louise typed up. I would like that. 

Please take care of yourself. I will see you soon. 

Love, 
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Carole 

 

July 15, 1977 

Dear Carole, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? I just came back from the hospital. My body is no 
problem. You worry about my body. Thanks again. 

I think your practicing is wonderful and strong. You say sometimes you are angry; sometimes 
you make cages; sometimes you get distracted. This is the action of your karma disappearing. 
In other words, you can see your karma. Also, you can control your karma. So already, your 
bad karma is gone. 

An eminent teacher said, “Thinking is Prajna Paramita; Prajna Paramita is thinking.” If you 
have no direction, thinking is very bad. Thinking makes karma, so it is very bad. If you have 
a direction, when you’re thinking, don’t be attached to your thinking. So, thinking is not 
thinking. Thinking is truth. Don’t hold onto your thinking. Then, thoughts coming and 
going are no hindrance, so anger is O.K.; sometimes cages are O.K.; sometimes distractions 
are O.K. No problem. Only go straight—don’t know. Then any thinking which comes and 
goes is Prajna Paramita. 

Therefore, you understand correct meditation and correct medicine mind, so you can be 
100% sure of yourself, and when you are sitting, just sit. That is wonderful. 

In your letter, you said I gave you independence. But I never gave you independence. You 
are already completely independent. Only you must find your independence. 

Everybody is already Buddha, already has Dharma. But, they make something. This means 
that everybody has the original treasure, which is like precious gems and metals in the 
ground. But they don’t understand this original treasure. They are only attached to beautiful 
things, not the treasure. So, the sell their treasure for these beautiful things, and then they 
have lost their treasure. So, everybody originally has complete freedom and perfect 
independence. But they make something and are hindered by it; they are holding something. 
So they lose their original treasure. So we say don’t make anything; then you will get 
everything. 

Therefore, don’t know is better than Zen Masters, better than Buddha, better than God, 
better than anything. Don’t know made you independent. 

Please say hello to everyone in the New York family. Sunny will return soon. That is 
wonderful. When you have Yong Maeng Jong Jin, maybe I will go to New York. 

I am enclosing “Your Mind Meal.” 

Trying homework is important, but most important is that moment to moment, you must 
believe in yourself 100%. This is better than your homework. If you keep clear mind 
moment to moment, then the answer to your homework will appear by itself. If you hold 
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your homework, infinite time will pass and you will never finish your homework. So, I say to 
you: put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. 

I hope you always keep a mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work of life 
and death and get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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June 28, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for that wonderful letter. I call it a letter and give it an adjective at the risk of 
your stick. You say you don’t know anything about poetry (and what a laugh as you said so), 
and of course it’s true. The don’t know is your poetry. And also it’s what for convenience I 
sometimes call mine. A remarkable (sometimes I think the most remarkable) American 
writer of the last century, Thoreau, said, in criticism of the lives that most everyone seemed 
to feel they had to lead, “How can a man find his ignorance, when he has to use his 
knowledge all the time?” I think he meant, by “ignorance,” something close to your (and 
my) and his “don’t know.” Thank you for pointing to that “don’t know”—how wonderful 
that it begins everywhere, and has no beginning! 

And your words about karma—I keep saying thank you, and of course can’t say (nobody 
can) what I’m thanking you for. Speaking, as you do, from your own clear mind, your words 
seem to refer with special aptitude to the most specific circumstances of my own life. At the 
moment, we’re deep in a very old and complicated karma of mine—a place where I’ve spent 
a great part of the past twenty-three years, but had not seen for three years. A good place to 
look at karma, and recognize don’t know, don’t know. 

And your kong-ans. But I’ll save those for the end. I have to tell you what a great pleasure it 
was to have that photograph of the visit, with you and Linc and Aitken Roshi and Maezumi 
Roshi all three together. We’ve had good letters from Aitken Roshi and Maezumi Roshi—I 
think we are in danger of being spoiled. But it’s a great pleasure to think of you being able to 
work together, of that contact between the different branches of the Zen Dharma being 
possible, instead of the sectarianism which sometimes mars and limits even the greatest 
traditions. 

The readings you mention: I try to keep them to a small number every year (and not even 
every year) and do them at abut the same time. They’re part of my way of earning a living, 
and at the same time a way of meeting younger people. You know about that. But I find it 
hard to talk about poetry, and my own in particular; I think it would be a mistake for me to 
try to talk about it too much, any more than I would want to try to talk about Zen, in 
public. And the travels—what shall I say? They’re karma, for the present, and I see that. 
What I don’t know about them neither comes nor goes. As for where my head is, the answer 
is where the question is. 

What an exciting suggestion of yours, that maybe some day we would teach the Dharma 
together here. It would be a great place for it, in many physical respects, and I wish we could 
entice you over for a visit—maybe you and Aitken Roshi together, though he says he can’t 
make it this year. Please tell Mu Gak Su Nim that I’d love to hear from him. How was his 
retreat? I think of it often. The house we’re in is an ancient stone farmhouse surrounded by 
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sheep pastures. I realize that in the absolute, one place is as good for practice as another, but 
in some respects, relatively, this is better than some, as situations go: quiet, the ancient walls, 
the closeness of the season. I try not to waste too many thoughts imagining it as a small 
zendo, but there’s a chronic temptation to do that. Trying not to be attached to the idea—
nor even to the non-attachment. 

Those kong-ans—and thank you, with a deep bow, for them: Ko-Bong’s three gates: 

The first one (“The sun in the sky shines everywhere. Why does a cloud obscure it?”) First 
answer: I hit the floor. Second answer: I think so. 

Second kong-an (“Everyone has a shadow following them. How can you not step on your 
shadow?”) First answer: I hit the floor. Second answer: Walking through the empty sky. 
Where is the empty sky? I hit the floor. 

Third kong-an: (“The whole universe is on fire. Through what kind of samadhi can you 
escape being burned?”) First answer: I hit the floor. Second answer: Burning. 

And then, Nam Cheon to JoJu (“If you completely attain the true way of not thinking, it is 
clear and empty as space. So why do you make right and wrong?” “What did JoJu attain?”) 
First answer: I hit the floor. Second answer: Nothing whatever. Nothing special. 

Thank you, then, once more, from both of us. May your teachings wake us all to ourselves, 
or teach us to wake ourselves. 

I read your last paragraph over again, and ask myself again—what do you mean “don’t check 
your mind, your feelings; don’t check anything; only go straight ahead.” Sometimes I don’t 
know. And sometimes, when I don’t know, I know. Can you say something, without 
endangering your eyebrows? If you have a moment—it’s already so generous of you to have 
written to us. With deep bows from each of us, 

William 

Thank you — 

Dana 

 

July 18, 1977 

Dear William, 

How are you and Dana? Thank you for your wonderful letter. I think you are very busy, but 
you sent me a long letter. You make me so happy. Now I know your news and your 
experiences and your practicing. 

In each sentence, your mind appears. That is your opinion. But this opinion is shining to 
others’ minds, so they understand what is the true direction. So, you are already a great 
Bodhisattva. You said this don’t know is wonderful, that it has no beginning and no ending. 
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This is correct. Also, don’t know has no ignorance and no knowledge, also no Buddha, no 
God, no mind, and no universe. But, don’t be attached to don’t know. ONLY DON’T 
KNOW IS DON’T KNOW, which is just like this. 

Just like this is: ignorance is ignorance, knowledge is knowledge, Buddha is Buddha; God is 
God; mind is mind; universe is universe. One by one, each thing is complete. Then, 
everything is complete. Therefore, a dog barking, a chicken crowing, and a car horn honking 
are all the truth. Already you understand. So we say don’t know means put it all down. 
Don’t check your mind and feelings; only go straight. 

You said it is wonderful that teachers from different branches of the Zen tradition can work 
together. That is the correct opinion. I think that is wonderful. Your mind and my mind are 
the same. When I was in Los Angeles, Aitken Roshi and Maezumi Roshi came to Tahl Mah 
Sah Zen Center, and we had a very good time. At that time, I found that it was possible to 
work together with Maezumi Roshi and Aitken Roshi. Also, our direction is the same 
direction—very wide, not narrow. 

Some Zen Masters do not send their students to other Zen Centers or allow them to have 
interviews with other Zen Masters. If they have interviews with another Zen Master, they 
will cut them off as their student. This is like communism—very narrow and very strong. 
We say this is only understanding one way, not understanding two ways. They don’t 
understand wide space and infinite time. Their karma becomes hard and heavy. Finally, they 
cannot move. They are like wine that has gone sour. Nobody will drink it. 

But, we are already doing together action. Maezumi Roshi’s students, Aitken Roshi’s 
students, and my students all can visit each others’ Zen Centers with no problem, no 
hindrance. So, I met you, and now, I am sending you a letter. How wonderful it is! 

Next, you said that too much talking about poetry is not helpful, but if you don’t give talks, 
young people will not understand poetry. This is Zen. Zen and poetry are the same. We say, 
if you open your mouth, I will hit you thirty times; if you close your mouth, I will hit you 
thirty times. This is like using make-up. If you use too much, the face doesn’t look good. If 
you don’t use enough, the facial features are not clear. But, if you use the correct amount of 
make-up, then the eyes, nose, and lips are all clear, and everyone will like this face and follow 
this face. This is like your speech. Our Zen practicing and teaching is the same way. 

I hope that someday, you, Aitken Roshi, and I will be able to teach together. 

Mu Gak finished his 100-day retreat. He is O.K. 

You described where you are staying. I also think this is wonderful. If you stay there, I want 
to visit your place some day. The place where you practice is very important. But, most 
important is this: moment to moment, how do you keep just-now mind? This means, 
moment to moment, you must keep your correct situation. Then, any place, any time, you 
have no problem.  

Next, your kong-an answers are not good, not bad. But, understanding cannot help you. 
You must attain these kong-ans, which means that these kong-ans are just-like-this kong-ans. 
In just-like-this kong-ans, hitting the floor is not necessary. Hitting the floor is primary 
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point. If you attain primary point, that is called First Enlightenment. Next is only like this. 
Here is an example: The sky is blue; the tree is green; three times three equals nine. This is 
like this. If you attain like this, this is Original Enlightenment. With primary point and like 
this, if there is a wide question, these answers are O.K., but one-point questions are like: Is 
this a bell or not? That time, hitting the floor or saying “The sky is blue; the tree is green” is 
not correct. Only ring the bell. One word. This is correct. That is just like this. If you attain 
just like this, we say this is Final Enlightenment. 

Ko Bong’s three gates are one-point questions. So, you must only give me one word or one 
action, which is a just-like-this answer. For just-like-this answers, only one answer is 
necessary, not two. Therefore, I will give you a hint: 

First gate: When you turn on the light, what? When you turn off the light, what? 

Next, second gate: We say, “Don’t check anything; only go straight.” This means don’t make 
anything; then you will get the correct answer. 

Third gate: I hit you. Then, what do you say? If you touch fire, what do you say? The whole 
universe is on fire. What do you say? 

Those hints mean there is no subject, no object, no inside, no outside—only become one. 
So, becoming one means that only a one-word or one-action answer is necessary. This is the 
correct situation for that time. 

Next: Nam Cheon to JoJu answer. Hitting the floor is wonderful. But next, “Nothing 
whatever, nothing special” is a big mistake. These are thinking words. In Zen, there are two 
kinds of words—dead words and live words. Dead words are opposites-thinking words. Live 
words are hit-opposites, hit-inside-and-outside, become-one words. For example, someone 
asked Dong Sahn Zen Master, “What is Buddha?” 

He said, “Three pounds of flax.” At that time, he was weighing flax—just three pounds—so 
inside and outside were only three pounds of flax. Also, at that time, his correct situation was 
three pounds of flax. 

So, I ask you: What are you doing now? Don’t make dead words. Just now, what is your 
correct situation? This is JoJu’s attainment, also your attainment, also all eminent teachers’ 
attainment. This is truth; this is the great way. 

You say sometimes, “I don’t know,” and you say, “I know.” That is O.K. Only go straight—
don’t know. Then you will understand don’t know. That means, don’t know is don’t know. 
You are don’t know; don’t know is you. So, don’t know means, you understand you. You 
understand you means, you are you. In other words, don’t know is don’t know, so I say: 
Only go straight—don’t know. Then all you can see, all you can hear is the truth. The blue 
mountain does not move. The white clouds float back and forth. Only just like this. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death and get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 
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S.S. 

P.S. I will send you “Mind Meal.” Sometime, you must eat your food. Then you will get 
enough mind. 
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July 13, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope you’re feeling better, and that they took good care of you at the 
hospital. I’m sure you took good care of them. 

New Haven Yong Maeng Jong Jin went well, with spirit and much hard training. All 
weekend we practiced “Big Interview” style, and “Big Interview” continues even now. 

Since you must be receiving many letters in response to the kong-ans you gave us for our 
mind meal, I will make my letter short. I have a few answers that I would like you to check. 

First: JoJu said, “Wash your bowls.” What did the monk attain? 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

Next: Dropping ashes. I put an ash tray next to the Buddha statue and ask, “This ash tray 
and this Buddha statue, are they the same or different? If you say same, I hit you thirty times. 
If you say different, I also hit you thirty times. What can you do?” 

Only put ashes in the ash tray; only bow before the Buddha statue—ash tray is only ash tray; 
Buddha statue is only Buddha statue; sky only sky; mountain only mountain. Form is form; 
emptiness is emptiness—only just like this. 

Before, this person understands only emptiness. Now, each thing is only what it is. 

I have no answers for the other questions. 

I have one question: What does it mean when it is said, “Sharing the cushion with 
Mahakashyapa in front of the pagoda of many children?” 

Take good care, and feel better soon. New Haven sends much love. I’m looking forward to 
seeing you soon. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Rick 

 

July 19, 1977 

Dear Rick, 
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How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

I think the New Haven Yong Maeng Jong Jin was wonderful. You said, “No interview is Big 
Interview.” That is correct. Moment-to-moment interview is Big Interview. Only answer, 
moment to moment, don’t know. This don’t know makes Buddha, makes Enlightenment, 
makes finishing the Great Work, makes great Bodhisattvas, makes great love. So, no 
interview is Great Interview. Great Interview means moment to moment, don’t know. This 
don’t know is better than me, O.K.? Better than an interview with me. 

Next—your first answer to the JoJu kong-an is wonderful. 

Next—your Dropping Ashes on the Buddha answer: This man is very attached to primary 
point. He won’t listen to you. He will only hit you, because he thinks, “I am Dharma; I am 
Buddha. I already got Enlightenment.” So, he is very strong, and he is attached to his 
opinion. So, your teaching is not bad, not good, but how can you fix his mind? How do you 
correct him? So, one more step is necessary. 

Your last question: I ask you? ice and water—are they the same or different? If you say the 
same, I will hit you. If you say different, also, I will hit you. What can you do? If you 
understand this, then you understand this kong-an’s meaning. 

I hope you are always keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon finish all kong-ans, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 13, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Today I was at Tahl Mah Sah to talk about Un Dam Su Nim’s immigration and their real 
estate transactions. It will be good if they can soon move, because the old neighbors are again 
complaining to the city police about the moktak noise. I think all the problems will soon be 
solved. 

When I was there, I heard that you were in the hospital because of your diabetes!! You are a 
very bad man. You don’t take care of your body well enough. You must rest very thoroughly 
this time so that your body will heal and you will be in America a long time teaching your 
Dharma. 

You are also a very good man, because you said to me, “You must not lose your own true 
way.” Thank you very much for those words. 

Now I ask you: What is the true teaching? 

(And I answer my own question) 

All teachings are best. 
All teachings are not true. 
KATZ!!! 
Telling stories to children in the afternoon — 
some make one happy, some another. 

Your Zen is kept safe in Los Angeles. Nowadays it travels around a lot, that’s all. 

Please get well soon. 

Sincerely, 

An Hahn, Michael 

 

July 19, 1977 

Dear An Hahn Poep Sa—Michael, 

Thank you for you letter. How are you? 
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I just came back to the Providence Zen Center from the hospital. My body is no problem. 
Before, my heart and diabetes were a little problem, but my sickness was a good experience 
and a good teaching for me. You are correct; I am a very bad man. I did not take care of my 
body. Sometimes, I only fed it pine needles. Sometimes, I did not sleep for many days—only 
sitting. Once, I did not lie down for two years—only sitting-up sleeping. Sometimes, I did 
not eat, but only drank water for many days. I did those actions because our bodies have 
many desires, attachments, and hindrances, so I wanted to cut them and completely control 
my body, then get freedom. 

So, my body had too much suffering. Finally, it got sick. So, I am a very bad man. 
Therefore, each moment, it is very necessary that I eat correct food, take correct medicine, 
and do correct action for my body. So, nowadays my body, moment to moment, is good 
teaching for me. 

I say, moment to moment, keep clear mind and correct situation. This is Zen. My body 
wants this. So, my body is the truth and the correct way. Before, I did not care about my 
body. But, nowadays, my body is a good teacher and is better than Buddha, better than God. 
You say I am a good man. This means my body is a good man. So I say to you, thank you 
very much. 

I heard that you already brought Un Dam Su Nim his green immigration card. So, thanks so 
much, and you helped Tahl Mah Sah. Now, Tahl Mah Sah bought another place. Maybe 
they will move in next month. It seems you always are helping Tahl Mah Sah. So, you are a 
great Bodhisattva and you are always saving all people from suffering. Thank you again very 
much. 

Next, your poem is wonderful. I also have a poem for you: 

What is the true teaching? 
Don’t know. Don’t know is not don’t know. 
Don’t know is everything. Not-don’t-know is don’t know. 
Don’t know—go straight. Don’t make don’t know. 
Don’t know is clear. Don’t know is don’t know. 

I hope you always are keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work 
of life and death, become a great man, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 10, 1977 

Dearest Soen Sa Nim, 

You have been in my thoughts in recent days, as I send my wishes for good health (good 
health, bad health: are they the same or different? They are different!) 

Sherry and I spent a day together last week—she is very well; we had a wonderful visit; I love 
her very very much. 

So Sa Nim—I love you very very much! This much! 

 

Ruth 

 

July 19, 1977 

Dear Ruth, 

Thank you for your card. How are you and your sister and father? I am strong. Don’t worry 
about me. I miss you very much. 

Now I only eat correctly, drink correctly, sleep correctly, act correctly. My body is good 
teaching for me. 

A few days ago, Sherry called me. She said she was with you and had a wonderful time. 

I also love you very very very much. 

Thanks again for your card. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? How is your body? We are all saying Kwan Sae Um Bosal for you to get a 
healthy body again and help us to save all people. Rane, our new baby, says Waaaa …  … ! 
She is wonderful and we are enjoying her very much, but she is very demanding. 

Our Yong Maeng Jong Jin went well. About fifteen people came and sat, and Rick and 
Andrea gave Dharma talks, and I answered questions. We are going to have a group retreat 
every month when you are not here for Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Next month, we will sit seven 
days and then three days in September and October. David is gone for the summer, but 
everything else is going fine. Steve has had some bad karma the past few weeks including a 
very bad car wreck, but he is sitting again and beginning to put it behind him. 

I will see you Saturday and then at Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Providence. 

Kong-ans I’m working on: 

#8. What is the last word? 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

What did Am Du whisper in the Master’s ear? 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

How was the Master’s speech different? 

Yesterday was Monday. Today is Tuesday. 

#9. Nam Cheon said, “Give me one word!” 

KATZ! 

JoJu put his shoe on his head—Namu Amita Bul. 

#10. Mouse eats cat food, but cat bowl is broken. 

25 cents = quarter = ice cream = eaten = Wonderful! 

mouse = cat food = cat bowl = broken = Bodhisattva 

P.S. We should talk about the possibility of Mu Gak coming back here. We had a house 
meeting about it and feelings ran fairly intense. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

Bob 

 

July 21, 1977 

Dear Bob, 

How are you and Marilyn and Rane? Thank you for your letter. My body is no problem—
very strong, because you tried much special Kwan Sae Um Bosal for me. Thanks again. 

Congratulations on the birth of your baby. That’s wonderful. How is Marilyn’s health? I 
hope she is always strong, so Rane will also be strong. In Korea, when a baby is first born, it 
cries, “GUAAA!” GUAAA means save me! Help me! This is Gu A. In Korean, A means I; 
Gu means save or help. In other words, this world is an ocean of suffering, and I just came 
into it, so please save me from this ocean of suffering. This is the first sound of all babies. Is 
it correct? So, you must save your baby. This is the correct way; this is great love, the Great 
Bodhisattva way. 

You have finished Yong Maeng Jong Jin, and Rick and Andrea gave Dharma talks. Your 
future plans include having a group retreat. This is all wonderful. Only, I am sorry I could 
not give you interviews. But, I think sometimes no interview is great interview. 

Great interview means moment-to-moment interview. This means your don’t-know mind is 
having a moment-to-moment interview with you. So, no interview means great interview. If, 
always and everywhere, don’t know and you become one, then you will get happiness always 
and everywhere. Then, any action, any thinking, any idea, any condition, any situation is no 
problem. That is enough mind. If you have enough mind, any action, any idea can help 
other people. So, this is the great Bodhisattva way and great love. 

Steve has had a bad car wreck and other bad karma the past few weeks. That is bad. But now 
he is sitting and putting it all behind him. That is wonderful. 

Next, your kong-ans. First, your last-word answer is wonderful. Next, your whispered 
answer: You’re almost done, but your answer is like somebody with a good head, good 
clothes, good shoes, but no necktie. Next, how was the Master’s speech different? You’re 
scratching your right foot when your left foot itches. This means you only understand like 
this; you don’t understand just like this. 

Next, number nine. First, you say KATZ! Then, the Zen Master will say, “Only this?” Then 
what? 

Next, you say Namu Amita Bul. Not good, not bad, but more-just-like-this words are 
necessary. 

Next, the mouse kong-an: too many words. If you have too many words, this is all thinking. 
Put it all down. I hit you thirty times. Understanding cannot help you. You must attain the 
mouse kong-an. 
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I hope you always are keeping a mind which is clear like space, then finish the Great Work of 
life and death, soon become a great man, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Don’t worry about Mu Gak Su Nim coming or going. Put it all down. This is helping 
the Zen Center and Mu Gak Su Nim. 

P.P.S. If you speak to or about a monk, you must say “Su Nim”—Mu Gak Su Nim. Only 
“Mu Gak” is not correct. You must tell everyone this. You are head Dharma Teacher, so this 
is your job. 
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Finding Your Primary Point 

July, 1977 

Zen Master Seung Sahn gave the following Dharma Talk at the Providence Zen Center the 
evening before the April Yong Maeng Jong Jin this year. 

I often talk about primary point. What is primary point? When you have a scale and there is 
nothing being weighed, the indicator points to zero. You put something on it, and the 
pointer swings to “one pound.” You take it off, the pointer goes back to zero. This is primary 
point. After you find your primary point, then good feelings come, bad feelings come, so 
your pointer swings in one direction or the other. But this doesn’t matter. Don’t check it. 
When the feeling is over with, the pointer swings back to zero. 

But if you haven’t found your primary point, then it is like taking a heavy object off of the 
scale and having the pointer stay at “ten pounds.” Or the pointer moves back only part-way, 
it doesn’t go completely back to zero. Then you have a problem. Your scale does not weigh 
correctly. Maybe if you put a heavy object on it, it will break completely. 

So first you must find your primary point. Then you must keep it very strongly. 

A taxi has weak shock absorbers, so it hits a small bump and bounces up and down. A train 
has strong shock absorbers, so it is very steady. If you keep your primary point, your mind-
spring will become stronger and stronger. You will meet big problems and your mind will 
move less and less. A big problem comes, your mind moves, but soon returns to primary 
point. Finally your mind will be very strong; it will be able to carry any load. Then saving all 
people is possible. 
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Mind Meal 

by Seung Sahn Soen Sa 

Yong Maeng Jong Jin, Summer, 1977 

First Gate JoJu’s Dog 

A monk once asked JoJu, “Does a dog have Buddha-nature?” JoJu answered, “Mu!” 

1. Buddha said everything has Buddha-nature. JoJu said a dog has no Buddha-nature. Which 
one is correct? 

2. JoJu said, “Mu!” What does this mean? 

3. I ask you, does a dog have Buddha-nature? 

Second Gate JoJu’s Washing the Bowls 

A monk once asked JoJu, “I have just entered the monastery. Please teach me, Master.” 

JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

“Then,” said JoJu, “wash your bowls.” 

The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? 

Third Gate Soeng Am Calls Master 

Master Soeng Am Eon used to call to himself everyday, “Master!” and would answer, “Yes?” 

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

“Never be deceived by others, any day, any time!” 

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself, and answer himself, two minds. Which one is the correct 
master? 
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Fourth Gate Bodhidharma Has No Beard 

Master Hok Am said, “Why does Bodhidharma have no beard?” 

1. What is Bodhidharma’s original face? 

2. I ask you, why does Bodhidharma have no beard? 

Fifth Gate Hyang Eom’s Up a Tree 

Master Hyang Eom said, “It is like a man up a tree who is hanging from a branch by his 
teeth; his hands cannot grasp a bough, his feet cannot touch the tree. (Tied and bound.) 
Another man under the tree asks him, ‘Why did Bodhidharma come to China?’ If he does 
not answer, he evades his duty (will be killed). If he answers, he will lose his life. If you are in 
the tree, how do you stay alive?” 

Sixth Gate Dropping Ashes on the Buddha 

Somebody comes to the Zen Center, smoking a cigarette. He blows smoke and drops ashes 
on the Buddha. If you are standing there at that time, what can you do? 

Seventh Gate Ko Bong’s Three Gates 

1. The sun in the sky shines everywhere. Why does a cloud obscure it? 

2. Everyone has a shadow following them. How can you not step on your shadow? 

3. The whole universe is on fire. Through what kind of samadhi can you escape being 
burned? 

Eighth Gate Duk Sahn Carrying His Bowls 

One day Duk Sahn came into the Dharma Room carrying his bowls. Seol Bong 
(Housemaster) said, “Old Master, the bell has not yet been rung and the drum has not yet 
been struck. Where are you going, carrying your bowls?” 

Duk Sahn returned to the Master’s room. Seol Bong told Am Du (Head Monk). Am Du 
said, “Great Master Duk Sahn does not understand the last word.” 

Duk Sahn heard this and sent for Am Du. “Do you not approve of me?” he demanded. 
Then Am Du whispered in the Master’s ear. Duk Sahn was relieved. 

Next day on the rostrum, making his Dharma Speech, Duk Sahn was really different from 
before. Am Du went to the front of the Dharma Room, laughed loudly, clapped his hands 
and said, “Great joy! The old Master has understood the last word! From now on, no one 
can check him.” 

1. What was the last word? 

2. What did Am Du whisper in the Master’s ear? 
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3. How was the Master’s speech different from before? 

Ninth Gate Nam Cheon Kills a Cat 

Once the monks of the Eastern and Western halls were disputing about a cat. Master Nam 
Cheon, holding up the cat, said, “You! Give me one word and I will save this cat! If you 
cannot, I will kill it!” No one could answer. Finally, Nam Cheon killed the cat. In the 
evening, when JoJu returned from outside, Nam Cheon told him of the incident. JoJu took 
off his shoe, put it on his head, and walked away. Nam Cheon said, “If you had been there, I 
could have saved the cat.” 

1. Nam Cheon said, “Give me one word!” At that time, what can you do? 

2. JoJu put his shoe on his head. What does this mean? 

Tenth Gate 

The mouse eats cat food, but the cat bowl is broken. What does this mean? 

      * 

Don’t make anything. Then you will get everything. 

If you don’t understand, only go straight, don’t know. 
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July 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It is Friday afternoon and I have just seen three clients in a row who have created their lives 
so that they can see no way out—like the man hanging from the branch with bound hands, 
feet and mouth …  who feel totally “stuck”, cannot answer why Bodhidharma came to 
China! So much suffering! Since I have been studying Buddhism, I understand better the 
causes of that suffering, desire, anger, ignorance—but helping other people to understand, 
and decide to do something about it, is another matter. Hitting pillows and “getting out the 
feelings” are not enough. More Kwan Sae Um Bosals! 

It was so good to talk with you on the phone night before last. You sounded stronger—
GOOD! I am sad that we are not going to Korea as planned, but maybe later. I have written 
the people (Sherry, Lawlor, Tom, Andrea, David, Jo, Maggie) and returned their deposits, 
also Mr. Park the travel agent. I am sorry I was so unsure about being able to follow through 
with my job on the trip, and probably I would in fact have figured out a way to go—but I 
am frankly glad we cut it. This way, you will have more time to get your body stronger, and 
to me, that is by far the most important thing. When we do go, you will have more fun—
and so will we! 

Ezra and I really hope you spend some time, as much as you like, resting at our house while 
on the West Coast. We would be sure you get the right food, enough time to rest—and not 
too many people around. Also—I am not working much right now, so if you wanted, I 
could take you around wherever you wanted to go. Maybe it is time that you have a rest on 
the West Coast instead of letting us wear you out!! Also—maybe it is easier to spend more 
time in Berkeley, since the L.A. Zen Center is moving, etc.—?? Anyway—you know we will 
be so happy to have you stay with us, to do anything we can for you—whatever you want. 

I have told people we will have a Yong Maeng Jong Jin Friday, night, September 2 through 
Monday (Labor Day), September 5, with a Precepts ceremony (if that is O.K. with you). 
Whatever you want—one interview, no interviews—everyone is just very glad you can be 
with us. Everyone is happy you are out of the hospital. This morning, I played tennis with 
Abe, the older psychologist man who sat on the chair in the corner at the last Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin at our house. He said to tell you he hopes you are strong again soon. (He has come 
to some Wednesday nights!) 

Ezra has given two very good Dharma talks since Mu Gak Su Nim has been away—from his 
own experience, short and clear! Hurray for Ezra! 

Have a wonderful party on your no-birthday day! Wish we could share it with you, but we’ll 
be thinking of you. 

All our love,  
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Diana 

 

July 26, 1977 

Dear Diana 

How are you and Ezra and family? Thank you for your letter. I was happy to hear from 
Bobby that you will come for the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin. That is very 
wonderful. 

In your letter, you said that some clients visited you, and that they were suffering very much. 
Already, Buddha said this world is like a house on fire. Also, he said it is an ocean of 
suffering. We’ll check these words. 

People make something, so they will get something. If they don’t make anything, then they 
will not get anything, which means they already have everything. But, many people don’t 
understand that, so they throw away their gold and diamonds; then they want fake jewelry 
and are attached to it. Finally, they make suffering. “Fake” means not true. Not true means it 
will soon disappear and is not complete. True means not disappearing, not moving, perfectly 
complete. 

So, many people get some things and don’t get other things. But, getting and not getting are 
the same. If they don’t get something, they suffer. If they get something, it will soon 
disappear, so they suffer. 

Somebody had a dream last night. But this person is very attached to last night’s dream, and 
is always carrying this dream. Also, when you are dreaming, you do not think about whether 
the dream is good or bad; you just dream. But later, if you had a good dream, you want to 
keep it. If it was a bad dream, you want to push it away. But, a dream is a dream. If you want 
to keep or want to push away, then you have a problem, which is the appearance of likes and 
dislikes. Many people don’t understand that these likes and dislikes are also a dream. Last 
night’s dream and everyday thinking, thinking are both dreams; they do not exist. If you 
understand not existing, keeping is not necessary; pushing away is not necessary. Put it all 
down. 

Here is an example: There is a small jar with much candy inside. If you want candy and put 
your hand in the jar and hold that candy, then you cannot get your hand out. So, there is 
much suffering—“Ahhh—I can’t get my hand out!” If you put down your want-candy 
mind, then there is no suffering, and you can get your hand out. You can’t get your hand 
out? Who made this suffering? I want candy, so I hold candy, so I can’t get my hand out. If 
you put down your desire and your thinking, then your hand will come out. So there’s no 
problem This candy story is like the way they catch monkeys in India. 

You said, “Hitting pillows and ‘getting out the feelings’ are not enough.” This action only 
changes feelings. You cannot completely understand karma, or cause and effect, this way. So 
you said, “More Kwan Sae Um Bosals.” This is correct. Kwan Sae Um Bosal will make bad 
karma disappear. Then, if you put it all down, anything is possible. 
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So, I tell you, if somebody who is suffering a lot visits you, teach them in this way. Many 
people want peace and happiness. So, Buddha said, “If you keep Bodhi mind moment to 
moment, you will get happiness everywhere.” You already have Kwan Sae Um Bosal moment 
to moment, so you are a great Bodhisattva. Great Bodhisattva means great love and great 
sadness. So, you say someone is suffering, so I am also suffering. How can I teach them? 
That is great Bodhisattva action. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

I also was very happy to talk with you on the telephone. Now I am very strong. You worry 
about me, so you did much Kwan Sae Um Bosal. I am strong now. Thank you very much. 

We cannot go to Korea. I am also a little sad, but a bad situation is a good situation. A good 
situation is a bad situation. Don’t worry about this. Only go straight. 

You said you and Ezra hope I spend as much time as I like resting at your house, and that 
you would be sure I get the right food, and that you will take me around wherever I want to 
go. Thank you very very much. I am afraid I will be a lot of trouble for you. 

You said you’ll have a September Yong Maeng Jong Jin from the second through the fifth. 
That’s a wonderful plan. Also, if many people want Precepts, then we will do it. I also think 
it’s a good idea. You like; I like. Mu Bul Su Nim and Louise will go to Los Angeles with me, 
so if many people want Precepts, it is no problem. But, one thing—before we leave—how 
many people will take Precepts? We need to know this, because we must give them kasas and 
robes. One interview each is no problem. Also, I think this is necessary, because the West 
Coast is different from the East Coast. Our Zen Centers on the West Coast are not strong 
yet. 

Abe said he hopes I’m strong again soon. Please thank him for me, and give him my 
greetings. 

Ezra gave very good Dharma talks. That is wonderful. In the future, he will be a great 
Dharma Teacher. I already know this. Also, it is very necessary for you to become a Dharma 
Teacher, because at the next Dharma Teachers’ Precepts ceremony, See Hoy will become a 
Dharma Teacher. You and See Hoy took Five Precepts the same day, so if you want to 
become a Dharma Teacher, then it’s possible. You like; I like. But, most important is how do 
you help other people? If you have a title, helping other people is very easy, and you will keep 
your duty very strongly. This means, inside, it is very easy to make your bad karma 
disappear; outside, your teaching other people becomes strong. That is the great Bodhisattva 
way. 

Next, you say, “Have a wonderful party on your no-birthday day.” This is wonderful speech. 
No birthday is moment-to-moment birthday and moment-to-moment great party. The 
Sutra says, “That is numberless rebirths into the ocean of Amita Bul, with all beings.” 

I hope you always go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, and become Kwan Sae Um Bosal, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 21, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Diana says you are out of the hospital. I am glad. I hope you are getting stronger. We did 
some Kwan Sae Um Bosal for you at our Wednesday meeting a couple of weeks ago. The 
Saturday after that, when I was dancing, I did some more for you. 

The Kido last month was wonderful! I’m glad I went. I got back just in time for my concert, 
which went very well. It was good to sing with all that built-up energy. 

Things are okay with me. I am working very hard. The snakes are all fine. 

I am having trouble with my homework, which is the story about the man hanging from the 
tree by his teeth. I have thought of many answers, but they all either involve falling out of 
the tree, or they’re not really an answer to the question, or they are just silly. Here, however, 
is one I just thought of: 

The man in the tree raises one finger. 

So, we are not going to Korea. Too bad, but no problem. 

Last night, Diana told us you are coming out to do a Yong Maeng Jong Jin in September. 
Ten people have already signed up for it. More people have been coming to Diana and Ezra’s 
house since the Kido. 

It was very nice having Mu Gak Su Nim here. Please say hi to him for me if he is around. 

Maybe in September I will take the Precepts. 

Love, 

Maggie 

 

July 27, 1977 

Dear Maggie, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your mind-snake? In your letter, you said that 
you did special Kwan Sae Um Bosal chanting for me, and that you also did Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal for me when you were dancing. So, I have become very strong. No problem. Thanks 
again. 
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You liked the Kido. Also, everybody likes this. In Korea, many people want good training for 
something they do—dancing, singing, karate, art. So, they go to the mountains for three, 
seven, twenty-one, forty-nine, or one hundred-day Kwan Sae Um Bosal retreats. Then, they 
get special energy, and afterwards, they become very famous. This is because the name for 
our substance, universal substance, and all Buddha’s substance, is Kwan Sae Um Bosal. So, 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal is universal energy. So, Kwan Sae Um Bosal’s light always shines 
everywhere. Therefore, if you only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, when you chant, you 
and Kwan Sae Um Bosal become one, which makes all your karma disappear, and you will 
get Kwan Sae Um Bosal energy. Kwan Sae Um Bosal energy is great Bodhisattva energy, 
also, great love energy. So, you sang very well. 

You say your snakes are fine. That is wonderful. You like snakes. In the Orient, there is a 
story about someone who had a human’s face and a snake’s body. But, this person’s parents 
hid the child. This snake said, “I want to marry.” But, the parents were afraid that any 
woman who saw him would die of fright. 

So, the parents suffered. “How can my son marry? If anyone sees him, she won’t marry him.” 

So that the son might marry, they spread an announcement. “My son is a special man. He is 
the number one man in the country—very strong, very smart, very handsome. If some 
woman marries my son, we will give her much money, and she will get great happiness. But, 
if her heart is not strong, she cannot marry my son. If you are very strong, then you must 
come make an application to marry my son.” 

Many young girls liked this announcement and wanted to marry him. So, there were many 
applicants, almost ten women. One day, the parents made a test for all those who had made 
applications. 

One the test day, the parents did not speak to the women about their son. They told them, 
“We are going to give you a beautiful present in a beautiful box. You must open the box.” 

The young women were very excited. But, when they opened their boxes, each one found a 
snake inside. “Ahhhhhh!” They were all very surprised, and every one of them fainted, except 
for one young woman. This one woman was not surprised. She picked up the snake, and it 
curled around her arms, and she played with it like a toy—no problem. It was as if she and 
the snake were good friends. She was not afraid of it, nor was it afraid of her. 

So, the parents were very happy and thought, “Maybe if my son and this girl get married, 
there will be no problem.” They decided to get married. 

On the wedding day, the son wore long beautiful clothes that covered all but his face, so he 
looked very handsome. Nobody understood that he was a snake. The marriage took place, 
and everyone was happy. 

Then, at night, the new wife and her husband were alone together. At bedtime, they took off 
their clothes and she saw him. “Oh! A snake’s body!” 

However, this women already understood that he might have a snake’s body from the gifts 
the parents had given and from the clothes he had worn at the wedding, so she wasn’t 
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surprised. Then, that night, the husband said, “I am sorry. I have a snake’s body. This is my 
karma. Do you still like me?” 

She answered, “Don’t worry. I can fix your body. I understand.” 

Then, the wife told the parents, “I want good medicine: ginseng, reindeer antlers, and so 
forth. Medicine that will make the body strong.” 
 

The parents liked the wife, because she had had no problems with the wedding. Also, they 
had much money, so they got good medicine and gave it to her. She took it and boiled it and 
fed it to him every day. She was a very strong Buddhist, and she always did Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal. 

After forty-nine days had passed, arms and legs began to kick from inside the snake’s body—
“pook, pook, pook”—but they could not come out. That night, while he was asleep, she got 
a very sharp knife and cut his skin from the neck all the way down his body. All the snake’s 
skin peeled off and a complete human body appeared. The husband awoke with a start. 
Taking off his skin was like suddenly ripping off a sleeping bag. He was lying naked in the 
bed. His whole body was very beautiful, and all his skin was like a baby’s skin. The wife 
knew this would happen, and had already brought beautiful clothes, which she gave to him. 
He was now a very handsome man. 

He said, “My name is Dae Ja In—Great Snake Man.” Since he was strong and smart, and 
since the country was at war, he joined the army and quickly became a general. It was as his 
parents had said: he was now the number one man in the country. He was called “Dae Ja 
Dae Jang”—Great Snake General. In Korea, “Dae Ja” also means “Great Love”. He also 
learned Buddhism, and for their whole lives, he and his wife saved many people. So, Dae Ja 
is great snake is great love, so they became great Bodhisattvas. 

So, you like snakes. Maybe a Dae Ja In will appear and help you. I hope you will become 
great love and a great Bodhisattva. 

Next, you homework answer is not good, not bad. But, if you’re in the tree, you cannot use 
your hands and feet, because they are bound. Put it all down. You want life, so this is a 
mistake. You want life, so you are attached to these words. Put it all down. Only go 
straight—don’t know. In this don’t know, there is no life and no death, and there is freedom 
from life and death. So, if you attain don’t know, staying alive is no problem. 

We cannot go to Korea. I am also very sad. Maybe later, next year, we can go. 

Also, you like Yong Maeng Jong Jin. That is wonderful. When we do Yong Maeng Jong Jin 
in September, we will meet again. 

Mu Gak Su Nim has not arrived yet. When he arrives here, I will tell him you said hello. 

You said you want to take the Precepts in September. That is wonderful. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, soon find the original mind snake and get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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The following is a portion of A Dharma Speech that Zen Master Seung Sahn gave at the 
Cambridge Zen Center on Saturday, July 16th. 

When I was in the hospital, the doctors checked my heart. The first time they checked, there 
were 23-25 mistakes (premature ventricular contractions) in one minute, out of about 80 
beats. 

Many people have read about research by a Harvard professor who checked people with bad 
hearts, diabetes, etc. He checked people who did meditation and people who didn’t. People 
who didn’t do meditation were O.K. with medicine, but not O.K. without their medicine. 
But people who tried concentration meditation got better more quickly, and were O.K. 
without their medicine. The Transcendental Meditation people advertised this: “Meditation 
can fix many sicknesses.” So now many doctors like meditation. So my doctors said , “Soen 
Sa Nim, you are a Zen Master, so you try!” So I said, “O.K., I will try.” So I tried this fix-
your-body meditation. In three days my heart was making only five mistakes—usually it 
takes about one month to recover like this, so my doctors understood this meditation was 
helping my body, so they were very happy. 

After one week, my heart was only making one or two mistakes, and my doctors said, “This 
is wonderful! Most people take two or three months to come down to only one or two 
mistakes each minute!” So I said, “Thank you very much, you have helped me, so I can get 
better quickly. But this is only fix-your-body meditation. This is not correct meditation.” 

“Why isn’t this correct meditation?” they asked. 

“You can fix your body, your heart, your diabetes. In Korea, China, and India there are 
people who do yoga. They go to the mountains and do breath-in, breath-out meditation. 
They can live 500 years and not get sick. Keeping their bodies for a long time is possible; 
even flying in the sky is possible. Trying this style body meditation, anything is possible. A 
body is like a car. Use the car a lot, and in three years, it is broken. Only keep the car in the 
garage, then keeping it for a long time is possible. But finally after 500 years, then these yoga 
people die. Then what? Live a long time, then die; live a short time, then die—it is the same! 
Dying is the same.” 

The doctors understood. “What is correct meditation then?” 

I told them, “I always try meditation. Meditation means always keeping one mind, not-
moving mind.” They thought meditation meant only concentration and keeping your body 
still. So I said, “Meditation means keeping one mind. You must understand—what is life? 
What is death? If you keep one mind, there is no life, no death. Then if you die tomorrow, 
no problem; if you die in five minutes, no problem.” 

“What do you mean ‘no problem?’” they asked. 
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“Maybe you do fix-your-heart meditation. Then, ‘My heart is good, my body is good.’ It is 
very easy to become attached to this meditation. But when you get old, and your heart is not 
so good, then you try this meditation. Maybe it is still not so good. Then, ‘Why doesn’t my 
meditation work?’ Then your body, your meditation become hindrances. If your meditation 
cannot help your body, then you don’t believe in your meditation. Then what? So this style 
meditation is no good. 

“Correct meditation means correctly understanding your situation moment by moment—
what are you doing now? Only do it! Then each action is complete, each action is enough. 
Then no thinking, so each moment I can perceive everything just like this. Just like this is 
truth. Sick-time, only be sick. Driving-time, only drive. Only go straight—then any 
situation is no problem.” 

The doctors liked this; they wanted to hear more about Zen. So six doctors came to my 
room and I talked to them for two hours. One doctor asked me, “I am very busy, at the 
hospital, then going home to my family—how can I keep a clear mind?” 

“Clear mind,” I told them, “means moment to moment, what are you doing now? When you 
are with your patients, only 100% keep doctor’s mind. When you leave the hospital and you 
are driving home, 100% keep driver’s mind. When you meet your wife, 100% keep 
husband’s mind. This means each moment only go straight; don’t make ‘I, my, me.’ If you 
make ‘I, my, me,’ then your opinion, your condition, your situation appear; then you have a 
problem. 

“If, when you are with your patients, you think, ‘Where is my wife? Is she spending a lot of 
money?’ Then this patient is talking to you and you only say ‘Uhm, yeah, mmm-hmm.’ So 
the patient is thinking,’ What does the doctor think?’ They don’t believe you. If you are 
talking to your wife, and she is telling you something important, and you are thinking about 
the hospital, this is just your opinion, this is just thinking; it is not your just-now situation. 
So put it all down, only go straight. 

“We say jeon il, completely become one. When you are doing an operation, you and this 
knife become completely one. When you are driving in your car, you and your car only 
become one. If you drive on a road with pebbles and you are not thinking, only driving, then 
you can feel these pebbles under your tires. Only become one means, you and your action 
completely become one, then you and the universe only become one—completely no-
thinking mind. Inside and outside become one. The name for this is, ‘only go straight,’ or 
‘put it all down,’ or ‘don’t make anything,’ or ‘keep clear mind.’” 

“If you are only in the present, how can you plan for the future or choose a direction? I have 
to plan for my patients, and for myself, my family,” one doctor said. 

So I said, “What is the purpose of life? I asked many old people in the hospital this question, 
or ‘What did you get out of life?’ and many said, ‘Nothing.’ Maybe they have a good job, 
good family, good wife or husband, but these things cannot help them now. They want 
something they cannot have, and they understand this, so they say, ‘Nothing.’ This is 
understanding nothing. But understanding cannot help them, so they are suffering. Zen 
means attain this nothing mind. The Buddha said, ‘If you keep clear mind moment by 
moment, then you will get happiness everywhere.’” 
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“Zen is attaining this nothing mind, and using this nothing mind. How can you use it? Zen 
means making this nothing mind into big-love mind. Nothing minds means no ‘I, my, me,’ 
no hindrance. So this mind can change to Great-Compassion mind, action-for-all-people 
mind. This is possible. Nothing mind does not appear, does not disappear. So moment by 
moment, it is possible to keep your correct situation. Then your mind is like a mirror—
when you are with your patients, only become one. Then helping them is possible. When 
you are with your family, only become one; then understanding what is best for them is 
clear. Just like this. The blue mountain does not move. The white clouds float back and 
forth.” 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I do not understand this Great Teaching, this great sickness of yours. Will you be well for 
your birthday celebration? Everyone hopes so. Then, there will be a Happy Happy Birthday 
Party! I would like to be there to see you and be with you. I will be in Iowa. I am going to a 
school where everyone meditates TM style (Transcendental Meditation). I am happy to go, 
but I remember Zen also. Always, I remember you and “go straight” and “don’t-know” 
mind. 

fat teacher 
grows skinny 
Buddha belly shrinks 
some are sad 
some are happy 
flowers, they grow 

enlightenment 
or no enlightenment 
little self bows  
one hundred times 

I like to write poetry. Maybe I write you some, you tell me when I’m not going straight. 

Maybe I see you soon, Soen Sa Nim. Please rest. 

Lynn (baby) 

 

August 3, 1977 

Dear Lynn, my baby, 

How are you? Thank you very much for your letter. You worry about me. Thanks again. 

I am not sick; I am strong. No problem. Only my body needed a screw tightened. So, I am 
tightened. My body is my body, not me. The body originally is empty. Only, I am teaching 
the Dharma, so I must keep my body. I don’t care if my body appears, disappears, is sick, is 
not sick. It’s like my car. I need a car, so a car is necessary. Sometimes, my car isn’t in so 
good condition. So, I get it fixed; then it is in good condition again. My car is a little old. 
Some day, I will want to change my car. O.K.? Don’t worry. 

In your letter, you said everyone does TM. Also, you say you keep don’t-know mind. That’s 
wonderful. Any meditation is no problem. How do you keep just-now mind is very 
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important. If you make something, you have a problem, so don’t make anything, always, 
everywhere. Only go straight—don’t know. Then you will get everything. 

Your poem is very wonderful. Here is my poem for you: 

Before heaven and earth separated, 
A great man appeared. His name is Don’t Know. 
He made heaven and earth. He made everything. 
But, he lost his name, and he doesn’t remember anything. 
Then, he ate mountains, rivers, sun, moon, heaven, earth, Buddha, everything. 
Someone asked him, “What are you?” 
He said, “I don’t know.” 
“What do you want?” 
He said, “Now I have everything.” 
“What are you doing now?” 
“Only don’t know.”  
“Then, don’t you know anything?” 
“Originally, everything has no name, no form. I made names, so now I am making all names 
disappear.” 
“What are you?” 
“My name is Don’t Know.” 
“Then, are you everything?” 
“Correct.” 
“Then what?” 
“Only go straight—don’t know. Then you will attain don’t know is don’t know.” 
“What do you mean, I will attain don’t know is don’t know?” 
“That means if you are not attached to don’t know, everything is just like this. Mountains 
are mountains; rivers are rivers; the sky is blue; the tree is green.” 
“Oh, wonderful. You are a great man.” 
“Correct. I am Don’t Know.” 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people 
from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma 

S.S. 

P.S. I’m sending you “Mind Meal”, our newsletter, and some pictures. 
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July 25, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

A deep bow to you. May there be many happy returns on your birthday. Often, my thoughts 
go to you, wondering how you are. Praying that your body will get strong and not make 
pain. 

I deeply love you, but not free of attachment, and so I feel a need for you and your presence. 
Please, take care of your body for all of us. 

Your Dharma talk in the last Newsletter comes at a time when I need it most. Thank you! I 
am glad that our Korean trip has been postponed for the sake of your getting well and 
strong. 

The enclosed photos were taken by someone during Port Sufi Kido. 

I am very happy that we will be together soon at Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley. 

Bow to you Soen Sa Nim and Love to you and all. 

Yours, 

Jin Uwal, Jo 

 

August 4, 1977 

Dear Jin Uwal—Jo, 

Thank you for your letter and beautiful pictures. I had my birthday. Many people came—
almost 100 people. We had a big party and wonderful Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin. Everyone was happy. Also, Ezra and Diana came here to be with us, so we were even 
more happy. 

I think about you. You’re not here, so I’m a little sad. Also, we cannot go to Korea, so I’m 
unhappy. But, a bad situation is a good situation; a good situation is a bad situation. That’s 
O.K. 

Now, my body is no problem. Before, my diabetes and my heart were bad. But, I am very 
strong now, no problem. My body is like my car. If there’s a small problem, then I fix it, so 
it’s O.K. If you have an old car, sometimes it’s not in good condition, but this is old-car 
style. Maybe I used my car too much, so I had a small problem. Nowadays, I don’t use my 
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car so much, so everything is O.K.—I’m very strong. You worry about my body. Thanks 
again. 

Before, the great Zen Master Ma Jo was sick one day. So, his student asked him, “How is 
your illness?” 

Then, Ma Jo Zen Master said, “Face of Sun Buddha, face of Moon Buddha.” 

What does this mean? You already understand. 

I hope you always are keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon find the face of the Sun 
Buddha and the Moon Buddha, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I will see you at the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Here is “Mind Meal” and some 
pictures for you. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope you are feeling better and have recovered from your recent illness. Please, as much as 
possible, try to take care of your body. I know it is difficult for you to rest, because the 
transmission of Dharma takes all of your time, but sometimes, I hope you can find time to 
rest (even if only for a little bit). 

I have not seen you in a while. I, too, have been traveling around teaching Dharma. Just 
recently, I was teaching near San Francisco, and I visited Ezra and Diana. They told me of 
your sickness. The Berkeley group seems to be growing. I am happy. Diana told me that 
some of the people whom I teach at the Vipassana retreats have come and sat with them on 
Wednesdays, and they have also met you. I’m glad—I encourage many students to come and 
visit with you and receive your Dharma.  

How is the family on the East Coast? I hope everyone is healthy and growing strong in the 
Dharma. I’m sorry I cannot attend the Dharma Teachers’ session, but I am in Boulder right 
now and cannot afford to come East. Please know that I am with you, even though I am not 
present at the meetings. I truly appreciate the wonderful opportunities to hear and practice 
the Dharma, and I am most grateful to you and your transmission of these teachings. I have 
vowed for endless time to sustain these teachings. Thank you for your inspiration. 

In a few weeks, Jack and I will teach near Seattle, Washington. He is fine, and our bond as 
Dharma friends keeps growing stronger.  

I am still living with Paulette. She is well and studying with Trungpa Rinpoche. His 
teachings are very good, very crazy, but many of his students think they have complete 
freedom to do what they want. There are many drunken parties, and the observation of 
precepts is practically nil. For me, it is good teaching to see such wild Dharma scenes. It 
surely helps cut good and bad Dharma. Nonetheless, I generally am pretty sober—drunken 
freedom doesn’t appeal to me. 

Nowadays, I am feeling strong in body and mind. It is easy to forget myself. I am joyed by 
the Bodhisattva Way. 

May all beings be happy and liberated. 

Much love to you and our family, 

Richard 

 

August 4, 1977 
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Dear Dae Poep Poep Sa—Richard, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Jack and Paulette? You worry about my body, 
so my body is getting strong—no problem. So, I say to you thanks again. 

Maybe I used my body-car too much. So, nowadays, I don’t use my body-car so much, so its 
condition is very good. But, this car is a little old. Sometimes, its condition is good; 
sometimes, it is bad. This is correct. Someday, I will want to change my car. My car is my 
car, not me. I am I. 

Long ago, Un Mun Zen Master taught Zen for almost 30 years. During that time, he gave 
transmission to 80 students, who became great Zen Masters. One day, he was sick. A student 
asked him, “How is your illness?” 

He said, “Don’t ask me before the fifteenth day of the month (Borom). After Borom, you 
must bring me one word.” The student was silent. Then, Un Mun said, “Day by day, it is a 
good day.” 

This is very good Dharma combat. I have no problem. 

You are my great Dharma Teacher. You can soon get Enlightenment, so I can soon give you 
transmission. You send me many of your students. Everybody says you are a great teacher 
and a wonderful man. They also say Jack is a good teacher. You and Jack are very good 
Dharma friends.  

Long ago in China, the famous Zen Master Pae Chang had two great disciples, Wi Sahn and 
Ang Sahn. They got Enlightenment. After their teacher died, they made the Wi Ang School 
of Zen. This is one part of the original five schools of Zen: Rinzai, Soto, Poep Ahn, Un 
Mun, and Wi Ang. So, I think you and Jack are the American Wi Ang. So, I say to you, 
Hurry Up! Hurry Up! Time will not wait for you. 

Therefore, I’m sending you our Zen teaching book. We had a good time during the Dharma 
Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Forty-five people did good practicing together. At that 
time, we used this Zen teaching book. Everyone came, but I only didn’t see you and Trudy, 
so I was a little sad. But, you are teaching, teaching everywhere, so I am glad to hear that. In 
the teaching book, there is “Mind Meal”. Please eat “Mind Meal” soon and get enough 
mind. Then, you can get Transmission and save all people. 

Paulette’s studying with Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche is not good, not bad. Tibetan 
Buddhism is wonderful practicing. It is similar to Korean Buddhism. Eighty years ago, Japan 
controlled all of Korea. Before, Korean Buddhism was complete, and the monks all kept the 
precepts strongly. Then, Japan come and broke Korean Buddhism. So, getting married was 
O.K.; eating meat was O.K.; drinking alcohol was O.K.; everything was O.K. Most monks 
at that time liked freedom, so they got a family. The temples became restaurants, because the 
monks needed money to support their families. So, there was much dancing, music, and 
eating meat. The temples are in beautiful locations in the mountains, so many people came. 
The monks made houses for their families near temples, then did morning practice in these 
houses and went to the temple-restaurant during the day. 
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After World War II, the Japanese all returned to Japan. A revolution in Korean Buddhism 
was necessary. The correct single monks fought the married monks. They told them, “You 
are Japanese style monks. Go away.” 

At that time, there were 7000 married monks and 600 single monks, so the single monks 
had no power. But, all the Korean people liked the single monks and supported them, so 
they fought for fifteen years. So, nowadays, all the married monks have left the Chogye order 
and have made a separate school. Now, our Chogye school has grown to 15,000 single 
monks, who correctly keep the precepts. 

When Buddha was dying, Mahakasyapa and another disciple asked him, “You will die. We 
have no teacher. How can we continue practicing; how can we control the Sangha?” 

Then, Buddha said, “I already gave you precepts. Precepts are your teacher. Correctly 
practice, correctly keep the precepts; then, you can control the Sangha with no problems.” 

So, the precepts are very important. If you keep the precepts, you have a teacher, but if you 
break the precepts, you kill your teacher. If you get Enlightenment, then all your bad karma 
has already disappeared, so keeping or not keeping the precepts doesn’t matter. But, if you 
still have karma, then freedom action makes more bad karma. When will you get out of the 
ocean of life and death and samsara? 

The Avatamsaka Sutra says, “Drinking and sex are no-hindrance Prajna.” That means that 
drinking and sex are not for myself, only for all beings. In other words, I can control my 
karma; I can control my condition and my situation. Then, any action is no problem. The 
name for this is correct opinion, correct condition, correct situation. 

There are four kinds of Bodhisattva action. First, there is giving things to people who don’t 
have something. Next, there is giving people good words, good speech—showing love for 
them. Third is talking about Dharma. But, if they still won’t listen, then you must do 
together action with them. Together action means if they like sex, have sex together; if they 
like drinking, drink together with them; if they like songs, sing together with them. Not 
desiring myself, my actions are only for them. Then, finally comes suffering. At that time, 
you can give them correct teaching. 

These are the four great Bodhisattva actions. In other words, great love. If you have great 
love, any action, any hindrance is no problem. But, if you have no great Bodhisattva mind 
and no great love, then you must first become a great Bodhisattva and attain great love. This 
is very necessary. So, before you attain your true self, one action, one word, and moment to 
moment, how you keep just-now mind is very important. 

I like Tibetan Buddhism. But, Tibetan Buddhism now is like Korean Buddhism was before 
World War II. I think one time, a revolution is necessary for them. It is like Korean 
Buddhism. That is young American Buddhists’ great job.  

So, I tell you, you are a great Dharma Teacher. You must pick up the flag of correct 
Buddhism. Then, many young people will follow you. 
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I hope you are always keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work 
of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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July 20, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

This is the first chance I had to write you since the moving. I guess you heard that we 
received notice to be out of Tahl Mah Sah by July 18. That was about nine days before we 
had to be out. We decided to stay together, if possible, and all that week, we looked for 
places. By process of elimination, we finally decided to rent a two-kitchen, four-bedroom 
house in Echo Park. The woman did not want a deposit, which, maybe, should have given us 
a clue. We were to go over at 10 A.M. on the seventeenth and sign papers, etc., and at 6:00 
A.M., she called and canceled it all!!! That was a Sunday, and since most of us work on 
Mondays, we all had to find places that day. 

Pasqual decided to stay at a hotel in downtown L.A.; Michael was going camping for a 
month, anyway; Dave needed a place; so did Pam; See Hoy could stay at his ex-wife’s, as she 
would be away for two weeks. I could stay with Cherrie or with other friends, but decided to 
stay with Pam, as she’s new to L.A. 

We decided that morning to look for separate places until we could move into the new place. 
So here is where my mind-checking came in. Should I go with Pam on Sunday and look for 
a place for us two and not help move items out of Tahl Mah Sah to various people’s houses? 
Or should I help with that on Sunday and worry about where I’d be on Monday (maybe not 
go to work, if necessary)? I decided on the former, which, I must admit, has left me with a 
selfish feeling, especially since two opportunities came up late Sunday afternoon. Mr. and 
Mrs. Pak offered for Pam and me to stay with them, and some Zen Center in Santa Monica 
left a notice in the mail box that they had room for more Zen students. As it turned out, we 
would not have had to sleep outdoors for awhile, but I still have this feeling that I put my 
interests first. Maybe this lesson of the other people’s generosity has finally taught me not to 
think of “me, my, I” first. I will be very glad to get back to the Center when it’s finally ready. 
That will probably not be for two or three months, though. 

I think See Hoy and Dave are staying at the temple on Serrano—no women allowed (sexist 
monks!!) 

We are doing bowing and sitting in the mornings and at night in our small apartment—but 
I miss the company of the other people. 

Both See Hoy and Dave told me you were (or are?) in a hospital for diabetes. I hope it is not 
too serious, and that you’ll be back with us on the twentieth or thereabouts. 

A few weeks ago, I had an interesting dream. I’ve had similar dreams for a few years, but for 
the first time, it was different. Usually, I am dreaming that someone is trying to kill or hurt 
me, and I am trying to yell for help, but no sound comes out. And I am aware that I am 
sleeping and know that if I can force myself to wake up, all will be okay. I usually do do this, 
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and wake up with a start, drenched in sweat and feeling very afraid. But this time, I dreamt 
that someone was trying to hurt me, but instead of trying to get help to get out of the 
situation, the mind that is aware that I’m asleep suddenly told me that there was another way 
of dealing with the situation. It said to my sleeping self to “Let go—to stop fighting—to die, 
if necessary,” and I felt myself, asleep, relax, and just let happen what would happen. I woke 
up a little later, not scared, and not drenched in sweat. Isn’t it funny how, even when we see 
aspects of ourselves that we know are selfish and ugly, that we still cling to them? Dying to 
those things is not easy—and yet, what other way is there? 

That’s all for now. Take good care of yourself, and say hello to all at Providence for me. 
Hope to see you soon. 

Sincerely, 

Alicia 

August 4, 1977 

Dear Alicia, 

How are you and your Dharma friends? Thank you for your informative letter. 

See Hoy just came to the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin. He told me the same 
thing you did. A bad situation is a good situation. A good situation is a bad situation. Now, 
we are living separately and practicing separately. Also, there are many problems. But, we 
have the correct direction, so any problems are good teaching for us. 

If you have no direction, any problem is a big problem and brings much suffering, but our 
practicing is only go straight—don’t check I, My, Me. Then, bad situation, good situation, 
big problems, all are good teachers. Everything is no problem. 

I read your letter. You are very strong. Wonderful. You are a strong and wonderful Zen 
student. Maybe soon, we’ll get a new house and can gather together again and practice 
together again. Now, we had a little bad time. But, don’t make bad time. Then, you will 
have a good time. So, don’t make anything. Only go straight. Then you will get everything. 

In the whole world, everything is changing, changing, but everything, moment to moment, 
is perfectly complete. That means, your mind is complete, everything is complete, also each 
moment is complete. If your mind is not complete, everything is not complete, so every 
moment is a big problem. Not complete means making something. Complete means don’t 
make anything. Already, everything is perfect. So, I say to you, only go straight—don’t 
know. 

You had a bad dream. Before, after your dreams, you sweated a lot and were very afraid. 
Now, you don’t sweat and are not afraid. This means your bad karma has disappeared that 
much, and you are that much stronger. Dreaming is the action of the seventh and eighth 
consciousness. Before, you made something. This something stays in your eighth 
consciousness, and at night, your sixth consciousness separates from your seventh and eighth 
consciousness. All bad and good karma is kept in your eighth consciousness. Somebody has 
much bad karma, so every night, this person has bad dreams. Somebody has much good 
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karma, so every night has good dreams. But these dreams originally are empty—nothing. If 
you keep nothing mind for a long time, good and bad disappear, and your consciousness is 
very clean. Then, your dreams are also very clean. Then, you can control your dreams. 

Before, your dreams were very bad. Now, also, your dream was bad, but you can control it. 
That means that this much, your bad karma has disappeared; this much, your mind is clear. 
So, I say to you, that is wonderful. Only go straight—don’t know. Then, your mind will get 
more clear, clear, clear, and it will be no problem for you to control your dreams. 

My body nowadays is very strong. Don’t worry. Thank you very much. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, then keep a mind which is clear like space, soon 
finish your homework, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I will send you “Mind Meal”. Check it with your Dharma friends. 
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July 25, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Happy Birthday to you! I hope by now you are feeling good, your body and heart going 
smoothly and calmly and strong. Although I cannot be there to celebrate and sit with all of 
you, I send all good wishes from here. 

Once again, I must tell you how wonderful it was to see you and everyone in Providence. 
Now, I am with my parents, who are well. Hilary has had a bad accident on her bicycle and 
lost several of her big teeth. But, now they do an operation to re-plant them in the mouth, so 
we are hoping that it will work. Please send her some good energy this weekend, to her and 
her teeth! She is feeling better, and she chanted Kwan Sae Um Bosal when she needed to. 
But she asks me, “Why did this happen to me?” She wonders why the bicycle or something 
else didn’t get hurt instead of her body. It is hard to answer question about why children 
must suffer. I don’t know. 

For myself, I am completely grateful that she is alive and well. It is a good reminder of what 
is important to us in our lives. Just to be here, to be able to take care of one another! 

We shall stay here until the middle of August. So I may not see you before you leave for your 
fall trip. Please take good care of yourself and give my love to everyone gathered there, 
together. 

Love, 

Trudy 

 

August 4, 1977 

Dear Trudy, 

Thank you for your wonderful letter. How are you and Hilary and your parents? 

Thank you also for your birthday wishes. We had a Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin 
and a birthday party. Forty-five people came for the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin and over 100 came for the party. So, everybody did hard training and had a good time. 
Now, my body is very strong, no problem. You worry about my body. Thanks again. 

When we had the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin, you weren’t here, so I was sad. 
Also, you send me news of your daughter Hilary’s bicycle accident. This makes me doubly 
sad. But, a good situation is a bad situation; a bad situation is a good situation. You already 
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understand. Hilary did much Kwan Sae Um Bosal and asked why it happened this way. So, 
you must teach her about karma. 

Primary cause, dependent origination, result. The whole world, everything, appears and 
disappears. That is these three things going around and around and around—samsara. Our 
thinking, our karma, our practicing is also like that. So, each moment is perfectly complete. 
You will get happiness. She had an accident. Suffering, happiness, accident, suffering, 
practicing, clear mind, getting Enlightenment. These all are from primary cause meeting 
dependent origination and giving a result. So, everything is perfectly complete. It’s like a 
computer—no mistakes. So, we say, 1 + 2 = 3, or 3 - 2 = 1. Our life, our practicing, our 
Bodhisattva action, everything is like that. 

But, if we don’t make I, My, Me, then we already have everything and are able to control 
everything. So, an eminent teacher said that that name is Mind King. If you find this Mind 
King, any action, any situation is no problem. You must teach this to Hilary, and sometime, 
to your parents. This is correct Dharma Teacher’s duty. So, you are already a great Dharma 
Teacher. 

Everybody loses their Mind King. So, they don’t understand their correct direction. When 
they die, they say their life is nothing. But, this nothing is one part of the truth. If you attain 
nothing, nothing is not nothing. Nothing is everything. Everything is nothing. So we say life 
is death; death is life. In other words, happiness is suffering; suffering is happiness. These are 
made by my thinking. If you put down all your thinking, there is no nothing, no everything, 
no death, no life, no happiness, no suffering. Then, you can see, you can hear, just like this is 
truth, and you can control nothing and everything, life and death, suffering and everything.  

So, what is most important? What are you? Attain your true self, then understand everything 
and correct direction. So, don’t make anything. Only go straight - don’t know; then you’ll 
get everything. 

I hope you are already doing hard training. One more step. Soon, get Enlightenment, 
become a great Bodhisattva, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. When we had the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin, we needed Dharma 
Teachers’ Zen teaching books. When you come back, I will give one to you.  
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July 25, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your recent letter. I have no further questions. Don’t know is no longer a 
weapon; somehow, it is actually an instrument of peace. The silence becomes intense; 
judgement comes and goes in everyday living, with less and less effect. Time seems a little 
purer—if this makes sense. 

I wanted mainly to acknowledge your last letter, and thank you again for your great 
kindness. Last night, I heard a wonderful, honest, heartfelt talk, at Naropa, by Jakusho 
Kwang—on meditation. He is Dharma heir of the late Suzuki Roshi of San Francisco. Later, 
I felt something of the great compassion that exists in this world. It is so fortunate that our 
blindness is not complete. Perhaps there is room for everything . But I would not think 
about this!! 

Quite some time ago, I wrote to the Providence Zen Center, asking to be sent the 
Newsletter, and I also asked if they could send me a picture of you. I’ve received no response 
of any kind so far. Could this please be handled? Especially the picture, if it is possible to 
send me one. 

I hope we meet soon at a Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley. Until then, may I wish you good 
health, and thank you for your kindness. 

Sincerely, 

Sheldon 

 

August 8, 1977 

Dear Sheldon, 

How are you? Thank you very much for your letter. 

You say don’t know is no longer a weapon, but an instrument of peace, and that it is very 
intense. That is wonderful. An eminent teacher said, “If you only go straight—hard training, 
you will understand your practicing by yourself. It is like when you drink water, you 
understand by yourself whether it is hot or cold.” 

Now, you understand your don’t know. But, in my last letter, I told you don’t be attached to 
don’t know. If you are attached to don’t know or hold don’t know, then you make 
something. You say “peace”. But, only go straight—don’t know is not only peace. You will 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1258 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

get everything. So, I say to you, don’t know is not don’t know. No name, no form, no time, 
no space. But, you have everything. So, only go straight—don’t know. Then, you will attain 
don’t know is don’t know. 

You heard Jakusho Kwang. That is wonderful. If he got transmission from Suzuki Roshi, 
then he is a good teacher. Suzuki Roshi was a great Soto Zen Master. Soto Zen, Rinzai Zen, 
and our Chogye Zen are not different. Soto Zen is only shikantaza. Rinzai Zen is working 
with kong-ans. Our Zen is only go straight—don’t know. If you are attached to words and 
make something, then they are all different. If you are not attached to words and don’t make 
anything, then all different ways become one. So, an eminent teacher said the 10,000 
Dharmas return to one. But, most important is the next question. Where does the one 
return? If you find it, any kind of Zen is there. So, if you have time, visit many Zen Masters 
and hear their Dharma speeches. But, at that time, don’t don’t be attached to the Zen 
Master’s speech. You must perceive your true self. The name for this is don’t know. The 
name for this is great compassion. That is great love and the great Bodhisattva way. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. You didn’t get the Newsletter. I am sorry; I’ll send it to you and you will be put on the 
mailing list. Also, here is my picture. It will be nice to see you at the September Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin in Berkeley. 
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Zen Master Seung Sahn’s friend, the Venerable In Hwan Su Nim, who is staying at Dae Gak 
Sa Temple in Toronto, sent Soen Sa Nim a letter. He had heard that Soen Sa Nim was sick, 
so he was very worried. He said, “You work too much, so you got sick. A life of 100 years 
would be too short for you. But now, you are very sick, so I am very sad. But, this sickness is 
not a usual sickness. It is Bodhi mind and great love. 

“A kong-an said, ‘One day, the great Zen Master Ma Jo was sick. One of his students asked 
him,”How are you lately, Zen Master?” 

“Then, the Zen Master said, “Face of Sun Buddha, face of Moon Buddha.” 

“Now, I ask Seung Sahn Zen Master’s great students: Everybody gets sick. Zen Master Seung 
Sahn is also sick. This sickness is the same. So, I ask you, ususal people’s sickness and Soen 
Sa Nim’s sickness, are they the same or different? If you say the same, then you are a great 
Zen student. What is your orginal face? 

“If you say different, then the Zen Master’s sickness and usual people’s sickness are the same. 

“Assembly of great students: You must go into this question and find one workd to spit out. 
If you find this word, then you will have repayed your obligation to your teacher,and you 
will be a comfort to Soen Sa Nim in his sickness.” 

He also said,”Because I am far away, I give you one word. All beings are sick, so the 
Bodhisattva is also sick. 10,000 arrows pierce the heart. AAIII!!! Don’t let me die! 

“Thank you very much” 

“July 21, 1977, with a deep bow, In Hwan. To Seung Sahn Zen Master in his sick bed. 

On August 8, after evening sitting, Soen Sa Nim asked his students In Hwan Su Nim’s 
question. “Everybody gets sick. Zen Master Seung Sahn is also sick. This sickness is the 
same. So, I ask you, usual people’s sickness and Soen Sa Nim’s sickness, are they the same or 
different?” 

Soen San Nim said, “If you have a good answer, then give one word to In Hwan Su Nim.” 

At that time, fourteen people were there. These people’s answers were not good, not bad: 

George: “When you have a cold, your nose runs.” 

Bobby: “Aigo… ..” 

Diana: Puts beads on her head. 
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Ken: “Kaff, kaff.” (coughs twice) 

Louise: “How is your diabetes today?” 

My Ryeom Su Nim: Hits the floor. 

Jim: “Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi, svaha.” 

Later, Soen Sa Nim asked, “Which one is the best answer? But, it doesn’t matter if your 
answer is good or bad. How much do you believe in yourself, and what is the correct 
situation at that time? If you always, moment to moment, keep clear mind and correct 
situation, then this kong-an is not difficult. Soon, you will understand and soon, you can 
give a correct answer. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. This don’t-
know mind is better than a correct answer. 

“I took thirty-eight units of insulin this morning.” 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I just got your letter. Thank you for the story about the snake-man. I like it very much. 

A couple of weeks ago, I took a weekend workshop at Esalen. Half of it was lying down on 
the floor and relaxing and the other half was dancing. It was lots of fun. 

While we were relaxing, the workshop leader would suggest things for us to think of to relax 
us more and make us feel good. One thing he suggested was for us to picture ourselves doing 
somehting we enjoyed very much, looking and feeling the way we wanted to look and feel. 
Whenever he said this, I imagined myself running very fast over a green lawn. During the 
fourth workshop session, I was imagining this when he said, “Spring comes, the grass grows.” 
I started to cry. I realized that I was running towards someone I loved, then I realized it was 
you. I was very frightened. When I told Diana about it, she asked me what I was scared of, 
but I didn’t know. 

So, for a while after that, I didn’t do my morning bowing and sitting very often. I was 
working long hours, getting home very late, going to bed late, and in the morning, I would 
think, “Oh, I’m too tired.” But always, I did my morning chanting. I like to chant the Heart 
Sutra on the way to work. Also, I am learning the Ke Hyang, a few more words each week. 

Now this lazy mind has gone, and I am doing my regular practice again. It feels good. 

It will be nice if we can go to Korea next year. I will have lots of vacation time saved up by 
then. And maybe I will be able to learn some Korean by then. A Korean man who is a friend 
of Gillian’s has come to our Wednesday night sessions the past two weeks. He said he had a 
brother who would probably like to teach us. 

I am very glad our Kwan Sae Um Bosal helped you. Would it help people who have a 
problem and are making themselves sick from worrying about it? 

It has been very warm here. At lunch-time, I come home from work and take the boas and 
we go out on the back porch. They love it, especially Euclid; she goes everywhere I let her, 
very fast. We have a wonderful time. 

I am definitely going to take the Precepts in September. I thought I was deciding whether or 
not to do it, but really, I decided as soon as Diana told me there was going to be a Precepts 
ceremony. I guess it’s just taken me a while to get used to the idea. 

i hope you and Diana and Ezra and everyone else are having a fine Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 
This rock is a present. It is a no-birthday rock. 

Love, 
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Maggie 

 

August 9, 1977 

Dear Maggie, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. Now, we have had a very wonderful Dharma 
Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin and a two-day Kido with Diana and Ezra. At each Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin, about forty people came. 

In your letter, you said you liked the snake story and that you went to a workshop at Esalen. 
That time, you relaxed and you heard, “Spring comes and the grass grows.” That is a very 
important point. That is your original face and the truth. Completely relaxed mind is clear 
mind. Clear mind is “Spring comes and the grass grows.” Don’t lose this mind. Always, 
everywhere. 

And, you said that before, you had a lazy mind, but this lazy mind is already gone, and you 
are practicing regularly every day. That is very important. Everybody, every day, eats their 
meals. So, our mind also must eat its mind meal every day. If you don’t eat your meal, you 
cannot keep a strong body. If you don’t eat your mind meal, you cannot keep a strong mind 
and a strong body. If you have a strong mind, you can control your karma and your body. 
Sometimes, your mind is lazy; sometimes, you have desires; sometimes, you are angry; 
sometimes, you are ignorant; but you can see your karma; you can control your karma, and 
you can clear your karma. If you make your karma clear, then you can see, you can hear, 
everything, just like this, is truth. Then you can, moment to moment, keep correct situation. 
The name for this is great Bodhisattva and great love. 

Maybe we will go to Korea next year. It is a wonderful idea to learn Korean. 

You said you did Kwan Sae Um Bosal. If you do Kwan Sae Um Bosal, then I will give you 
homework. Every day, you must try Kwan Sae Um Bosal 3000 times. Then, any problem 
you have will disappear. Also, you want the great Bodhisattve way and great love. This is 
possible. So, I tell you, don’t forget to do Kwan Sae Um Bosal 3000 times every day. 

When you do Kwan Sae Um Bosal, if you keep it slowly, it will take a long time, so do it a 
little quickly, O.K.? So, it is possible to do 1000 in five minutes, so it will only take fifteen 
minutes. So, every day, do correct practicing for fifteen minutes, O.K.? So, every day, try. 
You must try, try, try. 

Your playing with Euclid is very good. In Korea, there are large snakes. Their name is 
Karma. If this Karma comes into your house, then everyone takes off their shirts and puts 
them in the yard. Then, this snake likes one person’s shirt and rests on it. Then, this person 
takes care of this Karma. This person makes a small house, like a dog house, inside the 
storehouse. Then, this karma only eats rice soup, every day. Then, this snake has special 
energy, and can give them any kind of good karma, so soon this house becomes rich and 
famous. So, in Korea, small snakes are called “baem” and big snakes are called “gurongi”. 
People don’t like little snakes; they sometimes bite people. But, the big gurongi don’t bite. 
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They are very smooth, very quiet. Everybody wants to take care of this gurongi. If you take 
care of a gurongi, soon, you will get great happiness. So its name is good Karma. You like 
this Good Karma, so you will soon get good karma. I think so. You will get good karma and 
much happiness. 

Next, you say you will take the Precepts. That’s wonderful. Diana and Ezra said you are a 
wonderful student, so your taking the precepts is very necessary. Then, you will completely 
become a Buddhist and my student. 

You sent me a no-birthday rock. Thank you very much. 

I hope you always go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, relax your body, your mind, your 
universe, your snake, your Buddha, everything, and keep a mind which is clear like space, 
soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you feeling now? I heard you were quite ill, but have heard through others that you 
are now out of the hospital and that you are much better. 

Happy birthday to you, and many more. Please keep your health, for yourself and all of your 
many friends. 

Here is a story for you. I wrote it when I thought of my trip to Mexico with David: 

Two skeletons were lying in the middle of the desert. Their skulls faced each other. One said 
to the other, “I know where we’re going!” 

The other said, “I know how we got here!” 

The first said, “I’ll tell you where we’re going if you’ll tell me how we got here!” 

The other replied, “No! First you tell me were we’re going, and then I’ll tell you how we got 
here!” 

The first said, “Oh no—you tell me how we got here—and then I’ll tell you where we are 
going!” 

The other replied, “Hell no, you tell first.” 

“No, you tell first?” 

“No, you.” 

“No, I won’t; you have to go first.” 

“I will not, you must tell me first.” 

This went on for sixty-five years. It never stopped. All the bugs and snakes thought it was 
just another sound in the desert. 

Meanwhile, a short distance from the two skeletons was a dried-out hulk of a cactus, 
tottering in the sun. On top of it sat a jet-black raven, looking at the two!! After a solid week 
of listening to the two skulls, the raven flew down from his perch on the old cactus and stood 
in front of them for a while. 

Finally he said, “You two are truly perfect. Perfect assholes. 

“Neither of you are going anywhere—in fact, 
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Neither of you have been anywhere— 

Neither of you are alive! 

Neither of you are dead! 

In fact, if I’m correct, 

Neither of you know where you are going! 

Neither of you knew where you have been! 

Neither of you know you are dead! 

Neither of you knew you were alive! 

What you both are, though—is a hum in the desert!” 

Happy Birthday — 

from 

Bob 

 

 

August 9, 1977 

Dear Bob, 

How are you? Thank you for your wonderful letter and pictures and story. 

You heard about my illness and worried about me. Thanks again. I always have no problem; 
I’m very strong. My body-car had one loose screw. So, I have tightened it, so now, no 
problem. Some day, my car will become a skeleton, as in your story, and your body will also 
become a skeleton. But, we will not have this kind of dialogue. We will become skeletons 
and maybe help other people very much. 

You gave me one story, so I also give you one story. 
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When Buddha was alive, there were seven sisters who were good Buddhists. One day, they 
wanted to go to a funeral ceremony at a temple. On the way, they passed a cemetary. At that 
time, they could see one skeleton. 

Long ago in India, when somebody died, there were three ways of taking care of the corpse. 
First was cremation. Next was throwing it into the river or ocean. Third was throwing it into 
a mountain forest. First—only burning meant the body would quickly return to its original 
place. The second and third meant I am already dead, so I will give my body to the animals, 
so this is Bodhisattva action.  

Therefore, the seven sisters saw one skeleton. Many animals had eaten it, so the bones were 
very white. They stopped there and stood around the skeleton. One sister said, “Before that 
skeleton was dead, it had good flesh, a good body, good eyes, good ears, a good nose, good 
tongue, also, a good mind. This mind also controlled this body and worked everything. 
Now, that mind-master has gone away; the six roots all have disappeared; the flesh has 
disappeared—only bones. Where did the skeleton’s original master go? 

Then, another sister pointed to the white bones and said, “Just like this! Just like this!” 

When they heard these words, all sisters got Enlightenment. 

At that time, a universal god was standing in heaven. A great light shone from the ground to 
the heaven above him. So the god wondered, “What’s happening?” Then, he checked the 
ground. He was very surpised. “Ah, wonderful! Seven sisters have gotten Enlightenment!” 

Then, he came to them and said, “I am a god. I have everything. You are wonderful, so I 
want to help you. If you want somehting, I can give it to you—anything. You tell me, 
please.” 

The seven sisters said, “Thank you very much. We already have all treasures. But, you are 
kind to us, so we will ask you three special Prajna things.” 

“Oh! Tell me, tell me! I will help you.” 

“First: The ground is not dark or light. 
Next: The tree has no roots. 
Next: The valley has no echo.” 

Then, the god wanted to find the three things and went around and around everywhere, but 
he could not find those things, so he was very unhappy. He returned to the seven sisters and 
said, “I didn’t find them.” 

“You must ask Buddha. Then, you’ll understand.” 

Finally, he returned to Buddha’s place and asked Buddha those questions. Then, Buddha 
said, “Many of my students don’t understand this. Also, great Arhats don’t understand. If 
you become a great Bodhisattva, then you will understand.” 

Then the god said, “Thank you very much.” 
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So, I ask you: Where are the three special Prajna things? You must find them, and get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. If you don’t understand, only go 
straight—don’t know. Don’t make anything; then you will get everything. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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August 5, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I received your letter with much joy ! I am glad to hear you fixed your body up! We did not 
want you to leave us—we are selfish in that way. Thank you for the pictures and the 
Newsletter, and thank you also for the poem. After I read it, I wrote this poem: 

Don’t Know man 
stands between Heaven and Earth 
his last name is “Play” 
but intellect can not 
grasp him by this name 
he remains Don’t Know 
with joy follow him, 
sit in his lap, pull his ears— 
put your shoes on your feet 
or your head as you like— 
the seed is at play with the tree 
the sky is at play with the stars 

I am very happy here at M.I.U. I like it very much. TM people have a very wordy teaching, 
but it is not so bad. I am learning many fun things. Maybe sometime I learn to fly—the sky 
is very beautiful here—I would like to soar around up there in that blue, blue, blue. 

I know you are very busy; I understand if you have many things to do before you write. 
Thank you again. 

Your baby, 

Lynn 

 

August 12, 1977 

Dear Lynn, my baby, 

Thank you for your letter and beautiful poem. How are you? Ezra and Diana stayed at our 
Zen Center for two weeks and just left here yesterday. Before they left, they read your poem 
and they enjoyed it very much. I also like your poem very much. 

Also, you think some day you would like to fly in the sky. But, every day, for twenty-four 
hours a day, you are flying in this universe, already. What more do you want? If you only go 
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straight, you are able to do everything and you have everything. You are attached to the 
ground, so you want to fly. If you aren’t attached to the ground, the ground is empty, so 
now, you are standing in space. With the sky, with the blue, with the clouds. How 
wonderful it is! Do you want more? Put it all down. Only go straight. 

You like your school very much. That is enough. This is your correct situation now. What 
are you doing now? 

Sometime, you must eat your mind meal. If your mind is hungry, sometimes crazy speech 
appears. If you eat enough mind meal, everything is complete; everything is just like this. 
When you see the sky, blue. Flying is not necessary. When you see tress, only green. You 
said, “The seed is at play with the tree. The sky is at play with the stars.” Is this correct? Only 
keep this mind. 

Here is a poem for you: 

Great mountain into the ocean. 
Great ground appears from the ocean. 
Great ocean makes everything. 
But, great ocean is dependent on earth. 
The earth has everything. 
But, it has no weight. 
No direction. No time. 
Only dependent on emptiness. 
So, emptiness is everything; everything is empty. 
Who made this emptiness? 
Emptiness made emptiness. 
Attain emptiness. 
Everything is there. 
The seed is at play with the tree. 
The sky is at play with the stars. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, then, keeping a mind which is clear like space, 
attain emptiness and get Enlightenment, become a great Bodhisattva, and save all people 
from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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631 

Dearest Soen Sa Nim, 

I am on the train going back to Rochester, and the clickety-clack of the wheels on the rails is 
singing “Kwan Sae Um Bosal”. Everything is singing Kwan Sae Um Bosal; everything is 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal. While waiting for the train, went down in back of the tracks to sit by 
the Hudson River. So peaceful. Perfect sky, perfect clouds, perfect sea gulls, perfect water, 
perfect rock to sit on. And who is it that sits on the rock with a small smile on her face and a 
glow in her eye? Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

She has travelled from Chicago to Rochester, to New York City and to Connecticut since 
June 14th, but she feels like she “is coming and going without leaving home,” as Hakuin 
Zenji’s chant in praise of Zazen says. 

From September to June was great suffering time for me. Time of great loneliness and 
despair. But now I felt as I was sitting by the water, I am “alone” here; there are no other 
people, but how could I be lonely with my friend the sky and my friends the rocks and the 
waves and the birds. I couldn’t possibly feel lonely. 

It has been a summer of strong training. Seven-day seshin in June, then three-week intensive 
Zen training program, then Kido and so many Bodhisattvas. 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, take care, stay well. 

With love, 

Ann 

 

August 12, 1977 

Dear Ann, 

How are you? Thank you for your beautiful letter. 

You say “The clickety-clack of the wheels on the rails is singing ‘Kwan Sae Um Bosal’.” That 
is wonderful. An eminent teacher said, “If, moment to moment to moment, you have bodhi 
mind, you will get happiness everywhere.” So, you are now very happy. Kwan Sae Um Bosal 
is giving you happiness. You make Kwan Sae Um Bosal. So, your eyes are Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal eyes; your ears are Kwan Sae Um Bosal ears; your body, your mind also are Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal. So, you say, “Perfect sky, perfect clouds, perfect sea gulls, perfect water, perfect 
rock to sit on.” This means your mind is already perfect. This means your mind is already 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal mind. 
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That bodhi-mind already has everything—already has “complete”, already has complete 
freedom. If you keep this mind all the time, you can do everything. But, already you have 
everything. The name for that is enough mind. Enough mind is true happiness and true 
peace and true love. 

You say Hakuin Zenji said “coming and going without leaving home.” This is wonderful 
speech. If you have enough mind, the white cloud and blue mountain and wide ground and 
clear space are in your mind. So, you said, “I am alone here; there are no other people,but 
how could I be lonely with my friends the sky and my friends the rocks and the waves and 
the birds. I couldn’t possibly feel lonely.” That is just like this. 

You did hard training this sumer. So, you got enough mind. But, don’t lose this mind. 
Continue; try, try, try; go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Then, you can understand your 
karma and make your karma clear and attain karma, then change karma. 

I hope you are always keeping a mind which is clear like space, only go straight—Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I’m sending you “Mind Meal.” Sometime, check it. Eat your mind meal, and you will 
get enough mind. 
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632 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

After much consideration, sadness, and pain, I have decided to resign as a Dharma Teacher. I 
would very much like to maintain my personal relationship with you, but only as an 
individual, not as a Dharma Teacher. During the Dharma Teacher weekend, it became 
much more clear as to what a good Dharma Teacher is. I do not seem to satisfy most of the 
requirements—so being a Dharma Teacher is a huge burden for me. My karma, right from 
the start, has been very far away from ceremony, organizations, Dharma-combat, kong-ans—
with time, the distance only grows. I was very happy to see so much joy and energy among 
all the Dharma Teachers during the weekend. However, it only served to give me a stronger 
sense of my distance from it all. 

My decision to leave would have been a lot easier if it were not for my immense love and 
respect for you as a person and teacher, and the purity and power of your ultimate, primary 
teaching. You are the finest teacher I have ever had, and still, I feel that I must walk alone. 
“Believe in yourself” may, for me, mean face the fear that comes form throwing away “I am a 
Professor” and now “I am a Zen Dharma Teacher.” 

Please do not worry about me—I feel very strong, but also sad at having to let go. A 100-day 
retreat will be possible soon. I will see you in person before that to talk it over and return my 
robes. 

Thank you for our ever-present love and generosity, 

Larry (Byon Jo Go Sa) 

 

August 12, 1977 

Dear Byon Jo Go Sa—Larry 

How are you? Thank you for your beautiful letter. Your mind is very sad; my mind is also 
very sad. 

Your mind has many hindrances. Also, I am a hindrance to you. You will stop being a 
Dharma Teacher and return your robe and bowls. This is outside action, outside form. I 
always tell you, “What is most important?” Why do you live in the world? Why are you 
practicing? Why are you doing a retreat? What do you teach? What are you? If you have an 
answer, tell me. If you cannot answer, you must make “I”, “My,” “Me” disappear in your 
mind.  



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1273 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

You say you understand you karma. But, you don’t understand your karma. If you correctly 
understand your karma, it is possible to make your karma disappear. You only hold onto 
your karma and make it your treasure. This is religion; this is ignorance and illusion. 

I like you very much. But, you don’t listen to me. I say to you, any action is no problem. 
Don’t make anything. If you make complications, you have complications. If you don’t 
make anything, your mind is nothing. Everything will be no hindrance. Your saying your 
karma doesn’t like something means you make something in your mind and are strongly 
holding onto something. You cannot fix this mind if you do a 100-day retreat, a 1000-day 
retreat, a whole-life retreat—you cannot find your true way. 

Returning your Dharma Teacher robe and bowls to me is more holding strongly onto your 
idea. I always say to you, make “my opinion,” “my condition”, “my situation” disappear. 
Then, you will get correct opinion, correct condition, correction situation. Before, you gave 
a beautiful Dharma speech about a bear in a cage. Your head is like this bear’s head. Also, 
you like the bear-cage, so it becomes strong. Also, you say, “I am strong.” This means, “My 
cage is strong.” Also, no more Dharma Teacher means you are saying to me, “Don’t come 
into my cage.” But, I want to break your cage and make you completely free and a great 
man. So, I am very sad that you are only making your cage stronger. But, some day, your 
cage will not be strong. Then, I can help you. But, if you put down this one mind, then your 
cage will disappear. That one mind is “I”. You must kill your “I”. This is very necessary. 

If you have this “I”, even if you practice for infinite time, you cannot get your true way. You 
must understand 1-1=0. Very simple. Not difficult. If you don’t understand this arithmetic, 
you must return to elementary school. You understand too much. Where do you need it? 
Also, how much does this understanding help you? You do yoga everyday. Why do yoga? 
This why is very important. Only body? Only life? Only mind? Only truth? Which one? 

When I was in the hospital, an old man was next to me. Before, he was very strong and had 
much money and fame. Also, he had a beautiful house, beautiful wife, beautiful children, 
beautiful everything. But he was suffering very much, and breathing was difficult for him. 
He only was continually suffering. Everything he had could not help him. Money, fame, 
strong body, beautiful house, beautiful wife, beautiful children—all could not help him. So, 
one day, I asked him, “What is your life?” He said, “Nothing” 

For you and me, already, the sun will soon set in the West. Who is guaranteeing your life? 
What do you want? I help you. But you already have everything. But, you only cannot wake 
up from your dream. So, I say to you: Wake up! Wake up! Only go straight—don’t know. 
Don’t make anything. Don’t hold onto anything. If you have a robe and bowls, don’t worry. 
This is my job, not your job. You only go straight. You say to me that you want a 100-day 
retreat. Then, after your 100-day retreat, we’ll meet again and talk about being a Dharma 
Teacher. 

You say, “I am strong; don’t worry.” I cannot. I am very worried about you, because “you are 
strong” means “you are making your cage stronger.” So, I like you very much, so I am very 
sad. Don’t make my mind sad. 
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I hope you always only go straight—don’t know, and kill yourself, keeping a mind which is 
clear like space, then soon finish the Great Work of life and death and get complete freedom, 
become a great man, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1275 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

633 

August 10, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

How are you? I hope that you are taking care of yourself and getting enough rest. 

Thank you very much for the Kido last weekend. I was glad that I could participate. I am 
sorry that my action was a little no good—already, you have told me many times that crying 
is no good, so I am sorry. 

But—Today is Wednesday and right now, there are only brightly colored zinnias on the table 
before me. Very simple. 

Thank you for your patience in teaching me, and thank you for Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

I will telephone next week to say goodbye before you leave for California.  

See you later,  

Love,  

Lynn 

 

Dear Lynn,  

Thank you for your wonderful letter. You say you are strong. That is wonderful. Only go 
straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

An eminent teacher said, “Moment to moment, keeping Kwan Sae Um Bosal, you will get 
happiness everywhere.” Don’t forget these words. My great Dharma Teacher. 

I hope you will have a good time at your school. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 4, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Happy birthday, from us both! We don’t know exactly when your birthday is, but we know 
it’s around now, because Mu Gak said he was going back to New England about now for 
your birthday party, and so we hope this gets to you in time for the day. You see, a big don’t 
know from us both for your birthday! And many happy returns, and may you continue your 
great work, which we’re very glad includes us. Dana has just had a birthday too, so you must 
both be lions! I know we’re all unborn really, but it’s good to have a pretext for good parties, 
and we hope yours is a fine one. And wish we could be there for it. Maybe another year, we’ll 
all be together somewhere for it. 

Thank you for that marvellous letter. I would have to be much busier not to be able to find 
time to write to you. And you do the same, after all, and I know how busy you are, with so 
many students and centers. I’m happy that my mind appears to you, in what I write to you. 
You know, if one is a writer, it sometimes appears that one’s mind, and the sentences it 
makes, are far away from each other, and it’s reassuring until one sees some of the sentences! 

But you—everything you say about don’t know widens the revelation of it a bit more. 
Including the reminder not to be attached to it. How could one be, in fact? If one is attached 
to it, attaches to it, hasn’t it already ceased to be don’t know? With “nothing sticking to it,” 
as Yamada Roshi says. 

Good letters from Aitken Roshi, from Japan, and since he got back. He says some of the 
same things you say, about working together, too. And we’ve heard from Maezumi Roshi, 
back from Colorado. Both working very hard. 

And back to yours: what generous compassion, writing to me as you’ve done about the kong-
ans. Obviously, if I waited until I had clear unshakeable answers to all of them, it might take 
many lives, and how would I know that you would be waiting? But here is as far as I’ve 
gotten, not checking. Ko Bong’s three gates. First gate: Seeing. Second gate: don’t know. 
Third gate: Ow! Thank you very much for the words about live and dead words—they give 
life to the distinction. Nam Cheon to JoJu answer: “Half a letter.” 

And thank you for the Mind Meal. It’s very good having that—to chew on. Get the old cow 
to chew on. But the first gate: 1. Bow-wow. 2. Hit the floor. 3. Bow wow. 

You talk about where we are. Very beautiful country, with old stone buildings, and lots of 
empty space. Of course, one thing we hope is that if we do come spend much more time 
here, it will become a place for practice, and what you say about teaching is an 
encouragement. What is happening with your new farmhouse (new old farmhouse) up in 
New York State? When I was a small child, we went for several summers to a cottage on a 
lake near there, in Pennsylvania, and it’s always been a magic part of the world, for me, 
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though just ten years ago, when I drove through there, I was saddened to see how many trees 
had been cut down, and how the suburbs had spread. Attachment, I realize. I did love those 
woods, the old farms, and the legends of Indians, still passed around. You were leaving for 
there the last time we saw you. I look forward to seeing it one day.  

A fine letter had come from Mu Gak, and clearly it was a great retreat; hard training. It 
seems strange, by now, that I’ve never met him, when we’ve written so many words back and 
forth. Please give him regards from us both. 

A cicada has been singing all afternoon in the old limestone wall between pastures, outside 
my window. Saying it’s a hot day. He hasn’t been saying it much, this summer. The big 
harvesters lumber through the wheat and barley fields at night, until late, and at daybreak, 
it’s cool and misty. We hope to be back in October and see you.  

Here are some candles for your birthday cake, with Hapchang from us both. 

William 

 

August 5, 1977 

Happy Birthday 
and  
Hapchang 
Soen Sa Nim 
from  
Dana 

 

August 13, 1977 

Dear William,  

Thank you for your wonderful letter and your check. How are you and Dana? 

Many people said to me, “Happy Birthday to you.” But, I have no birthday. In Korea, all 
monks have no birthday. When I came to America, my students made my birthday, so now, 
I have a birthday. In Korea, they only use the lunar calendar. Last year, I told my students I 
have no birthday. Then, this year, they gave me congratulations on my no-birthday. So, 
now, I have moment-to-moment birthday and moment-to-moment great party. 

We had a Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin for two days. At that time, we had a big 
party. Almost 100 people came here, and we ate much popcorn, fruit, ice cream, and there 
was much talking. It was a very interesting time. Mu Gak Su Nim also came here with us.  

You said Dana had a birthday. Happy birthday to Dana. I ask her, “How old are you?” 
Maybe she will hit the floor. Then, I ask again, “Is it correct?” Then what? Again, 
congratulations and happy birthday to you.  
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Your sentences and my sentences are similar. Also, you said your mind appears in your 
sentences. That is wonderful. If you want to make a good sentence, this is a bad sentence. If 
you don’t make sentences, then that is a wonderful sentence. I told my students, “First, you 
must understand don’t know. Then, you must understand how important it is. Then next, 
‘only go straight—don’t know’ means don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; 
don’t check anything. Only go straight. Then, you can attain don’t know. If you attain 
don’t-know mind, you can believe in yourself 100%. Then, next, you must throw away 
don’t know. Throwing away don’t know means complete freedom, complete no hindrance 
everywhere. Then, next, don’t know is great compassion, which is great love and the great 
Bodhisattva way.  

You said revelation. That is a wonderful word. It is necessary to change revelation to 
revolution. Then, you will get the absolute and complete freedom and become great love and 
the great Bodhisattva way. That is the original face of don’t know. Your speech and my 
speech are only different in their words. The meaning is the same. So, I say to you, you are 
wonderful.  

I’m glad to hear news about Aitken Roshi and Maezumi Roshi from you. I will go to Los 
Angeles August 20. I want to visit Maezumi Roshi and maybe your teacher Aitken Roshi 
when I have time. I want to stay there for two months, but the Korean temples’ situation 
there is a little complicated now, so maybe I will be busy. I’d like to work with Maezumi 
Roshi and Aitken Roshi. Some day, we will have a big Yong Maeng Jong Jin or workshop 
together. 

You like kong-ans. That is wonderful. But don’t make difficult. All kong-ans are very easy. 
But, if you make easy, also, you won’t understand. Don’t make easy. What is correct 
situation? That is most important. When you are checking kong-ans, you must understand 
three kinds of kong-ans. First, wide question—like this. Then next, subject just like this and 
object just like this. Example: When you are hungry, what? Very easy answer—eat. This is a 
subject kong-an. When you see somebody who is very hungry, what can you do? I give that 
person food. This is an object kong-an. 

Then, “Mind Meal’s” first kong-an, Jo-ju’s Mu: “Buddha said everything has Buddha-
nature. JoJu says a dog has no Buddha-nature. Which one is correct?” is not a one-point 
question. It is a wide question. A wide question needs a wide answer. So, what do you see 
now; what do you hear now? Only answer this. Then, enough. Example: The sky is blue; the 
tree is green. Or, outside is a car sound. Then, enough. 

Next, Mu. What does it mean? This is only just like this. If your mind is a clear mirror, then 
red comes, and there is red; white comes, and there is white. Outside and inside become one. 
This is a complete subject kong-an. Mu comes. Then, what is your mind? 

Next, I ask you, does a dog have Buddha-nature? That is an object kong-an. How do you 
explain a dog? Only one word. Then, you must do a dog’s action. So, this is a complete 
object kong-an. 

But, that is maybe demon’s speech, maybe Buddha’s speech. If you are attached to my 
words, you make something; then, my speech is demon’s speech. If you don’t make 
anything, only go straight—don’t know, they you will attain my speech by yourself. Then, 
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my speech becomes Buddha’s speech. So, an eminent teacher said, “If you grasp it, you 
cannot attain it. If you throw it away, also, you cannot attain it.” So, I ask you, what can you 
do? Only go straight—don’t know. Then, you will get everything. 

Your answers to Ko Bong’s Three Gates are not good, not bad. First gate: You say “Seeing.” 
That is scratching your right foot when your left foot itches. What is your correct object-
situation at that time? When you turn on the light, what? When you turn off the light, what? 
If you understand, you can find the correct answer. Next, you say, “Don’t know.” This is 
wonderful. With this answer also, don’t be attached to words. Only go straight. You must 
understand this. I tell you again: Don’t be attached to words. Only go straight. Don’t make 
stepping and not-stepping on your shadow. Next, you say “Ow!” That is wonderful. This is a 
complete subject kong-an. Somebody hits you. What do you say? If you touch a hot place, 
what do you say? The whole world is on fire. What do you say? So, I say again to you, your 
answer is wonderful.  

Before, I told you Zen is the revolution of our minds. If you have a revolution in your mind, 
then all opposites disappear and you always keep absolute mind. In the absolute, there is no 
subject, no object. Inside and outside become one. But, if you only understand becoming 
one, then you only understand one; you don’t understand two. This means there are both 
subject-becoming-one and object-becoming-one. “Only becoming one” is primary point. 
Primary point is just like this. Subject-becoming-one is subject just like this. Object-
becoming-one is object just like this. Just like this is already cutting off all thinking, 
becoming one mind. Primary point just like this is true substance and the nature of Dharma. 
Subject just like this is Buddha’s mind. Object just like this is Bodhisattva’s mind.  

Now, you understand dead words and live words. This JoJu kong-an is a complete primary 
point just like this kong-an. What are you doing now? Your answer to me was “Half a 
letter.” That is wonderful, wonderful, very wonderful.  

Next, “Mind Meal.” You say the old cow chews the mind meal. But, I think a very young 
cow is chewing on “Mind Meal.” If you have no great faith, great courage, and great 
question, then you are an old cow. But, you have strong great faith, strong great courage, and 
strong great question. So, you are young, not old. First gate: I’ve already explained it for you, 
so you understand for yourself if it’s good or bad. Some is good; some is bad. You must find 
it.  

I told Mu Gak Su Nim about visiting you in France next year in May. Maybe Mu Gak Su 
Nim sent you a letter. You say the country is beautiful and some people may want to practice 
there. So, when we visit there, I would like to sit with you. 

Our farm in Woodstock—we cannot decide yet. It’s a little difficult situation, so maybe soon 
we will decide. You said you went to a beautiful place in Pennsylvania. I’d like to see this 
place and look at the mountains. I understand a little about wind-water geography, which 
means the mountain’s location. If you correctly understand the mountain’s location, if you 
make a temple, many great keen-eyed students will appear from a good location. So, the 
mountain’s location is very important when you make a temple. 

You say you only write to Mu Gak Su Nim. You say this is a little strange. But, form is 
emptiness; emptiness is form. Only, your mind and Mu Gak Su Nim’s mind have already 
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become one, then, enough. So, I’m sending you Mu Gak Su Nim’s picture. Then, when you 
meet Mu Gak Su Nim, maybe it will not be for the first time.  

You are very lucky. For the whole day, you can hear the cicada singing. Before, my grand-
teacher, Mang Gong Su Nim, said, “In the summer, all my students, about 100 monks, 
gather. They eat watermelon together in the Dharma hall. At that time, outside, a cicada was 
singing.” So, Mang Gong Zen Master said, “‘If you catch and bring here this cicada’s song, 
you needn’t pay any money. If not, you must pay fifteen jon (one dollar).’ Everybody 
answered, but they were all not so good. Only Bo Wol Su Nim had a very good answer.” 
You check this kong-an. What is a good answer? Before you check, is it a subject kong-an or 
an object kong-an? This is very necessary. Don’t be attached to words. Only go straight. 

You say, “The big harvesters lumber through the wheat and barley fields at night, until late, 
and at daybreak, it’s cool and misty.” This is just Zen mind. The curtains sway in the cool 
ocean breeze. Outside, the cars are zooming by. VROOM, VROOM, VROOM!” 

I’m glad to hear you will come back in October. See you then. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, and, keeping a mind which is clear like space, 
soon get Enlightenment and become great love and the great Bodhisattva way, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P. S. I will send you Compass of Zen Teaching. When we had the Dharma Teachers’ Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin, we used this textbook. Maybe it will help you teach other people. 

 

August 13, 1977 

Dear Dana,  

Happy birthday to you. The rocks give special energy to you. I hope your great faith, your 
great courage, your great question become as strong as the rocks. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S.  
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635 

August 9, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? 

WHAT IS THIS? An eminent teacher once said, “Not this is mind; not this is Buddha.” So, 
I ask you, What is this? And I hit you! 

In Compass of Zen Teaching, it says, “When walking, standing, sitting, lying down, speaking, 
being silent, moving, being still, at all times, in all places, without interruption, WHAT IS 
THIS?” So, I ask you, Is this correct? Maybe you hit me, maybe you yell Katz! I say to you, 
not this is hit; not this is Katz; not this is mind; already, the raindrop has hit the ground. 

I will be returning to Los Angeles August 11 and staying at Kwan Um Sa. Would you please 
ask Louise or Linc to forward their plans as to arrival. 

My visit here in Hawaii has been mostly…  What is this? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

See Hoy 

 

August 15, 1977 

Dear See Hoy,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Did you have a good time in Hawaii? 

You say “What is this?” You also say, “Not this is mind; not this is Buddha,” and you hit me 
and say “Katz!” Your one-man show is wonderful. 

Also, you make me a hit man and a Katz man. Sometimes, you are a Zen master; sometimes 
you are a Zen student. You say, “Not this is hit; not this is Katz; not this is mind; already, 
the raindrop has hit the ground.” Not bad, not good. But, I ask you, did you have breakfast? 
Then what? 

The Tahl Mah Sah situation has changed. They cannot buy the Third Street building, so 
Linc, Mu Bul Su Nim and Louise cannot go. Only Louise will go to San Francisco before 
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the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I am going to Los Angeles August 20. I will arrive there 
at 2:46 P.M. on American Airlines flight #11. See you then. 

I hope you don’t make a one-man show; only go straight. Many words are not necessary. 
Don’t make anything. Only go straight. Then, your mind will always be clear like space, and 
you will soon finish the Great Work of life and death and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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636 

August 8, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Many months have passed since our last meeting. I have stopped going to Diana’s house to 
meditate, because I don’t think it is fair to their children, who live there. But, I still feel 
close. 

It has been almost nine days since I stopped bowing in the morning, and I can really feel the 
difference. Tomorrow, I will begin bowing again. 

This fall, I will begin school again. The subject I am going to study is architecture. This was 
what I was good at as a young boy, so maybe it is what I should do as a livelihood. Perhaps 
even design and build a temple in the mountains. So much for outside job. 

My inside job is going very slowly. Before, when I was not so much in a hurry, everything 
inside was O.K. Still, it is O.K. But, “O.K.” is not “Correct!” And now that I must hurry up, 
my inside job is very messed up. My friends call me “Master-mess,” from my last name. My 
friend Robert told me the other day that when I would practice daily and meditate regularly, 
I was a master, but when I don’t practice and don’t meditate, I am a mess. So, they call me 
Master-mess. 

I don’t care, but it’s nice to know what other people call me. 

One thing more. I know many people, and lately, everyone I meet on the street doesn’t 
recognize me. Everyone I haven’t seen in a month or two never seems to know me. I also 
have been having strange sleep. I keep being awakened by something that frightens me. Last 
night, I had to say a mantra to make it go away. What is wrong with me? 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Hae Gak 

 

August 15, 1977 

Dear Michael,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Your letters are always very interesting. Your mind and your action are like white clouds in 
the sky. Sometimes very beautiful, sometimes quickly moving, sometimes disappearing, 
sometimes not moving. It is not bad. But always changing, changing, changing. So, you only 
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follow something. But, this something does not exist. Changing, changing, changing, so also, 
your mind, your body, and your situation are changing, changing, changing. If your mind is 
not changing and your universe is not changing, everything is not changing. Then, your 
dream will also not be changing, so you won’t be afraid. Everything is just like this. 

So, I ask you, what are you doing now? This question is very important and very simple. If 
you are going to do something, then you must do it. Don’t think anything. Don’t check 
anything. If you check something, you have a problem. So, put it all down. You already said 
somebody called you “Master-mess.” You say you don’t care. But, don’t-care mind is care 
mind. If you keep before don’t care, this means don’t check your mind; don’t check your 
feelings; only go straight—don’t know. 

If you cannot keep don’t know, you must try mantra: Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, 
bodhi svaha! You must try this mantra at least 1000 times a day. This is very necessary. 

You ask me what is happening. This is all your karma. Your karma made you. You must 
make your karma disappear. Then, your mind will be completely empty and clear. Complete 
freedom. 3-3=0. Very simple. Three means desire, anger, and ignorance. This three-karma 
controls you. So, you must make this karma disappear. Then, your mind is 0. If you attain 0, 
this 0 can become any number. So, you must understand this. So, an eminent teacher said, 
“The 10,000 Dharmas return to one. Where does the one return?” You must find it. 

I will go to Berkeley September 1. Then, we will begin Yong Maeng Jong Jin at Diana’s 
house September 2. We’ll meet then. 

I hope you only go straight—mantra, get not-moving mind, and, keeping a mind which is 
clear like space, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1285 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

637 

August 7, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Happy Birthday. Sorry I missed the party and the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 
Hope you are in good health. I have a question to ask you. 

Most times, you say “Only go straight—mantra,” or “Only go straight, keeping the great 
question.” However, one time in an interview, you told a friend of mine who had been 
practicing mantra for many years with another teacher, “Mantra is good. Now ask, what is 
repeating the mantra?” 

Before I came to you, I also had practiced mantra for about five years or more. I had repeated 
the mantra so much that the mantra began to go on by itself in my mind. When I would do 
sitting meditation, I did not have to make any effort to hold the mantra. Sometimes, other 
things like original sound or light or energy would come and go and sometimes, thoughts 
would appear and disappear. The only problem was that I always had a little bit of a feeling 
like there was a separate “I” watching all this. In Zen language, I was still “making two” or, 
as you told me in an interview, still “a little thinking.” When I started studying with you, I 
never mentioned mantra to you, but started using the kong-an, “What am I?” 

Nowadays, my life is sometimes very busy and sometimes, I feel nervous or angry, sometimes 
confused, and sometimes clear and centered. When my mind is very restless or my nerves are 
on edge, I sometimes repeat mantra. After a few minutes, I settle down and then very easily, I 
can pick up the questioning, “What am I?” or “what is holding the mantra,” and become 
don’t know. I feel that it is all right for me to practice in this way, using Zen style as my 
main practice and using mantra sometimes to begin, because I still do other yoga style 
practice such as postures and breathing exercises, too. 

I would like to know how you feel about this. Is is all right? Even as I write this, I can see 
you telling me “don’t worry; don’t make all right or not all right; believe in yourself and only 
go straight; you already know your direction; only keep it.” 

My main problem seems to be keeping my direction. Sometimes, I get into doubts or feel a 
little weak, so I need a Zen Master like you to occasionally hit me and remind me to keep 
clear. I look forward to hearing from you. 

With love,  

Richard 

 

August 15, 1977 
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Dear Richard,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your family? 

At the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin, I didn’t see your face, so I asked Jerry and 
heard you were busy and could not come. That’s O.K. No problem. 

You ask about mantra practicing. With mantra practicing, getting one mind and getting 
samadhi are very easy. But, you cannot get your true way if you are attached to mantra. But, 
I say “Who is doing the mantra?” means having a direction. Only mantra is no direction. No 
direction means no Buddha, no mind, no God, no karma. Having a direction means 
understanding your true self and attaining your true way and getting great love and great 
compassion, the great Bodhisattva way. So, only mantra is one mind. If you keep great 
question and mantra, that is clear mind. 

One mind is primary point. Clear mind is just like this. What are you doing now? If you are 
going to do something, you must do it. Don’t make “I,” “My,” “Me.” Don’t check your 
mind, your feelings and other people’s situations. Then, you already are complete. So, you 
can see, you can hear, you can smell, all just like this is truth. What more do you want? You 
already understand. The sky is blue; the tree is green. The dog says, “Woof, woof;” the cat 
says, “Meow, meow.” If you go into this realm, mantra, don’t know, breathing in and out, 
yoga style—it doesn’t matter. Any kind of meditation will help you. 

But, if you are checking something, even my speech, Buddha’s words, God’s sentences, all 
are demons. So, I say to you, put it all down. Don’t make anything; then, you will get 
everything. But, you already have everything. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know. Don’t make anything; then your mind is clear like 
space, and you will soon get freedom from life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 9, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

I get so worried sometimes, the days seem so strange when I think of them melting into 
weeks and years and a total life. I work to make money to pay my rent and buy my food so 
this body is attended to (shelter and sustenance). I do different things besides: I read, 
especially about Zen and Buddhism; I write; I walk and run, etc., etc. And sometimes I feel 
placid and peaceful; often, I feel bored and baffled at life, pain fills me again and again, and 
never do I feel pure, unexpurgated joy. 

I believe in Zen. When I read Shibayama Roshi’s teishos on the Mumonkan, I believe in 
awakening, in breaking through the barriers I live within. What I need to know sometimes, 
the times when I feel despair at the flatness of my day-to-day existence, at the emptiness in 
my soul, is to what extent I can truly trust myself on this path of mine. I sit; I try to open 
myself to whatever my feelings are without over-analysing or ignoring; I try to sustain my 
faith in the wisdom that lies within me by doing what I can to keep the “doors open” to it. 

Can I continue to hope and believe that I can find the freedom of awakening this way? Do I 
need (besides wanting very much, as I do already) to have personal contact with a Roshi 
(since I am into Zen)? Do I need the sustained focused environment of a Zen center? I 
believe in patience, yet sometimes, I wonder whether patience in my situation might be 
including the “squandering” of precious time in which I could be having the guidance of a 
Zen Master. I used to live in San Francisco and Santa Cruz, participating in both Zen 
Centers there, though without direct contact with Baker Roshi or Kobun Chino, Sensei. I do 
not want to live in a city again, where so many of the U.S. centers are situated, yet I certainly 
will if I feel that the experience of a “training period” (or whatever) is truly essential and 
unparallelled by this “teach myself from books and life itself” way. (Plus I live with a friend 
who shares this all with me.) 

I wonder if my concern is clearly enough presented for you to feel that you can offer me 
some guidance. In moments like these, when it is so still and life seems so vast and 
mysterious, I do wonder so deeply whether I am in gross error, or whether I can truly trust in 
the unforced unfoldment of my life. Maybe to answer my question, you do really need to 
know more about me and my practice…  I don’t know. It’s just that the meaning of these 
relentlessly passing moments seems so inpenetrable, yet some people have understood, and 
this is all I want to live my life for. Though I wish you could, I know you can’t predict or 
guarantee the consequences of my way, but could you comment in some way? 

Gratefully,  

Ellen 
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P.S. In July, when you were in the Providence Hospital, my friend and I went with Mu Bul 
to see you. I hope your health has improved and you are feeling well and strong. Best wishes 
to you. 

 

August 15, 1977 

Dear Ellen,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you?  

When I was in the hospital, you visited me, and now, you have sent me a letter. That is your 
and my good karma. 

I read your letter. I think you are too much attached to yourself. Checking, checking your 
mind, checking, checking, checking your feelings. So, you have a problem. What is your life? 
What do you want? What are you? Very simple questions, but very difficult questions. If you 
don’t understand, only keep don’t-know mind. Always, everywhere. Don’t check your mind; 
don’t check your feelings. Only go straight. Then, you will get everything. No problem. 

You say, “I believe in Zen.” What is “I?” What is “Zen?” Your speech is very strange. You 
don’t know I; you don’t know Zen. Don’t know believes in don’t know. Is it possible? First, 
you must understand I. Than, understand Zen. Zen is not special. When you are hungry, 
what? When you are tired, what? You already understand. You say, “I get money to pay rent 
and buy food.” That is correct Zen. Zen is your correct life; your correct life is Zen. Don’t 
make special Zen. 

You say, “despair, flatness of day-to-day existence, emptiness in my soul.” This is your feeling 
and your thinking. If you keep before thinking, then what? Don’t know is already cutting off 
all thinking. Cut-off-all-thinking mind is before thinking. Before thinking is your substance. 
Then, universal substance and your substance become one. So, when you keep don’t-know 
mind, already, the universe and you become one. Then you can see, you can hear, all, just 
like this is truth. The name for this is great awakening. This is true understanding. This is 
opening your mind. 

So, I say to you, don’t make anything; then you will get everything. This is very important. 
If you are checking yourself, you need a Zen Master, and living in a Zen Center is very 
necessary. If you attain no mind, no Enlightenment, then a Zen Master and a Zen Center 
are not necessary. 

Living in a Zen Center, not living in a Zen Center, living in a city, living in the country—
don’t worry. What is most important? Time will not wait for you. Your body also is not 
permanent. Nobody guarantees your life. If you die tomorrow, what can you do? Taoism 
says, “If I attain the truth this morning, then, if I die in the evening, it is no problem.” That 
is Taoism. Zen is, if you attain your true self, you will get freedom from life and death just 
now. 

You said, “I don’t know” about your practice. This I don’t know is opposites I don’t know. 
Opposites I don’t know is from thinking. If you say don’t know, then you must keep 
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complete 100% don’t-know mind. That don’t-know mind is absolute don’t-know mind. 
Absolute don’t-know mind has already cut off all thinking, is before thinking. Already, I told 
you this. This don’t-know mind is better than Zen books, better than a Zen Master, better 
than Buddha, better than God. So, I say to you, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check 
your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check anything. 

You say you want to understand your life. Understanding means thinking. It cannot help 
you. If you want something, this is already a mistake. So, I tell you, put it all down. Only go 
straight—don’t know. 

Before, the great Zen Master JoJu asked Nam Cheon Zen Master, “What is the true way?” 

Nam Cheon said, “Everyday mind is the true way.” 

“Then how can I keep it?” 

“If you try to keep it, already, you are mistaken.” 

“But if I don’t try, how can I understand the true way?” 

Nam Cheon said, “The true way is not dependent on understanding or not understanding. 
Understanding is illusion; not understanding is blankness. If you completely attain the true 
way of not thinking, it is clear and empty as space. So why do you make right and wrong?” 

Upon hearing this, JoJu was suddenly enlightened. 

What did JoJu attain? You must attain this. Then, everything is no problem. Very important 
is that you must meet a keen-eyed Zen Master and stay at a Zen Center and do together 
action. Then, your opinion, your condition, and your situation will disappear, and correct 
opinion, correct condition, and correct situation will appear, and you can soon get 
Enlightenment. 

I hope always keep don’t know, and, keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 8, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Thank you for the wonderful weekend and the “very special long time in coming” precepts 
ceremony. My name makes Sherry and me almost related! 

Sitting and listening to the discussions on Saturday and Sunday was very interesting—it was 
a little like adding some flesh to the bare bones of my understanding of Zen through 
meditation for a short time. The rather practical and somewhat heavier discussions on 
Sunday afternoon were not finally resolved, but at least provided a touch-stone with the very 
real problems of individual commitment. My own opinion was that money and personal 
service are equally interchangeable, at least in these circumstances. Too much thinking for 
this letter. 

Next, I would like to spend twenty-one days on retreat somewhere up North, starting the 
24th of September, and I talked for a short while to Mu Gak Su Nim. He suggested no more 
than four hours sleep a day (in two-hour intervals) and a limited grain diet. If you have the 
time, I was wondering if you could provide me with some helpful hints from your salad 
(pine needle) days. The northern Ontario woods have lots of pine and spruce needles. 

You mentioned that sometimes, it is possible, during a retreat, to “see your karma.” When 
you have seen this, do you stop the flow, or simply keep “don’t-know mind?” Like breathing 
and thinking during meditation, we watch our thoughts without stopping them—is it the 
same with “seeing your karma?” I don’t know. 

For my homework, you asked how do I cure the mind of the cigarette man—Katz; he is 
cured. 

Love and compassion grow from meditation—is it not so? You say during meditation, only 
go straight—clear mind, don’t know, then you say, “You must try, try, try.” Some say, “You 
must surrender,” and to “try” is too North American and individualistic, flowing against the 
current of the stream. Great faith, then Put it all down. 

Several days ago, I was having lunch with a friend of ours who asked me about my Zen 
practice, and I tried very hard to give her some insights. When I was in Esalen, Sherry and I 
tried some ketamine, and my experience of this was a flowing through a blaze of soft 
colours—I was and knew the questions and answers—I became the truth; I was the truth and 
the truth was me. It was this strange paradox of flowing that I tried to explain and to equate 
to Zen. You stated it very beautifully in a letter to Carole last month, in which you described 
a Treasure of precious gems, etc. It was this that I tried to convey—but the words are not 
sufficient without the experience. 
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Finally, thank you for the wonderful birthday party; also, thank you for giving me the chance 
to share your experiences and your wonderful “clear mind—don’t know.” 

Love,  

Sang Jin  

 

August 16, 1977 

Dear Sang Jin—Lawlor, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Sherry and your daughters? 

You liked the precepts ceremony. That is wonderful. Your name makes you and Sherry 
almost related. This is your and Sherry’s karma. Becoming parents, becoming a son or 
daughter, becoming husband and wife, that karma is not from this life. Already, in previous 
lifetimes, you made same karma. So, in a previous lifetime, you made karma, so the result is 
becoming a wife, a husband, or a child. I think you and Sherry have together karma which is 
not usual. This is special karma. Usual people’s karma is usual karma. You have one more 
plus—strong Buddhist karma, so I say to you, this is special karma. This special karma 
revolves, making great love, great Bodhisattva, and great compassion. So, your name is 
Always Truth. Sherry’s name is True Beauty. How wonderful it is! 

You say you have put some flesh on the bare bones of your understanding of Zen. That is 
wonderful. This makes your Dharma body become strong. If your Dharma body becomes 
strong, saving all people is very easy, not difficult. Sunday afternoon was a little complicated, 
but these complications are not complications. How much do you believe in yourself, and 
how strong is your vow? If you have no vow, then you have no direction. If you have no 
direction, if you sit for infinite kalpas, it cannot help, even if you are a Dharma Teacher. If 
you have great vow, then paying money or not paying money is not important. If you have 
great vow, the whole universe is yours. 

You want a twenty-one day retreat. That is wonderful. You already understand schedules. 
Only, you want to understand food. Simple food is necessary. If you want to eat pine 
needles, first, you must use only the needles from the southern side of the trees. Take those 
needles, then dry then in the shade. Then, when they are completely dry (when they snap—
maybe fifteen days to a month), grind them into a powder with a mortar and pestel or a 
grinder. Then, eat two tablespoons at each meal. When you eat, follow each spoonful with 
water. You may become constipated. If you do, you must eat raw, soaked soybeans—one 
spoonful, followed by water. This will soon help. Another, simpler way is first to collect the 
needles and grind them with the soaked soybeans, then dry the mixture in the shade. Do not 
dry the needles first. Then, this mixture will become like a hard rice-cake, like a rock. Grind 
up the cake, and take two spoonfuls at each meal, as before. Have three meals of this a day. 

But, it is very important to change over to pine needles slowly when you begin. First, for one 
week, only have cold food, and change slowly—a little regular food, a little pine needles. 
Then, after one week, completely stop eating the regular food. Also, when you have finished 
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the retreat, take a week to slowly change back. If you quickly stop the pine needles and start 
immediately on regular food, it will damage your stomach. Cold seaweed soup (wakame) is 
good to start with, then seeds, later, bread. Hot food is no good while you are changing back. 
Start with cold foods. 

Your karma appears not only on retreat. If you do hard practicing, anytime, anywhere, your 
karma appears. But, don’t worry about your karma. Only go straight—don’t touch your 
karma. So, I say to you, understanding karma means only understand; don’t touch. Then, 
make karma disappear; then clear karma; then next, change karma. Changing karma means 
your desires disappear; then your karma becomes clear. If your desires disappear, then your 
karma is not good, not bad. Then, changing karma means using your karma. I get money. 
Then, how do I use it? No desires for myself, only for all people. So, getting money means 
your technique. So, karma coming and going doesn’t matter. Only go straight. Then, your 
karma will become clear, and already, changing your karma is possible. 

Next, your homework. You say “Katz!” Then, this man will hit you. Then what? Your katz 
and his hit are the same primary point. How do you teach him like this and just like this? 
How do you fix his mind? This is the point of this kong-an. 

Love and compassion grow from meditation. This is correct. 

You say “try” and “surrender.” If you are attached to words, you don’t understand “try’s” 
meaning and don’t understand “surrender’s” meaning. I say, only go straight. Sometimes try, 
try, try; sometimes don’t make anything; sometimes put it all down; sometimes keeping clear 
mind. Those words are only teaching words. These teaching words only show direction. 
They have no meaning. No meaning means same meaning. If you are attached to words, this 
is already a mistake. If you aren’t attached to words, then surrender, put it all down, dry shit 
on a stick, three pounds of flax, all are the same. But, if you say the same, I hit you. If you 
say different, I will also hit you. What can you do? You already understand. So, I say to you, 
only go straight—try, try, try. 

Next, you said you took ketamine and experienced being the truth. Your name is also Truth. 
If you attain truth, not only that time is the truth. Now, what are you doing? Now, moment 
to moment. You can see; you an hear; all is truth. But, if you cannot attain truth, what you 
say is truth at that time is not truth. It is you thinking-truth. Your thinking-truth is illusion. 
So, you must be very careful. Ketamine mind and Zen mind are very different. Ketamine 
mind is losing your mind. Zen mind is clear mind. Losing your mind means losing your true 
self. Clear mind means attaining your true self. When you took ketamine, at that time, what 
is your true self? You cannot find your true self. You only think color is truth. Your thinking 
makes “color is truth.” 

But, that color does not exist. Something changes and becomes this color. Color is empty. 
Then, your truth is empty. This means already you have lost your true self. But, if you aren’t 
attached to color, then you will find your true self. 

LSD and ketamine help some people. Some people are very attached to name and form. But, 
this medicine teaches emptiness. So, cutting attachments is very easy. But, you cannot attain 
truth. To attain truth, you must practice correctly. Then, it is possible. Many people are 
attached to good feelings, so they take more, more, more medicine. That is very dangerous. 
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An eminent teacher said, “People with mirage-sickness use mirage medicine. When the 
sickness is gone, throw away the mirage medicine. Then, you will return to what is originally 
human.” So, many people are very attached to name and form. That is mirage sickness. 
Mirage medicine is ketamine or LSD or marijuana. But, if your mirage sickness goes away, 
you must throw away these medicines. This is very necessary. If you don’t throw away these 
medicines, you will get mirage-medicine sickness. That is very dangerous. So, sometimes, 
taking medicine helps people with mirage sickness. But, if you have no doctor, you lose your 
true way, so medicine mind and Zen mind are different. 

Other religions or other meditations have the same problem. So, I say to them, first, 
understand Zen. Next, only go straight—practice Zen. Then attain Zen. Next, throw away 
Zen. Then, next, finally, you will become great-love Zen and Bodhisattva Zen and great-
compassion Zen. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, then soon throw away don’t know, soon become 
great-love don’t know and Bodhisattva don’t know and great-compassion don’t know, then 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. I’m sending you some pictures. Enjoy them with Sherry. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so much for your beautiful letter, for your kind and helpful teaching, for your 
attention to us all. 

My parents, Hilary, and I are all well and happy. Hilary’s mouth healed so quickly; it is all 
put back together again, and she looks wonderful now. Living through the experience of her 
accident brought us all closer together in understanding and appreciation of just what is 
happening here in our lives! Many worries came and went (still come and go), and still I am 
here, peaceful and strong. 

You say it is my job to teach my parents, too. This is a delicate matter; they are interested in 
your teaching, but are not very open to the complete simplicity of it. So, maybe not to talk 
about it is fine; the teaching may come to them in other ways? Already, they understand 
about taking care of all people, and they live a generous life, so this is a good beginning. 

Again, thank you very much for helping me, for helping everyone. 

Love,  

Trudy 

 

August 18, 1977 

Dear Trudy,  

How are you and Hilary? Thank you for your letter. I think you are back in Cambridge now, 
and that you had a good time in Switzerland. 

In your letter, you said that Hilary’s mouth healed quickly and she looks wonderful, and that 
living through the experience of the accident brought you all closer together. Many people 
have a good situation; then, they become attached to a good situation, so they want to hold 
onto it. But this good situation cannot be held; it is impermanent. This good situation is 
only a feeling. So, when situations change, also, feelings change, which means that good 
feelings disappear and bad feelings come. Then, people suffer. But, if you have a direction, 
then, as I said to you before, a good situation and a bad situation are both truth. Also, good 
feelings and bad feelings help us a lot. In other words, a good situation is a bad situation; a 
bad situation is a good situation. 

Experience is a good education. But, if you have no direction, you will have many problems. 
Direction means great vow. In your mind, if you have great vow, any action, any situation is 
no problem, and moment to moment, your action is already saving all people. 
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You said that your teaching your parents is a delicate matter. But there are four kinds of 
teaching. First, giving good things. This means, “What do they like?” If you understand this, 
then, give it to them. If you have no money, then only help them with your body. Speech is 
not necessary. First, action. Next, good speech for them—good talk. Then maybe they will 
like you. Then, next, give a little Dharma speech, a little teaching. But, if they don’t like this 
style of teaching, then, you must do together action with them. These are the four kinds of 
Bodhisattva action. 

Dharma Teacher means great Bodhisattva. Not only this life, but the next, and the next life, 
for numberless lives, only for all people. The name for this is Dharma Teacher. So, a 
Dharma Teacher must keep great vow. Then, someday, people around you will all like you. 
Also, your mind light will shine to them, and they will all get great happiness and the true 
way. 

I hope you always are keeping a mind which is clear like space, only go straight, don’t check 
anything, don’t hold onto anything, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering.  

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 12, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Your letter, Newsletter, and picture made me cry—and I am so grateful. I understand: 
straightforward mind, straightforward heart, straightforward speech, straightforward body. I 
am glad you are recovering so well, ans also that you were able to give teaching to the 
doctors. 

My father died yesterday. I built a small “altar” in my room, and sat, and told him to 
recognize that all things are his own Mind—his Original Brightness. I told him not to chase 
or run away, no matter what. I told him to trust the Spiritual Guides—yourself and the 
Gyalwa Karmapa, specifically—he might meet. And I told him that when he feels he must 
choose, always choose what is brightest, no matter what. Too late, I was finally able to say, “I 
love you.” I am thankful to have your picture on the altar. 

I am leaving Boulder tomorrow or the next day for New York State. Any letters or 
newsletters should be sent to my new address in San Francisco. I will try to be back in 
California in time to attend the September Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I will try to make 
reservations now. At that time, I would like to take the Refuge Vow, if this is possible. I 
think refuge is no-refuge. 

Thank you for your great kindness. 

Yours,  

Sheldon 

 

August 18, 1977 

Dear Sheldon,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

In your letter, you told me your father died. I grieve for you. But, the Heart Sutra says, 
“Form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” Also, your father’s original face has no death and no 
life. Only your father’s body appears and disappears. Your father’s Dharma body does not 
appear, does not disappear. You must recognize that all things are in your own mind. 

Before, in China, the great Zen Master Nam Cheon died. So, all his students, all people were 
sad. In China, the custom is to go to the dead person’s house and cry, “Aigo! Aigo! Aigo!” at 
least three times. But, the Zen Master’s best student, a layman whose name was Bu Dae Sa, 
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heard of his teacher’s death. He visited the house, opened the door, and stood in front of the 
coffin. Then, he laughed, “HA HA HA HA!!” Great laughter. 

At that time, many people were very sad. When they heard this laughter from Nam Cheon’s 
best student, the assembly was surprised. Then, the Housemaster appeared. His face was very 
unhappy. He said, “You were our teacher’s best student in his lifetime. Our teacher died, and 
everyone is sad. Why are you laughing?” 

Then, Bu Dae Sa said, “You say our master died. Where did he go?” 

Then, the Housemaster was silent; he could not answer. 

Then, Bu Dae Sa said, “You don’t understand where our teacher went. So, I am sad.” And 
he cried, “Aigo! Aigo! Aigo!” 

You must understand what this means. If you have no answer, I grieve for you. 

Zen is the Great Work of life and death. So, you must understand what is life; what is death. 
Then, everything is clear. Also, everything is complete. Also, everything is freedom. So, all 
things are from complete stillness and extinction. Therefore, if your mind becomes complete 
stillness and extinction, then you will get everything, which is great love, the great 
Bodhisattva way, and great compassion. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, then, keeping a mind which is clear like space, 
soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. You want to come to the Yong Maeng Jong Jin and take precepts. That is wonderful. 
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August 7, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Dear Teacher. I am so happy, I am so lucky to know you! My practice is growing, growing. 
Every day, I learn what this 100% belief in myself means. Thank you! 

It was wonderful to be with everyone in Providence. And to have Lawlor there, too! 
Wonderful. 

I wrote Louise a letter. Please read it. Samu Su Nim and two of his students read it. They 
liked this letter and said it told how they felt very clearly. 

O.K. So now, I understand that Samu Su Nim wants his own teachings and wants you to 
come sometimes. Also, he has his own style, and this is different from Providence style. 

This is O.K., but I want to practice Providence style and use your teachings. So, I would like 
this if you agree: I call my friends who want to know more about my practice and invite 
them to join me and Lawlor. One half hour sitting, one half hour chanting, then kong-an 
reading, then drink tea. Wednesday nights. Saturday mornings. I still sit with Samu Su Nim 
until maybe we have five or six people here who want to sit more often. Then Saturday 
mornings too, and maybe you’ll send someone to help us and stay with us for a little while. 

I’ll explain to Samu Su Nim that it is not good for me to be director if we do not follow your 
teachings and if I do not want to follow his alternative culture Zen (and it isn’t fail to them: 
they go every week to farm in the country. They feel woodworking is better than being a 
professor. I don’t join them in this. So maybe it’s better for me to sit with them only). 

O.K., Soen Sa Nim. Now please tell me—is this O.K. with you? 

I have been practicing almost two years, and I want to share this now. If you say stay with 
Samu Su Nim, I will do this. But I don’t feel good about being director there.  

With deep love and thanks to you,  
dear teacher,  

Sherry 

 

August 4, 1977 

Dear Louise,  
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It was wonderful to me with you and with so many old friends and new friends this past 
weekend. I truly did learn, as George suggested, from my Dharma brothers and sisters, as I 
do from Soen Sa Nim. Maybe before, I didn’t understand how important it is to have a clear 
connection, to understand (attain?) sangha. But, I do now. I feel so full! And I learned, 
whoosh!—how many opinions I’ve had about my practice here in Toronto. They seemed so 
silly to me when I came back. What a relief! And, letting go of how-things-ought-to-be-for-
me-here—well, great relief, and today, Samu Su Nim phoned, and we had a wonderful talk. 
I am going to try to put down clearly what he said, and I will show him this letter before I 
mail it. Will you read it, and if you think it is necessary, talk about it with Soen Sa Nim? 
Then write back to us, so maybe we all can be clearer about the nature of our bureaucratic 
connection (we already understand our true connection, right?). 

O.K.! I hope you don’t mind my numbering these points. It makes me feel secure. 

1.) Samu Su Nim wants to remind you that the original mention of him in our Newsletter 
was mistaken in some ways, and he wants you to print the corrections in the next Newsletter. 
The corrections are: (a) Samu Su Nim was not Soen Sa Nim’s student. Instead, he was a 
monk at the same temple where Soen Sa Nim was an abbot. Samu Su Nim, while coming 
from the same Chogye line as Soen Sa Nim (and as Kwang Ok Su Nim and very many 
others), has had a different master—Dong Sahn Su Nim. Since Samu Su Nim was raised in 
the Chogye monasteries from the time he was a child, he is used to practicing in the Chogye 
tradition, but his practice and some of his approaches differ from Soen Sa Nim’s. 

(b) A particular difference is Samu Su Nim’s approach to society. In his teaching, he stresses 
the development of an alternative life-style through the development of one’s own resources. 
For example, several members of the Son Lotus Society go every week in the summertime to 
farm some land outside of the city. This is an integral part of their practice. Samu Su Nim 
has written an article about his approach, which, hopefully, I’ll be able to enclose here. 

(c) Samu Su Nim practiced in Japan for a little less than a year, not for several years. He 
would appreciate it if you mentioned this and point (a) in the Newsletter. 

2.) Although Samu Su Nim and Soen Sa Nim come from different master lines, Samu Su 
Nim feels spiritually quite close to Soen Sa Nim and welcomes his visits with great 
enthusiasm. 

3.) However, Samu Su Nim does not want to limit the Son Lotus Society to Soen Sa Nim’s 
teachings. He wants also to welcome other teachers to the center here. 

4.) In addition, he doesn’t feel entirely comfortable with the structures described by the 
Providence Zen Center. He has developed his own structures here, and believes that we do 
not need direction and guidance in forms of practice. 

5.) In view of point (2), therefore, he is eager for Soen Sa Nim to visit Toronto and teach the 
students here. And in light of points (3) and (4), he wants to be in an independent 
association with Soen Sa Nim, where Soen Sa Nim comes as a regular visiting teacher, 
perhaps two to three times per year. This would make the Son Lotus Society an affiliated 
center, but not one of Soen Sa Nim’s centers per se.  
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I hope it hasn’t been too difficult to read this, but I wanted to be a good representative of 
Samu Su Nim’s views. I am not sure if this view means it is appropriate for the center here to 
be listed along with the other centers in the Newsletter. It is not true, for example, that we 
have the sitting and chanting schedule described there. Perhaps we could be listed as an 
affiliated center separately? This might be the beginning of other centers or temples which 
already have their own developed practices also affiliating with Soen Sa Nim. Maybe, for 
example, Kwang Ok Su Nim’s temple, or the temple of the other monk in Toronto, would 
also fit this model better than the model of a member Zen Center? 

Please let us know what you think. I send you my biggest hugs and love from all of us here. 

Love,  

Sherry 

P.S. Louise—please read my enclosed letter to Soen Sa Nim. I wrote it after this one and 
some long talking to Lawlor. 

They—Samu Su Nim—didn’t feel they wanted to put up Soen Sa Nim’s picture, so I’ll just 
hold onto it, unless you need it. I’m sending a check for our picture and some more, because 
it feels so good to be able to. I hope all of my thrashing around with this is not too troubling 
for you, but I seem to have to go through this. 

My Love to you,  

Sherry 

 

August 19, 1977 

Dear Jin Mi, Sherry,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Lawlor and your family? I am glad to receive 
your letter. In your letter, you said, “Every day, I learn what 100% belief in myself means.” 
That is wonderful! 

I read the letter you sent to Louise. In the first part (a), Samu Su Nim said he was not my 
student. This is correct. In Korea, there are three kinds of teachers. When you become a 
monk, your Original Teacher teaches you correct monk style. Next, there is a Precepts 
Teacher—he gives you your Precepts. If you want to understand Zen, then you must find a 
good teacher, do hard training, and if you get Enlightenment and get Transmission, the 
person who gives you this is your Dharma Teacher. Samu Su Nim said he had a different 
teacher—this means his Original Teacher and Precepts Teacher. These are important, but 
most important is your Dharma Teacher. If Samu Su Nim cannot get Transmission, then he 
needs a Dharma Teacher. Dong Sahn Su Nim was his Original and Precepts Teacher, I 
think. 

Next, Korean situation and American situation are different, so I changed the teaching style 
a little for Americans. If you are a Zen Master, sometimes you must decide what is correct 
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teaching. Sometimes, if the situation is different, then the teaching style is different, but the 
primary teaching is not different. His style is almost completely Japanese-style teaching. If 
you are a Zen Master, then no problem. But, if you are not a Zen Master, this is wrong. 
Why? He is a Korean monk. 

Before, when I was in Toronto for Yong Maeng Jong Jin, when we finished, we had a 
meeting. Samu Su Nim said to me, “I studied with you, so I would like this Zen Center to 
become a Providence Zen Center branch and be listed in the Newsletter.” I said, “O.K., if 
you want this, we will have a meeting, decide on jobs, and then, after, I will send you 
Providence Zen Center style information and job descriptions.” Then he said O.K. So, we 
already had this meeting. At that time, you became Director, Audrey became Housemaster, 
and Samu Su Nim became Teaching Master. So we decided, and then I left. Then, Samu Su 
Nim changed this idea. That’s O.K., no problem. In Korea, many Zen Centers have 
different teaching styles, but the primary teaching is not different. So, if Samu Su Nim has 
ideas, then this teaching style is O.K. I will help them. But that means this first style 
(arrangement) is finished. So, I tell you, if you want to be Director, O.K.; if you don’t want, 
O.K. 

Also, Samu Su Nim wants an affiliate temple. That is wonderful. If he wants the Son Lotus 
Society to be listed in the Newsletter as an affiliate, we will do that; if he doesn’t want that, 
we will not. 

In your letter, you said you want Providence Zen Center style. That is wonderful. 
Providence Zen Center style means every day, formal practicing is necessary. Every day, 
everybody eats food, then gets energy, then any action is possible. It is like this. Our formal 
practicing is our mind food. If you do not get mind food, you cannot get enough mind; 
then, sometimes, your mind is hungry—many desires, anger, ignorance appear. If you have 
enough mind, everything is no problem. Your mind becomes strong, so much working for 
other people is possible; becoming the Great Bodhisattva Way is possible. So, formal practice 
every day is very necessary. Then, in your mind, great love, great compassion are growing, 
growing, growing. 

Your idea is a very good idea. It is wonderful, your friends coming for chanting, sitting, and 
kong-an reading Wednesday, then Saturday. But be very careful—don’t touch Samu Su 
Nim’s students; don’t invite them. Only your friends is O.K. One or two people are enough. 
Also, you said sit with Samu Su Nim—that is wonderful. If you have your club, and it is 
growing, then I will come to your house and help you. 

Also, in December, you will become a Dharma Teacher. Dharma Teacher means keeping a 
great vow, which means great love, great compassion, great Bodhisattva Way. It means don’t 
check myself; only go straight for numberless lives, not only this life. So outside, when you 
become a Dharma Teacher, you making a temple is possible. When you believe in yourself 
100%, everything is no problem. Only go straight—try, try, try. 

Everybody has different karma. If this karma controls them, then they have many problems. 
But, if you first understand your karma, then disappear your karma, then this karma 
becomes clear. If your karma becomes clear, then you can use this karma, and saving all 
people is possible. Originally, karma is not good, not bad. If you have professor karma, 
saving many people is possible. If you have carpenter karma, businessman, or lawyer karma, 
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saving many people is possible. So, your idea is O.K., no problem. Only don’t check your 
karma; don’t hold it; only use it to save all people. This is very necessary. 

You have been practicing Zen for two years. You are understanding yourself in your 
practicing. So, an eminent teacher said, “When you drink water, you understand if it is hot 
or cold.” Is your practicing hot or cold? Tell me! Tell me! 

I hope you always go straight, keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, become great love, great compassion, and the great Bodhisattva way, 
and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. I will send you a picture of the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 
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Graduate Theological Union 

2465 Le Conte Avenue 

Berkeley, California 94709 

Tel. (415) 841-9811 

PROGRAM FOR THE STUDY OF NEW 

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS IN AMERICA 

August 12, 1977 

Providence Zen Center 

Attn: Bhikshu Mu Bul 

48 Hope Street 

Providence, R.I. 02903 

Dear Bhikshu Mu Bul: 

Thank you for writing, and for passing on to me the instructions of Soen Sa Nim in reply to 
my question, How to study the new religious movements with a ‘don’t-know mind’? 

In the course of my first reading of Dropping Ashes on the Buddha the following 
understanding arose: 

Implicit in Soen Sa Nim’s advice and teachings was an assumption about the origin of 
insight, namely, that by studying the lives of persons to whom an understanding of a 
teaching has been passed we may learn how those persons manifested the original insight, in 
this case, of the Buddha. Returning to our ordinary way of studying new religious 
movements, we may ask, Is my study of the new American followers of Buddhism, for 
example, for the purpose of understanding the precepts of Buddhism or the nature of the 
forces acting upon American society? 

I may answer this question as I like, but, from a Buddhist viewpoint, a proper study would 
be one in which the attempt were made to see reflected in the behavior of American 
followers the primordial teachings of Buddhism. At least in theory, the learning-value of 
studying the lives and teachings of American monks is potentially the same as that of 
studying the lives and teachings of ancient Chinese masters. 
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An answer to my first question, How to study the new religious movements with a don’t-
know mind?, could take a form like this: The teachings of Buddhism lead to a knowledge of 
transience, and they are to be found in the space between categories of analysis. To be aware 
that such space exists is to be aware of the limited, transient character of my present 
understanding. To study new religious movements with an awareness of that transcience is to 
study with a don’t-know mind! 

I called the telephone number that you sent me. I left my name and number and said that I 
would be quite interested in meeting the Zen Master at that time, in September, when he 
would be in Berkeley. (I enclose one of my business cards and have printed my home address 
and telephone number on the back) My wife and I are planning to be gone for a week in 
September for a visit to her family’s home in Mexico City. If you can let us know, as soon as 
you know, your schedule in California, then we could arrange our trip so as to be here when 
you arrive. 

I have just learned from Bhikshu Hae Myong that the second edition of Nine Mountains has 
been carried out. A copy may be in the mail for you. 

I enclose a copy of the announcement of our program in the Bay Area, which some of you 
may find interesting. 

I am trying to study Korean on my own, but the lack of study-materials makes the process a 
tedious one.  

Cordially,  

George B. 

Associate Director 

 

August 22, 1977 

Dear Mr. B.,  

Thank you for your letter. I am glad to hear that you are reading Soen Sa Nim’s book. 

First, I hit you thirty times. 

Is this punishment or reward? In our school, punishment and reward are very clear. 

Long ago in China, when Zen Master Lin-chi (Rinzai) was a Zen student, he asked the great 
Master Hwang Po, “What is Buddhism?” Hwang Po only hit him sixty times. 

Lin-chi did not understand, and asked Zen Master Dae U, “Where is my mistake?” Dae U 
said, “You don’t understand. Hwang Po taught you like a grandmother.” 

At this, Lin-chi attained Enlightenment. 
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You must understand this. 

What are you? What is your life? Where do you come from? Where are you going? 

10,000 questions return to one question. This one question is don’t-know mind. You must 
attain don’t-know mind. In don’t-know mind, there is no speech and no words. If you open 
your mouth, you have already made a mistake. 

You study many religions, but if you want to understand true religion, you must understand 
your true self. If you want to understand your true self, you must make your situation, 
condition, and opinion disappear. Then, the correct situation, condition, and opinion will 
appear. 

You say in your letter that you are reading Soen Sa Nim’s book. That’s very good. But, you 
also say, “…  By studying the lives of persons to whom an understanding of a teaching has 
been passed, we may learn how those persons manifested the original insight…  of the 
Buddha.” This is not correct. 

Soen Sa Nim says in his letter to Patricia, “If you are thinking, you can’t understand Zen. 
Anything that can be written in a book, anything that can be said…  all this is thinking. If 
you are thinking, all Zen books, all Buddhist sutras, and all Bibles are demons’ words. But, if 
you read with a mind that has cut off all thinking, then Zen books, sutras, and Bibles are all 
the truth. So is the barking of a dog or the crowing of a rooster. All things are teaching you 
at every moment, and these sounds are even better teaching than Zen books. So Zen is 
keeping the mind which is before thinking. Sciences and academic studies are after thinking. 
We must return to before thinking. Then we will attain our true self.” 

Your “understanding” is only your opinion, your thinking. If you want to understand Zen, 
you must understand don’t-know mind. You say you understand transience and don’t-know 
mind, but this only your opinion. If you want the answer to your question, “How to study 
the new religious movements with a don’t-know mind,” your thinking and understanding 
cannot help you. You must attain don’t-know mind. If you want to attain don’t-know mind, 
then you must go to Yong Maeng Jong Jin and sit Zen and meet Zen Master Seung Sahn. 
Then, you can attain don’t know. Thinking can not help you. You must experience Zen.  

I hope you will soon experience Zen practice, attain a don’t-know mind, and find the answer 
to your big question. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Mu Bul 

P.S. Thank you very much for inviting me to visit you. I would like to see you, too. But, due 
to a change in plans, I will not be going to the West Coast this year. The director of the 
Providence Zen Center, Louise Stanton, however, will be travelling to Berkeley and 
attending the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin with Soen Sa Nim, September 2-4. If you meet 
her, she will answer any questions you may have about our Zen Centers. 
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August 19, 1977 

To the Venerable Seung Sahn: 

It came as a surprise to us upon discovering—through reading the Providence Newsletter—
that you were hospitalized. And, when reading your dissertation concerning correct 
meditation, we were greatly impressed and inspired. We have gained much through your 
profound guidance. 

We here in DeKalb along with our dear relative So Nan Joo in Kunsan, Korea, and her 
family, are praying for your fine health, for we realize that there is still things for you to do in 
this life. 

May the peace and spirit of the sangha abide with you and your Zen family. 

Harold, Sun Cha, Nan Joo, and Family 

 

August 31, 1977 

Dear Harold,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your family? 

You read the Providence Zen Center Newsletter and you worried about my health. Thank 
you. My body is now no problem, very strong. My body is like an old car. Sometimes, it has 
a problem, but these problems are like correct old-car style, so problem is no problem. If you 
make problem, then you have problem; if you don’t make anything, then any problem is no 
problem. So, correct meditation means don’t make anything; then, you will get everything, 
which means you are already complete. 

So, an eminent teacher said, “Everyday mind is Zen mind, which is the truth.” 

You and your family already have good Buddhism karma. You must make one more step—
correct practicing. Then, you will get the true way. Only understanding Buddhism cannot 
help you. Understanding Buddhism, believing in Buddhism, practicing Buddhism, attaining 
Buddhism, saving all people Buddhism, Great Compassion Buddhism. If you understand 
this way, what is the next step for you? Only go straight—don’t make anything. Then, you 
will get everything. 

I hope you always keep a clear mind, a mind which is clear like space, soon get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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At the end of July, Dharma Teachers from around the country and Canada came to 
Providence for a teaching Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Zen Master Seung Sahn gave each Dharma 
Teacher, and those people who will become Dharma Teachers in December, a teaching 
manual he has compiled on the different major branches of Buddhism. The book was used as 
a basis for a summary talk on Hinayana Buddhism by Dharma Teacher Jacob Perl, on 
Mahayana Buddhism by Mu Gak Su Nim, and on Zen Buddhism by Providence Head 
Dharma Teacher George Bowman. The following is the opening of George’s talk. 

This morning we’re going to talk about Zen Buddhism. I will begin by reading and making 
some short comments on our teaching book, Compass of Zen Teaching. 

“If you pass through this gate, do not give rise to thinking. Not depending on words, a 
special transmission outside the sutras. Pointing directly to Mind: see your true nature, 
become Buddha.” These first sentences are meeting Bodhidharma eyebrow to eyebrow. And 
I think it’s appropriate that Soen Sa Nim began the section on Zen Buddhism with 
Bodhidharma’s basic teaching; he left very few written things. “Not depending on words, a 
special transmission outside the sutras. Pointing directly to Mind.” 

Zen is not dependent on words. Zen is not dependent on thinking. Zen is not dependent on 
not-thinking. Zen is not dependent on happiness, suffering, or however you may feel at a 
particular time. So if you are not dependent on anything at all, then what? Very simple. The 
wall is white. This rug is blue. But if you are dependent upon something—if your are 
dependent upon this robe, your practice, upon Zen—then already your eyes have an 
opinion, so what do your eyes see? Your eyes see your eyes’ opinion. Your ears have an 
opinion, so what do your ears hear? Your ears hear your ears’ opinion. Your mind already has 
an opinion, if you are dependent upon some thing. Then what do you understand? Your 
mind’s opinion. But without being dependent upon anything, only seeing, then what? Then 
there’s eggplant in the garden. We’re listening to a Dharma talk. Costa’s Fishmarket is across 
the street. “The Buddha taught all the Dharmas in order to save all minds. When you do not 
keep all these minds, what use is there for the Dharmas?” 

When I first went to the Providence Zen Center on Doyle Avenue and met Soen Sa Nim, I 
had my first encounter with a kong-an practice, although I had studied Zen before. Mu Gak 
Su Nim and I got the first kong-an, the same kong-an. And it wasn’t a formal kong-an. It 
wasn’t, “What are you?” or “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” Our first kong-an 
that really was a great question for us was a calendar. This particular calendar came from 
Korea one day in the mail, and Soen Sa Nim opened it up at the breakfast table. On each 
page of the calendar there were these lovely Korean women who smiled provocatively and 
wore provocative clothing—it was an advertisement for a hardware company I think. Mu 
Gak and I thought, “well, a red, a white, and blue Dharma room is one thing, but hanging 
this calendar up on the wall is something else. This man is supposed to be a Zen Master and 
we’re all supposed to be practicing Zen. What is this?” 
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So there was this calendar on the wall and we would sit down and do sitting Zen. Then we 
would get up and we would all walk around this very small apartment and there would be 
this calendar with all these women smiling at us. Well Mu Gak Su Nim and I, who thought 
that correct Zen was having a polished wood natural-style zendo in black and grey and white, 
would walk by these smiling ladies and try not to look at them. 

This is kong-an practice. This is Zen practice. It doesn’t have to be “What am I?” or a 
traditional question, because all the traditional questions that we read about are only 
questions that we meet in our daily life, everyday. So if you are able to hold on to any 
question, if you are able to use any question that confronts you in your life, this already is 
kong-an practice. This already is Zen practice. 

Up until this time I thought, “well, these kong-ans are very interesting questions. So I’ll 
spend an hour a day or two hours, or maybe ten hours a day sitting with this question. But it 
wasn’t down here. (Points to belly.) It wasn’t a big question. It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t 
like a bulldog biting on to a big bone and saying, “I will not let go even if somebody cuts my 
head off.” But these calendar ladies were (laughing) a big problem. So every time we walked 
by them, they hit us. And I didn’t understand—how could they be there? What is this? 

I had an opinion about what Zen practice was. I already understood what Zen practice was. 
Zen practice was sitting in a quiet room with straight rows of brown and black cushions, 
with a hand-rubbed wood altar and hand-rubbed woodwork—a very beautiful and lovely 
zendo. Which can be very beautiful and lovely. This was my opinion. So what did I get? 
(Laughter.) 

So, “The Buddha taught all the Dharmas in order to save all minds. When you do not keep 
all these minds, what use is there for the Dharmas?” 
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August 21, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Thank you so much for your letter—I read it frequently. My friend Trula and I are moving 
in September near either the Providence or New Haven Center to do together action with 
you. I hope we will have some contact before you scoot away to another part of the globe! 

 

Gratefully,  

Ellen 

 

September 1, 1977 

Dear Ellen,  

Thank you for your beautiful bird card. How are you and Trula? In your letter, you said you 
are moving in September to either Providence or New Haven to do together action with me. 
That is wonderful. An eminent teacher said, “One action is better than 10,000 thoughts.” 
Thinking cannot help you. Action helps your true self. 

You say Providence or New Haven. I think Providence would be better than New Haven, 
because the Providence Zen Center is bigger than the New Haven Zen Center; there are 
many people doing together action and practicing correctly every day. This correct, correct 
practicing is important. New Haven is not good, not bad, only small—not so much family. 
If your situation means that New Haven is better, though, then New Haven is also 
wonderful. 

You say you want together action with me. I like your starter’s mind. I spend most of my 
time in Providence, and at the Providence Zen Center, so that is why I say to you that 
Providence is better. 

You already have strong practicing karma, I think not only in this life. In many previous 
lives, you made practicing-Zen karma in your mind. So now, that primary cause means this 
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result. But this result again becomes a primary cause. If you do strong practicing, in the 
future, you will get a wonderful result, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Now I am on the West Coast, but when I come back to Providence, I would like to meet 
you. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 26, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

How are you? I hope your California schedule allows you enough rest. Louise left for 
California this morning. After all the conversation and going back and forth, I decided to 
stay here. Hopefully, by the time you come back, the PZC Shim Gum Do school will be in 
advanced stages of construction. The plans which we have drawn so far, if and when 
actualized, will completely transform the Zen Center. 

Personally, I am very happy that Shim Gum Do and the Zen Center will come together. 

Not much news otherwise. Everyone here looks good. More and more people are coming to 
visit. On the negative side, we’ve had another theft, so from now on, the doors will be locked 
all the time. 

We all miss you. 

Love,  

Jacob 

 

September 1, 1977 

Dear Jacob,  

How are you? Thank you for your letter. I arrived in Berkeley on Tuesday. I thought you 
were coming to the Berkeley Zen Center, but you didn’t come. That’s O.K. 

We had a lecture last night. Forty people came and had a good time. Louise is also strong. 
Mu Gak is here, maybe until next week. Then, he will do a retreat at the Insight Meditation 
Center. Not bad. 

You said the Shim Gum Do school and Dharma room will be close to being finished when I 
return. That is wonderful. I also like this style, but I think it will take too much money. Too 
much money is O.K.; then, everybody will have to do hard training. Using much money is 
not bad—for the Zen Center, and for other people. In the future, you will be a great Shim 
Gum Do Master and a great Dharma Teacher, so you must only go straight. Moment to 
moment, you must keep your correct situation. Then, everyone will like you and follow you. 
That is very necessary. 
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How is your homework? Always keep mantra in your mind, and soon disappear all your bad 
karma, soon become a great man, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 26, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

I just put my name in to give a Dharma talk in September. I understand that this is a prelude 
to becoming a Dharma Teacher, and this troubles me. I’m not “checking my mind” or 
putting on a “humble” act, but I do wonder if my becoming a Dharma Teacher is best for all 
people in general and your great work in particular. As you know, I’m a family man with a 
wife and two children. The Center is twenty miles from my home, so I rarely am able to 
attend meetings or Sunday talks. Even Yong Maeng Jong Jin must sometimes be cut short by 
family demands. 

My desire to help and serve all people is very great. If my being a Dharma Teacher will serve, 
I will gladly do it, but if it will cause resentment (by my limited participation) and anger, 
then I will gladly decline. 

I have been studying yoga a few blocks from my home with students of Swami 
Satchitananda. In one of their books, I found a picture of you, Jerry, and some bald dudes 
from Providence. It would seem that all my “worlds” become one, and the one becomes my 
mantram. 

Bob 

 

September 1, 1977 

Dear Bob,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your family?  

In your letter, you talk about Dharma Teachers. Becoming or not becoming a Dharma 
Teacher is not so important. What is most important? You say, “I am a family man.” That is 
wonderful. But, what is a correct family man? 

Being attached to family, liking family, correctly loving family—these are all different. Being 
attached to family means making more bad karma. Liking family means someday not liking 
family. Correctly loving family means everybody has bad karma, and you must perceive your 
family’s bad karma; then, you must clean your family’s bad karma; then, saving your family 
is possible. Then, your family will get true happiness, and not only in this life—in the next 
life, and the next life, and the next. 
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The most important thing is that you must understand your true self and believe in yourself 
100%. This is very necessary. Therefore, in Taoism is the saying, “First attain your true way; 
next, control your family; then save all people.” 

If you don’t understand your true self, don’t make anything. Only go straight. 

Only staying at your house, you don’t understand your karma, so you cannot make your 
karma disappear; then, you cannot find your true way. Time will not wait for you. If you live 
100 years, that is 36,000 mornings. How many mornings have passed? Passed mornings 
cannot return. So, you must go to the Zen Center and bow together, sit together, and chant 
together with everyone. Then, it is possible for you to get your true way. 

A broken old car cannot work. When your body becomes old, you cannot practice. So, now 
you understand your correct situation. You must decide—become a Dharma Teacher, not 
become a Dharma Teacher. 

Dharma Teacher means get Enlightenment, save all people, for numberless lifetimes. Not 
only this lifetime. The name for this is great vow. Don’t be attached to this life. 

I hope you don’t make anything, don’t hold anything, only go straight—don’t know, keep a 
mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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August 27, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

How are you? I hope you are feeling well and healthy. 

Thanks so much for your letter and the book. All of it is demon’s speech. Sometimes, I have 
demons visit, so thank you very much. Demons and Buddhas have no roots—so there is no 
problem. I don’t know. 

I have just finished teaching in Washington State. Once again, I cannot visit you. You will 
be in Berkeley, but I must fly back to Boulder. In September, I will work at furniture 
making, so I can earn some money. Nowadays, money is sometimes hard to come by. In 
October and November, I will do my own retreat. One of my students has offered me a 
cabin in the woods near Davenport, California. Two months of hard training. I look forward 
to the chance to cultivate the Way (please excuse my attachment to hard training). But that 
is O.K.! After the retreat, I will continue to teach. 

Soen Sa Nim, I have one question for you: 

The True Way neither depends on being a monk nor a lay person. So why did you, when 
you were younger, choose the way of the monk? Lately, I feel the householder life has more 
difficulty than I care for. Yet, I have no strong pull to be a monk, either. I am sure that each 
way has its own difficulties. I realize that when I make anything—monk or laymen—I am far 
from the Truth. What can you say? 

Are you still going to Korea? If you do, have a wonderful trip. I think of you and our family 
with much love. Please send a copy of the newsletter with “fix your body meditation.” Love 
to Ezra, Diana, Linc, and the rest of the West Coast family (Mu Gak, Hi!). 

Much love and devotion,  

Richard 

 

September 6, 1977 

Dear Richard,  

Thank you for your letter. How are your demons? A thief understands a thief. Your eyes are 
wonderful demon eyes. You are correct. You have demon’s mind, so everything you can see 
and hear are demons. Sometime, you must try Buddha’s mind. That is very interesting. 
Then you can hear that the dog barking and the wooden chicken crowing are Buddha’s 
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speech, and you can see that the blue mountain and the white clouds are all Buddha’s face. 
But many times I have said to you, if you don’t make anything, then what? 

Your plans and teaching are wonderful. You are a great Dharma Teacher, and a great 
Bodhisattva. Only go straight. Our great vows are not only for this life. In the next life, next 
life, for numberless lives, only go straight. 

Becoming a monk is like using chopsticks and a spoon. But, American people don’t use 
chopsticks and a spoon; they use a fork and knife. So, if you don’t like layman, then monk 
style is good. If you don’t like monk style, then layman is good. If you don’t like chopsticks, 
then a fork is good. 

You are already a Dharma Teacher. What more do you want? If you don’t like forks and 
knives, then change to chopsticks and spoons. But, in your mind, “Which one is good?” is 
very bad. You are not hungry, so you have time. But, nobody is guaranteeing your life. If you 
are very hungry, then what? That is most important. Just now. Very important is if your 
stomach has enough. What you use is not important. Put it all down. Only go straight. 

If many people like a fork and knife, then you must use this. If many people like chopsticks 
and a spoon, then you must use this. Don’t choose fork or chopsticks in your mind. All your 
actions are for all people. The name for this is the great Bodhisattva way, great love, great 
compassion. In other words, the true way. Isn’t it? 

I hope you always only go straight, don’t make monk and layman, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, become a great man, and save all people from suffering.  

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. I am sending you the last Newsletter. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Hello! I hope you are still out of the hospital and feeling healthy. I am under the sheet on my 
bed, hiding from three flies. 

I have been feeling that, as a guideline for myself, it is good to be like a river and follow “the 
course of least resistance.” In this way, I hope to do what each situation calls for and try to 
avoid getting snarled up in tangles of thought or leaving a trail of emotional residue. If I were 
the water itself, I guess I wouldn’t need to worry so much about accidentally flowing uphill, 
or going over a boulder instead of around it. But, I am continually checking myself, worried 
that I will stray irreversably into a stagnant pool, or, if I’m not always watching, get stuck 
atop a rock. 

I am wondering if I am too attached to “attaining” the awakened mind during my life—if it 
is this attachment which makes my mind always feel so split. (Except during the few seconds 
of a near-auto-accident, or perhaps when I am asleep, I feel to some degree separate from 
what my life is doing all the time.) Because I never feel that I let go 100% to any moment, I 
feel very self-centered—too concerned with evaluating my position relative to the state of 
boundaryless “as-it-isness” which I seek. I can’t just smell, just see, just listen, just sit. I’m not 
able to BE the river; I always keep an extra set of eyes out of the water to watch every turn, 
look out for “better” turns, and let me know about “wrong” turns so I can feel bad. 

I feel that unless I know what to do with my “checking eyes”, I will not be able to even 
glimpse before-thinking mind, and will always be unable to love in the deepest sense of the 
word, all because of this “split-mind” I feel. For example, I just left this letter for the 
bathroom—on the way back, glancing at my closest friend, I realized (once again) that if she 
were on her deathbed, and I were let into the room for the last three minutes of her life, I 
would even then have split-mind to some degree, and thus remain separate from her even as 
she died—unable to help her, with an undivided love, to feel no loose ends in our earthly 
relationship, and to feel that she was not in any way isolated from me as she approached 
death. 

I can’t form a pointed question out of all this, but I would appreciate any comments you 
could make on my letter so far. 

I hope to soon be living by the New Haven Zen Center, or Providence—can’t decide which 
yet—and make a more sustained effort to, as you say, put EVERYTHING down and abide 
in before-thinking mind. Your recent letter to my friend Ellen was a great help to me, too. I 
have always resisted a deeper involvement in Zen during the last four years, in which I 
practiced (sporadically) at ZCLA, San Francisco, and Los Altos. Finally, I feel that the 
discipline of Zen won’t lead me astray from the “way of trees and clouds”, as I long feared. 
And I am glad that you feel such compassion for others that you have made your “keen-
eyed” guidance available. 
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Gratefully yours,  

Trula 

P.S. I came with Ellen and Mu Bul to see you in the hospital. We had come for a brief visit 
to Providence Zen Center just as he was leaving. 

 

Berkeley 

September 6, 1977 

Dear Trula,  

How are you and Ellen? 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. You worry about my body. Thank you very much. I am 
strong—no problem. 

In your letter, you made “I”, “My”, “Me” fifty-three times. What are you? 

Don’t make “I”, “My”, “Me”. If you make “I”, “My”, “Me”, you make more karma. If “I”, 
“My”, “Me” disappears from your mind, you are complete. 

Also, you say, “I cannot.” These are very bad words. You can do anything. Anything is 
possible. You are not trying, so you cannot. If you try, you have everything. 

You talked about water flowing. You must learn from water. Water only goes straight. It 
comes down, down, down, and flows into the ocean, non-stop. Our vows are also non-stop. 
Inside, get Enlightenment, outside, save all people. Not only in this life. In the next life, and 
the next, and in numberless lives to come. That is the great Bodhisattva vow, great 
compassion, great love. 

Don’t check your mind. Don’t keep your feelings. Put it all down. Only go straight. Then, 
finally, you flow into the ocean of Amita Bul, which means the clear light of infinite time 
and infinite space. 

The Chinese character               means “water”, 

and               means “go”. Together, they make the word               ,  

which means “Dharma”. Dharma is truth. So, you must learn your practicing from water. 

You say, “I cannot let go 100%, cannot just see, smell, etc.” This is your bad karma. But, 
when you go to the theater and see a sad movie, at that time, everyone becomes sad mind. 
Then, you cannot laugh, cannot keep two minds. Only the sad movie and you become one. 
At that time, in your mind, there is no “I”, “My”, “Me”. Already, you don’t have your eyes, 
your ears, your whole body. But, you can see and hear the movie; your body and mind just 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1320 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

feel. You say, “I cannot just see, etc.” But you are wrong. You can. You only hold onto your 
ideas, your condition, your situation. So, you say you cannot. 

When you hear beautiful music or see beautiful pictures, already, your opinions, your 
condition, and your situation have disappeared. Outside and inside become one. There is no 
subject, no object.  

So, I ask you, what are you doing right now? If you are doing something, you must do it. 
Then, from moment to moment, you are complete. 

An eminent teacher said, “When water is put into a square container, it becomes square; 
when it is put into a round container, it becomes round.” Only follow the correct situation. 
Water doesn’t cling to its opinions, condition, or situation. But, water always has its correct 
direction, flowing down, down, down. So, any situation is no problem. 

Our nature is like water’s nature. When you believe in yourself 100%, then any situation is 
no problem. Already, you have direction, like water. But, if you cannot believe in yourself, 
your situation and your condition control you. It is like water’s situation. When you are 
together with bad friends, you become bad, with good friends, you become good. So, I say to 
you, if you cannot believe in yourself 100%, you must change your condition and your 
situation. This means every day practicing, every day together action, every day making 
correct karma. This is very necessary. 

Already, you have decided to move to the Zen Center. That is very wonderful. I already told 
Ellen that the best way is to move to the Providence Zen Center.  

Zen is not difficult. Everyday mind is Zen mind. When you are hungry, what? When you 
are tired, what? What color is the sky? What color is the tree? You already understand. Don’t 
check your mind. 1-1=0. Do you know this? Then enough. 

I hope you always keep clear mind, don’t make anything, only go straight, then soon get 
Enlightenment and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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August 14, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter. Everything is fine with me except for one thing. I lost my corn 
snake. I looked for it for hours, but it is very small, and I never found it. I am still sad about 
it, but I try to do Kwan Sae Um Bosal a lot when I think about it. 

I will try to do Kwan Sae Um Bosal every day, only I can’t do it 3000 times in 15 minutes. I 
can’t do it even half that fast. So, I must try to do it 30 minutes every day. 

As for my other homework, about the man in the tree, I can see what the mistake is in the 
answer I gave you, but I do not see how he can escape being impolite. 

I bow and sit and chant every day. Also, there are two things that I try. First, to go straight, 
only to do what I’m doing and be with whom I’m with. This is good practice for me, 
because my mind wanders away. Second, I try always to believe in myself 100%. This is a 
wonderful practice and takes away many problems. When I am doing both these things, I 
have found that I have special energy. I can share this energy with other people if they want 
it. 

I have gotten a garter snake. It is pretty, but it is not happy. If it does not get used to living 
with me soon, I am going to let it go. 

Last Wednesday Mr. Chung told me that he had written down the characters for Dae Ja, but 
he forgot to bring them. Maybe he will remember it next Wednesday. He is very nice. I 
think if I ask him to teach me a sentence in Korean each week, he might not mind doing it. 
Then, I could start learning now. I like Korea, because they like the gurongi. Euclid is like 
gurongi, even though she is not very big yet. 

Some people have told me they would like to meet my snakes. Maybe you would like to 
meet them too. If you would, I could bring them to Diana and Ezra’s house after the sesshin. 

You say that I will soon get good karma. This makes me very happy. It is very good karma to 
become a Buddhist and your student. I will practice hard every day and see you in 
September. 

Love, 

Maggie 

 

August 27, 1977 
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Dear Maggie, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. You said you lost your snake, but that is O.K.; your 
snake has freedom, and you have your mind-snake, so no problem. 

Also, you say you practice Kwan Sae Um Bosal. That is wonderful. Also, you practice 
bowing and sitting. All wonderful. To do Kwan Sae Um Bosal 3,000 times in 15 minutes is 
very difficult the first time, but if you try, try, try, then to do it in 15 minutes is possible. 
This is formal practicing. But most important, always, everywhere, don’t lose Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal mind. Already, I have told you, moment to moment, keep Kwan Sae Um Bosal, and 
you will get happiness everywhere. 

It is wonderful that you try to only go straight and believe in yourself 100%, and that you 
share this energy with other people.  

You say you want to learn Korean, and you have a baby gurongi, so your happiness is small, 
but as the gurongi grows, your happiness will also grow. Take good care of it. Please bring 
Euclid after Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I would like to see her. 

All Bodhisattvas have different teachings. All different teachings means that they have 
different karma teaching. Usually, people and Bodhisattvas have same karma, but in most 
cases, karma controls people. In Bodhisattva karma, the Bodhisattva uses it to save all beings. 
This is the difference. So, if you have karma, this karma is not good or bad. What is 
important is how you use karma for all beings. You like snake karma. If you keep only your 
desire for snakes, then you have a problem, but if you use this snake karma for all beings, 
then you are a Bodhisattva. 

So, I hope you use your karma for snakes and all beings, then soon finish the great work of 
life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all beings from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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September 8, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? How is Louise, See Hoy, Diana, Ezra, Alicia, Jeff, and everyone on the West 
Coast? Did you have a good Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin? 

Ken got a letter from Jeock Kwang Su Nim. It said that Chung Song Su Nim is dead. I am 
very sad. I think he was a very great Zen Master. You told us many stories about him, and 
although I only met him a few times, I feel he is part of our family. What can I do? 

Linc and I have been working on making a new building. The plans for the house we have 
now, as it will be when we move into the new building, were rejected by the city. Not 
enough parking, and the house is too high for a rooming house. The contractor said, though, 
that he thought we could get variances if we made some minor changes in the plans. So, he 
will see them (the city) again and then make the changes. Maybe together lunchee with the 
building inspector. 

Cold weather is coming, so we will go ahead with the design and then get bids on excavation 
and the masonry work as quickly as possible. Then, if we get an O.K. from the city, we will 
be ready to start work right away. If we don’t start in three or four weeks, we will have to 
wait till spring. 

Linc, George, and I are starting a company. Linc and George will make a corporation, and I 
will work for them. Linc has a good truck; I’m helping him fix it. George will quit his job in 
November and work with us full time. 

Larry wants to start a bakery. He has some money, and Ira and Kathy will help him. 

The directors have a question about monks. Should a monk, if he does not have a staff-type 
job at the Zen Center, pay rent? Specifically, Mu Ryeom Su Nim is working and giving all 
his money to the Zen Center. He expects the Zen Center to pay his medical expenses. Also, I 
will be working soon and will get money. Should we pay rent and pay medical and other 
expenses out of our own money, or have no money, give it all to the Zen Center, and ask the 
Housemaster when we need money for medical and other expenses? 

P.Z.C. is strong. Linc is here, new building, business, every day special chanting, cutting 
wood, all very good. We miss you and Louise. 

Thank you for pointing the correct way. 
But, what is the correct way? 
Katz! 
Sitting here in the office, I hear a truck go up Wickenden Street. 
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Respectfully yours, 

Mu Bul, hapchang 

 

September 15, 1977 

Dear Mu Bul Ju Ji Su Nim, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. How is Bobby, Linc, George, Suzie, Jacob, Ken, 
Larry, Jim, Kuei-Ai, Jeffrey, Michael, Nancy, and Nick? 

We had a very good Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley. Twenty-five people. We sat Saturday 
to Monday. On Saturday and Sunday, there were no interviews, but in the afternoon, we 
had a lecture. Monday morning, we had interviews. Everyone was strong, very good 
interviews. I think sometimes only one interview is better than many interviews. 

The next day, George Baker and his wife came and talked to us. He liked our Zen style very 
much. He is many, many thinking style, so I said to him, “Tomorrow, you will die. What 
can you do? Zen means understanding yourself. Your body has life and death, but your true 
self has no life and death. If you have thinking, you have life and death. If you cut off all 
thinking, you have freedom from life and death. So, only put it all down. If you make 
something, you have a problem. If you don’t make anything or hold anything, you already 
are complete. You understand too much. Understanding cannot help you.” 

So, then I told him the Nam Cheon story, “Everyday Mind is the Path.” “Understanding is 
illusion; not understanding is blankness. If you attain your true self, it is clear like space. 
Why do you make something?”  

He is very clever. He heard this kong-an and soon understood his karma. So I said, “What 
are you? If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your mind; 
don’t check your feelings; don’t hold anything.” 

They were very happy. Also, he said your Dharma speech in Korea was very wonderful. He 
liked it very much, so he wanted to understand Zen and Buddhism some more, so you are a 
great Bodhisattva. 

In your letter, you said Chung Song Su Nim died. I also got the Korean Buddhist Times; they 
said also that he had died. When he was cremated, 1,200 people came to the funeral 
ceremony. He was a great Zen Master; he had complete freedom action. His whole life, no 
hindrance. His body, his speech, and his mind had no hindrance anywhere. There are many 
funny stories about him. Those stories teach other people a lot, and opened minds. 

For example, in Korea, there is a law against cutting down trees. So, one day, he cut down 
many trees. A policeman appeared and took him to the police station, and was very angry. 
He started to file a report. 

“What is your permanent address?” 
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Chung Song Su Nim said, “My father is over there” (pointing to his crotch). 

“You’re no good! Where are you coming from?!” 

Then, he said, “I am from my mother’s over there” (pointing to his crotch). 

Then, the policeman said, “You are a crazy monk.” 

“You think so?” 

“Yah, you are a completely crazy monk, so you don’t understand about cutting down trees, 
so go away!” 

“That’s all?” 

The policeman said, “O.K., O.K.”  

This style action, anyplace, anytime. His correct speech, correct action, and correct ideas 
were no hindrance anywhere. 

You say “What can I do?” I will tell you. First, you face the sky and laugh three times, great 
laughing. And, then face the ground, three times crying, “Aigo! Aigo! Aigo!” Then enough. 

In your letter, you said this new building is very complicated. Sometimes, complicated is 
good teaching for you, so good education for you. The whole world is very complicated. But, 
if you understand rules, cause and effect, then everything is very simple. Cause and effect 
make karma. That karma is not good, not bad. If you control this karma, everything is 
simple. But, if karma controls you, then everything becomes complicated. Complicated and 
simple, cause and effect, control karma, karma control—these things come from where? An 
eminent teacher said, “10,000 Dharmas return to one. Where does the one return?” Already, 
you answered this for me: 

What is the correct way? 
Katz! 
Sitting here in the office, I hear a truck go up Wickenden Street.  

That is wonderful. Only go straight this way. 

Larry making a bakery and George and Linc making a company, you working for them, that 
is wonderful. 

You talk about monks. The Chogye Order has a rule that says monks don’t keep money. So, 
the Chogye Order gets money and keeps it, and then if a monk needs money, the temple 
pays. But, this is the Korean situation. In the Korean situation, monks don’t work outside. 
The American situation is sometimes the temple has no money, so sometimes monks work 
outside. So, if you get money, the temple keeps 70%; you keep 30%. 30% means you use 
this to buy your private things. Sometimes, you visit your parents, your friends; then use this 
private money. In Korea, monks always keep monk action, so cannot visit parents, private 
friends, so private money is not necessary. But, in America, monks’ situation is different. 
When you visit your parents, or need to buy a present for your family, you use your private 
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money. But doctor’s bills for monks are paid by the temple. That is, if the monk has a 
temple job like Abbot, Housemaster, Kitchen-master, etc. 

PZC is very strong. That is wonderful. The West Coast family all misses the East Coast 
family, and says hello to you and everybody. Louise is working hard, driving, driving 
everywhere.  

Tahl Mah Sah wants to buy a BIG house on Western and Twenty-third Streets. There are 
2.8 acres, also a very big house that has three stories. On the first floor, 100 people sitting is 
possible, so the Zen Center Dharma room will be there. On the second floor, there are eight 
rooms, all a little smaller than our Dharma room in Providence. On the third floor, there is a 
very big room—600 people gathering for a ceremony is possible. Also, around this house, 
there are many trees—very good location. The second building is the garage. One room is 
the old Tahl Mah Sah Dharma room size, and then five rooms and two kitchens. So, we 
make this the American Zen students living area. Bigger than before—Tahl Mah Sah. If 
there are not too many people, then using the Dharma room there is possible. 

Before, they wanted one-half million dollars for this house, but we offered $400,000, so they 
said O.K., so we already gave $40,000. Now, we are trying for a loan for $320,000. If they 
say O.K., then if we pay $40,000 more, then moving there is possible. In one week, we will 
understand about the loan. If we get the loan, then moving in one month is possible. Very 
beautiful and wonderful house. If we get this house, then the East and West Coast families 
all gathering together for Yong Maeng Jong Jin and a big ceremony is possible. 

I hope all the PZC family and you only go straight, keeping a mind which is clear like space, 
soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 7, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Recently, I finished your Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, and it was a great spark for me. For 
the past three days, I have begun practicing. I try to do action Zen all the time. 

Please advise me on what I do. When I sit, I concentrate on my belly’s rise and fall, and 
when I do other things, I try to concentrate on them. 

I have three problems. 

a) What to concentrate on when I’m just sitting down or walking. 

b) How does action Zen relate to talking? 

c) How does one overcome the attraction of women? This is very hard. 

Last Thursday, I attended a Dharma talk at the Allston Zen Center. I would like to join, but 
in the summer, I have an allergy and would be afraid to disturb other people. Hopefully, I 
can join in November. 

One last question. I can neither sit cross-legged nor kneel for any amount of time. I must sit 
on a chair. How can I get to be able to sit cross-legged? Are there good exercises for it? 

My deep appreciation for your time, 

Respectfully, 

Jon 

 

September 16, 1977 

Dear Jon, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is wonderful. You say concentration, 
concentration. What kind of concentration? Concentration is only a name. In Dropping 
Ashes on the Buddha, there is talk about three kinds of mind. 
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First, lost mind, next, one mind, next, clear mind. Lost mind is attached to something and 
holding onto something, so already your true self is lost. One mind is only go straight—
primary point. For example, somebody tries a mantra, or “yom bul,” which means repeating 
Buddha’s name. This style. Clear mind means what are you doing now? If you are doing 
something, you must do it. Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings, don’t check 
anything. Only go straight. You make concentration, so you have a problem. What are you? 
If you don’t know, only go straight. Don’t know already cuts off all thinking. Cutting off all 
thinking is before thinking. Before thinking is no subject, no object. When you see a tree, 
only green. When you hear a dog barking, only woof, woof. That is don’t know. If you don’t 
understand the meaning of this, don’t make anything. Also, don’t hold anything. Put it all 
down; only go straight—don’t know. Always, everywhere. 

Your questions: 

a) I hit you thirty times. 

b) Talking time, only talk. Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; only go 
straight. That is don’t know. If you check your mind, check your feelings, already, you have 
lost your mind, have lost your true self. 

c) You must understand what is true love. If your mind becomes completely empty, then 
your mind is clear like space. Clear like space means clear like a mirror. Red comes, then red; 
white comes, then white. Then, a woman comes, O.K.; doesn’t come, O.K. Good feeling is 
O.K.; bad feeling is O.K. Don’t hold onto your feelings. Feelings come and go by 
themselves. If you don’t make anything in your mind, then no problem. The name for this is 
don’t know. 

You have an allergy, but don’t worry. You don’t understand this sickness, but when you 
understand it, then no problem. If you control your body, your symptoms will not appear. If 
you breathe deeply—five seconds in, ten seconds out, very slowly and deeply—then you can 
keep your energy low in your belly. When you inhale, repeat to yourself, “Clear mind, clear 
mind, clear mind”, and when you exhale, only “don’t know”. Then, you won’t sneeze or 
cough. So, don’t worry. You must go to the Zen Center and try this. 

You say you cannot sit. This is your thinking. If you try, try, try, then it is possible. Before, I 
had one student who said he could not sit, and that he had to use a chair. I said, “If you use a 
chair, then you will always use a chair, so throw it away.” So, after three months, he could sit 
very well. So, you must try. Don’t make “I cannot.” First, use a very high cushion, then 
lower, lower, and lower. You must do it. Then, it is possible. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, everywhere, and soon get Enlightenment, and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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August 18, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your reply letter giving me a practice for a nighttime retreat. Unfortunately, 
though, I wasn’t able to leave my job, making night sitting impossible. 

But I have begun the mantra that you gave me anyway. This mantra is a very sharp mantra, 
and lately, I have been able to sit very closely with it as well as during the day. 

Living outside a Zen Center is sometimes very difficult, because normal living situations that 
I am used to help strengthen my usual style thinking. Zen Centers are very good, because 
there is less to relate to in the way we have been used to doing. This means that there is less 
opportunity to become attached in a Zen Center. Outside the Zen Center, we always see 
things that we remember, and we say, “Oh, yeah, I remember this thing—I like this,” or “I 
don’t like this.” 

Nowadays at Corncreek Bakery, many people don’t like the situation, because Ira is never at 
the bakery (he spends time at his tofu business), and so many problems—many bad feelings. 
But this was very good teaching for us. We had a lot of fights, and so we could see how other 
people were feeling. Before, there were only closed mouths. Now, a labor union has been 
voted in. This is like a new sitting practice. People wanted something, and so they made this 
set of rules. More wanting, then comes more rules. No wanting, then only “just like this”. 
So, I hope we can use this new path that we made so that the bakery can come together 
again.  

People living together and the things that happen between them is a model for what happens 
everywhere: in ourselves, a country, in nature. So, to understand my own karma, this bakery 
problem was very good. I think we must completely understand that our new set of rules, 
our new practice, is not the solution itself. They have no substance. To understand this, 
then, is not to be attached to the rules. Then they can help us—maybe. 

I hope you and everyone else at Providence Zen Center are doing all right. See you soon! 

Love, 

Peter 

 

Dear Peter, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. I am staying in Los Angeles now and received your 
letter late, so I am sorry. 
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You say your nighttime mantra is very sharp and that you can sit with mantra in the day 
also. This is wonderful. 

You said living outside of a Zen Center is sometimes very difficult. This is correct, but you 
are living with other people now. If you have strong direction, then it is no problem living 
inside or outside a Zen Center, but if your direction is not clear or strong, it is necessary to 
live at a Zen Center. 

What are you? What is life? What is truth? Why are you working there? If you are not clear, 
you must find correct together action, correct together practicing, and correct situation; this 
is very necessary. Then, you will get correct opinion. I think that now, you only keep your 
idea, your condition, your situation; those things sometimes result in many problems. 

Now, the bakery has many problems, but problems are not problems. Not problem is 
problem. In other words, a bad situation is a good situation. A good situation is a bad 
situation. The bakery now has many problems, and you can learn many things, but in this 
situation, you cannot find correct direction, and when correct direction is not found, it 
makes a strong I, My, Me. If you find direction, then there will be no problems in learning; 
then all is truth; then you can hear; then you can see; then you can act with great love, great 
compassion, and with the great Bodhisattva way. 

So, I hope you only go straight—mantra, and your opinions, situation, and condition 
disappear. So, find the correct condition, opinion, and situation, get Enlightenment, and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Tried to register for the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin, but it was already full. Hope to 
make the chanting retreat in October. 

One evening, I was eating dinner in the cafeteria at Prudhoe Bay. Everything was quite 
normal, and I was conversing pleasantly with a friend. I looked around the hall, and it 
suddenly seemed to me that everyone was dead; death seemed absolutely palpable. I do not 
mean that I saw corpses all over; no, everyone was just sitting and eating, but they all, 
everyone, seemed dead. The atmosphere was saturated with death. Interestingly, this was not 
a frightening experience, but seemed quite objective, almost scientific in tone. It lasted for 
about forty minutes. It has happened on two subsequent occasions, though not so long. 

I do not know what to make of this experience. Anything? Should I “put it down”, use it? 

You asked me if I was the same as a tree or different. My answer—if a wall is blocking your 
path, walk around it. 

I am very glad that you are feeling better and are out of the hospital. The last Newsletter was 
especially interesting to me, since I had practiced another form of meditation for about four 
years before eventually becoming dissatisfied with it. Your explanation of the difference 
between other forms of meditation and Zen was very revealing to me.  

Yours in the Dharma, 

James  

 

September 16, 1977 

Dear James, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. You could not come to the Berkeley Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin, so I could not see you. That’s O.K. You said maybe you will come to the chanting 
retreat. That is wonderful. 

You said, “Suddenly, it seemed to me that everyone was dead, not corpses, but they just 
seemed dead.” How about you? Were you dead or alive? What is death? What is life? I think 
maybe you like life. If you make death, you have death. If you make life, you have life. Death 
and life are originally nothing; they are made by your thinking. Your body has life and death, 
but your true self always remains clear, not dependent on life and death.  
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So, I ask you, what are you? If you don’t know, only go straight. Put it all down. Don’t 
check inside, don’t check outside. Outside and inside become one. What are you doing now? 
If you are doing something, you must do it! Don’t make anything. Only go straight. 

Long ago in China, there was a famous Zen Master, Ko Bong. Before he became a Zen 
Master, he always kept the kong-an, “Where are you coming from; where are you going?” He 
only kept don’t-know mind, always, everywhere. One day, he was sweeping the yard in the 
front of the Dharma Room. At that time, the great Zen Master Ang Sahn appeared and 
asked him, “What are you doing?” 

He said, “I am working on my kong-an.” 

“What is your kong-an?” 

“My kong-an is, ‘Where are you coming from; where are you going?’” 

“Oh? Then, I ask you, who is coming; who is going?” 

He could not answer. Then, the Zen Master became very angry, grabbed his shirt at the 
neck, and shouted, “Why are you pulling around a corpse!?” Then, he pushed him very hard; 
Ko Bong fell back on the ground, and the Zen Master went away. 

Ko Bong’s whole world was dark. There was only a big question, and he was very angry. 
“Why don’t I know myself? What am I?” Don’t know. He couldn’t see anything; he couldn’t 
hear anything; he couldn’t taste anything; he couldn’t feel anything; he couldn’t smell 
anything. For seven days this went on. After seven days, he saw the Fifth Patriarch’s picture. 
Beneath the picture, it said, 

One hundred years, 
36,000 mornings. 
Before, I am you. 
Now, you are me. 

He saw this, and his don’t-know mind exploded. Inside and outside became one. Subject 
and object, all opposites-worlds disappeared. Complete absolute. He could see the sky—only 
blue. He could hear a sound—only a bird’s song. All, just like this, is the truth. After that, he 
got Transmission from Zen Master Ang Sahn and became a great Zen master. 

So, I ask you, why are you pulling around a corpse? Tell me! Tell me! 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 13, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I have heard about your sickness and that it was necessary for you to go to the 
hospital earlier this summer. I am sorry. But also, I have heard that now with the insulin, 
you are the strongest in a long time. I am very glad about this. 

I have meant to write you for some time now, and finally the time is ripe to do so. I was very 
disappointed not to be able to attend the special Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin in 
July, but I signed a contract last February to be in Pennsylvania at the Pennsylvania 
Governor’s School for the Arts at Bucknell University during all of July and half of August, 
teaching every day of the week except Sunday. Since it is a very intensive and relatively short 
program, they were unwilling to let me take the time off to travel to Providence. However, it 
was a wonderful opportunity to teach, because nearly every day was spent with the students 
from 8:00 A.M. to 10:30 P.M., after which there was always preparation of teaching 
materials for the next day. So, the students and the teachers became like a big family.  

Soen Sa Nim, always when I teach music or karate, I feel as if I am teaching Buddhism. The 
words are usually mostly about music or karate, but beneath the words, there is always Zen. 
And, I think that what students learn is not so much about these subjects, but rather how to 
live one’s life. This means that there is a very big responsibility on each teacher and more and 
more, I understand the importance of always being clear. I did get a chance to introduce 
Buddhism to some of the students (all of high school age) in a direct way by devoting two 
classes of ethnomusic to the Buddhist chanting of Tibet, China, Korea, and Japan. I also 
chanted the Heart Sutra for them, which they liked very much. 

In presenting one class on the music of Korea, I found that even though I have always 
enjoyed the A-Ak, Tang-Ak, and Hyang-Ak music, I became especially drawn to the P’ansori 
music. Very beautiful, very deep, and somehow ageless music. Anyway, it was a well-spent 
month and a half, and I felt close to the people, as though brought there magnetically by 
very strong karma.  

Now, I am back teaching at Yale for the last time, but am also concerned about a job which I 
am applying for at Bard College. Bard is just a short ways across the Hudson River from 
Woodstock, at the foot of the Catskill Mountains, and I am very strongly attracted to it. 
Bard is, or has the reputation for being a very open (receptive to unusual ideas) school, and it 
sounds like a place where perhaps there may be support for not only teaching music, but also 
Zen and karate. It is also interesting to me, because of your ties to Woodstock, and so I shall 
be watching to see if anything comes of it. Karma! 

This morning, something unusual happened. I have been reading the kong-an book each 
morning in between bowing and sitting, to catch up with the kong-ans that I missed this 
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summer while I was gone. And today, I came to your Dharma talk on Primary Point. Your 
words rang like a bell as I began to sit, and I spent the whole sitting doing my best to control 
either hysterical sobs and tears or laughter. Even now (much later), this wells up within me. 
After many years of sitting Zen, I feel as though I just now cut the first thread on the net of 
ignorance. How can I thank you for your words on Primary Point? Katz!!!! 

Sunday, I gave the Dharma talk and attempted to explain the term “non-action”, which 
appears in many books on Zen or Taoism. I said that no matter what appears, good or bad, 
there is this place or point which cannot be touched, whether you are sitting, or bowing, or 
chanting, or thinking, or eating, or sleeping, or shitting; it is unmoving. And so this 
morning, I read about Primary Point. How wonderful!! I am indebted to your teaching. 

For one hundred lives 
I have looked for the 
nose on my face, 
and 
only this morning 
did I find a mirror! 
The earth smells damp 
in this September rain. 

More than ever before, I must continue to bow, to sit, and to chant, to finish the Great 
Work, and save all beings from suffering. 

Love, 

David 

P.S. Bob, Steve, Andrea, and David are all teaching me correct Dharma Teacher and 
Director style. 

P.P.S. I wanted to wish you a Happy Birthday this summer, and so right now, this very 
moment, Happy Birthday Soen Sa Nim! 

 

September 19, 1977 

Dear David, 

How are you and your family? Thank you for your letter. You were worried about my body. 
Nowadays, my body is very strong, no problem. 

You could not come to the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin; I heard that you were 
very busy. When you are busy, but you get not busy, this is better than Dharma Teachers’ 
Yong Maeng Jong Jin. This means moment to moment clear mind. Clear mind is moment 
to moment keeping your correct situation. This means busy is not busy. 

You taught at the Governor’s School for the Arts. That is wonderful. Your letter said only 
teaching music, but other times, you are always teaching music, karate, and Zen. Our mind 
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has three aspects. First will; will makes goodness. Next, emotion; emotion makes beauty. 
Next, intellect; intellect makes truth. So, these three kinds come from one mind. You have 
one body, one mind. When you are teaching karate, you must teach strong will, complete 
goodness. Next, when you are teaching music, you must teach high emotion. High means 
everybody together becomes one mind; low means only for myself. This is perfect beauty. 
Next, when you teach Zen, you must teach correct intellectual style. Then, your students 
attain the correct way. Those three kinds, which are complete goodness, perfect beauty, and 
correct true way, make great love, great Bodhisattva, great compassion. The name for this is 
great man.  

So, you are already a great man, because you always teach karate, music, and Zen. How 
wonderful this is! 

You like teaching the Heart Sutra and Korean music. Korean music all comes from 
Buddhism. Now, it is separated into A-Ak, Tang-Ak, Hyang-Ak, and P’ansori. Those all 
come from Korea’s mother music, Yoeng Sahn He Sahn. You know the story of Buddha 
picking up a flower. Nobody understood. Mahakasyapa smiled, and Buddha said, “I transmit 
my Dharma to you.” That event was set to music, called “Yoeng Sahn He Sahn” (Gathering 
at Yoeng Sahn Mountain). Before, in Korea, Buddhism was the national religion. So, all 
music was dependent on Buddhism, and comes from Yoeng Sahn He Sahn. So, I think your 
liking Korean music means in your mind, you already have Buddhist music karma, which is 
to use music to cut off all thinking and become clear and pure. Buddha picked up a flower; 
nobody understood. Only Mahakasyapa smiled. But, if we look at this, already Buddha’s 
mind, everybody’s mind, Mahakasyapa’s mind is the same. Clear and pure. So, your teaching 
music is the same as Buddha’s mind.  

You may be near Woodstock. That is very good karma. Right now, we are taking a rest 
about Woodstock. Maybe in the future, we will make a big monastery over there. Maybe in 
five years, or ten years, or twenty years, or next life. Someday. But this means Woodstock 
and the East Coast Zen Centers have very strong karma. Also, this Woodstock mountain 
location where the farm-church that we like is, is a very wonderful location. Never before did 
I see such a good location in America. 

In your letter, you said “I feel as though just now, I cut the first thread on the net of 
ignorance.” That is wonderful! Now, you have found your original face. So, you can believe 
in yourself 100%; it is possible. But, don’t worry. Sometimes, you lose your original face, 
and cannot believe in yourself 100%. That is your karma. But, you can control your karma, 
so I say no problem. Already, you have your direction. Already, you have great vow and great 
way. Great vow is infinite space, and great way is infinite time. So, your great vow and great 
way come together—numberless lives of great Bodhisattva action.  

Congratulations on your great Bodhisattva way. 

Finally, you got Katz! This Katz makes numberless Buddhas. Don’t lose this Katz! Getting 
Katz is very easy. Keeping Katz is very difficult. Katz is Katz. 

Your poem is very wonderful. Here is a poem for you: 
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A man for one hundred lives 
Was looking for his nose. 
Finally, he got nose is high, 
Mouth is low. 
The mouth says Katz! 
The nose says Acchhew! 

I hope you always keep your Katz! keeping a mind which is clear like space, a clear light 
shining always, and everywhere, disappear all suffering from the three worlds. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. You are learning correct Dharma Teacher and Director style. That is wonderful. 

P.P.S. Thank you very much. You make me so happy, which is for you. 
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September 13, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope that you are in good health. Please say hello to Louise for me, and to 
Ezra and Diana when you see them. 

I am well. I like school very much, and the family with whom I am living are very good 
people. Every morning, I bow and sit for half an hour. I go to classes during the day, and 
then in the evening, I study. On the weekends, I drive up to Providence (usually for Saturday 
night special Zen). It helps me to see our Dharma family often. 

So, everything is good, and I feel that Kwan Sae Um Bosal, and of course, you, through your 
love and clear teaching, are helping me. 

I look forward to seeing you in October. 

Love,  

Lynn 

 

September 21, 1977 

Dear Lynn,  

Thank you for your letter and pretty card. How are you and your Dharma friends? The West 
Coast family all says hello to you, also Louise. Louise is now working at Tahl Mah Sah every 
day driving; only go straight—driving Zen. 

You said you like school, and you said you bow and sit every day and go on the weekend to 
Providence Zen Center and sit together with them. That is wonderful. 

I think you already got your Dharma energy, so, in the future, with any action and any 
karma, you will be able to control it. If you don’t lose the true way, you are a wonderful 
school student and a wonderful Dharma Teacher. So, don’t lose everyday practicing. This is 
very important when you are living outside. 

Originally, there is no inside, no outside. Outside and inside are made by your thinking. If 
you only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, there is no inside, no outside, no subject, no 
object. Always, Kwan Sae Um Bosal and you become one, which is What are you doing 
now? If you are doing something, you must do it. Don’t give rise to any thought. Then, you 
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are Kwan Sae Um Bosal; your eyes are bodhi eyes; your ears are bodhi ears, also, your mouth, 
your body, and your mind. 

I hope you always go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, soon finish the Great Work of life and 
death, become a great Bodhisattva, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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August 31, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I had a dream last night. A few friends and I set out on a journey. We arrived at a home of a 
powerful witch, who granted all our desires. I received a perfect woman. Quite content, we 
remained a long time, until we awoke to realize that we had forsaken our journey. The witch 
refused our request to leave, so we decided to escape. But, wherever we went, the witch 
always managed to remain on our trail. It soon dawned on us that if we wished to leave, we 
had to return all the desires back to her. They did not belong to us, even my perfect woman. 
Once everything was returned, she disappeared, and we were free to travel on. 

Munindra came to visit at the house in which I live. Ram Dass frequents the house regularly. 
This is a very interesting place to observe the diversity of the Dharma paths. I have had a 
taste of some, but I’ll hold onto the straight forward path of “What am I?” This is the right 
place for me, though. I have learned much here, and there is much more to learn. I have no 
regrets from moving out of the Zen Center, but I will be returning to Shim Gum Do in 
September, and I hope to give some lectures at the Zen Center. 

I hope you are well, and I futilely ask you to conserve your energy and take care of your 
health. 

Fred 

 

September 21, 1977 

Dear Fred, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter and beautiful card. 

In your letter, you talk about a dream. That is a wonderful dream. But a dream is a dream. If 
you hold this dream, you are a dream man. Here is a poem for you: 

Guest talking about his dream. 
Host also talking about his dream. 
Guest, host, together talking about dreams. 
They don’t understand they are in a dream. 
That is a dream. 

So, I tell you, you must wake up from your dream! 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1340 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

Many styles of Dharma come and go at your house. That is wonderful. But, if you don’t 
understand your true way, then even Buddha or God coming become your demons. You say, 
“I have learned much,” but understanding and feeling cannot help you. You say you have 
had a taste of some. Also, you say “What am I?” is the way. But, if you already have taste, 
then your “What am I?” cannot become strong. “Only go straight” means no form, no 
feelings, perceptions, impulses, consciousness. Also, no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no 
body, no mind, which means no color, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no object of 
mind. If you have no object of mind, already you are complete, become absolute. Then, you 
can see; you can hear; you can smell; all, just like this, is truth, not dependent on any 
Dharma Teachers. You can believe in yourself 100%. When you control your karma, that’s 
O.K., but for you to learn to control your karma, living at a Zen Center is very necessary. I 
think from your letter that your mind still has likes and dislikes. What do you want? 

If you want the true way, you must put down all likes and dislikes in your mind. If you don’t 
want your true self, then that is O.K. Only, I ask you, what are you doing now? If you are 
doing something, you must do it. Don’t make dreams. 

I hope you only go straight, can control your karma, keep a mind which is clear like space, 
soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 14, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello! How are you? I hope you are healthy, your trip on the West Coast is going well, and 
many people are meeting you. 

Today, I am sick and have stayed home sleeping. On other days, I go to work in a small 
welding shop, building metal stands of various shapes and sizes. 

Soen Sa Nim, in July, you spoke to us once about two monks in Korea. You said one was 
very clever, knew the answers to all kong-ans, but no one followed him, because he always 
thought “My way, my way.” The other monk had a simple mind. He didn’t know the 
answers to all the kong-ans, but many people loved him. Soen Sa Nim, how can I get a 
simple mind? Every day, I sit and chant, do special chanting, and sit thirty minutes after 
work. Often, I say Kwan Sae Um Bosal. What else can I do that will help this simple mind? 

Also, although I eat enough, many times, I want more, more. I get nervous when I stop at 
what seems enough to fill my belly; I get sleepy if I eat more. What can I do? 

I hope all is going well with you and continues well. Take good care of yourself. 

Much love, 

Larry 

 

September 21, 1977 

Dear Larry, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. How is the PZC family? I miss you and the PZC 
family. 

In your letter, you say you want simple mind, but still, you want more, want more, so you 
want more simple mind. You want simple mind, so already, this is a mistake. Put it all down, 
this wanting a simple mind. Then, already, you will have a simple mind. What are you doing 
now? You are reading this letter now, so only read. Do not give rise to any thoughts. Also, let 
your mind go anyplace without hindrance. Moment to moment, you must keep correct 
situation. If you are doing something, you must do it. The name for that is simple mind, 
which is enough mind, or great love mind and Bodhisattva mind. You want simple mind, so 
you don’t understand simple mind. Don’t make simple mind; don’t hold simple mind. Put 
it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. 
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Already, you are a simple man. Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings, and don’t 
check anything; only go straight, O.K.? I know you. You are a simple man, but you are 
holding something, so your mind becomes smudgy. If you put it all down, only go straight, 
your mind will always remain clear. At that time, when you see the sky, what? When you 
hear a dog barking, what? When you see a tree, what? Very simple. Originally, not 
complicated; you are already a simple man. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, don’t hold anything, soon become a simple 
man, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Karma has no virtue. 
I have no hold on it. 
It burns my soul. 

Thank you, 

J.P.B. 

 

Dear J.P.B., 

Karma has no virtue. 
Karma comes from where? 

I have no hold on it. 
What am I? 

It burns my soul. 
My soul is originally nothing. 

What are you doing now? 
Only go straight—don’t know. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

The Butterfly only smells the flower. 
The Snake hears only the heartbeat. 
The Golden Dragon tastes only the Blood. 
The White Swan sees the other shore. 

Hae Gak 

 

Dear Hae Gak, 

Every animal understands its job. 
Hae Gak, what is your job? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Eulogy for Zen Master Chung Soeng Su Nim 

September 21, 1977 

Zen Master Chung Soeng Su Nim, your KATZ 
sometimes killed Buddha and Eminent Teacher 
sometimes broke Heaven and Earth 
sometimes made Buddha and Eminent Teacher 
and sometimes created All Things. 

Therefore, that is Freedom Master’s KATZ. 
It is able to do everything, and gives life and death. 

You gave us the Great Way with No Gate 
and the Tongue with No Bone, 
which is the step of a Man without hindrance. 

KATZ and HIT in Chung Soeng (Spring Castle) 
sees that the willow is green, flower is red, 
and soon returns to this world 
using Bodhi to save all people. 

Facing the Sky—Ha-Ha, Ha-Ha, Ha-Ha. 
Facing the Ground—Aigo! Aigo! Aigo! 

I offer Incense from America, 

Seung Sahn Hapchang 
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[Duplicate letter removed from collection.] 
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September 9, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

What a wonderful letter! Astonishing, even from you, such generosity! And thank you for the 
Compass of Zen Teaching. A very helpful and concise compendium, and we’ve both been 
reading at, though, and around it. But you say it may “help me to teach other people”, and 
that seems remote, from where I am now. Nobody to teach. Nothing to teach. Maybe you 
will help me to see what to do with what I don’t know. I would welcome that. 

Right now, September light in the leaves of the walnut trees; old pasture walls, bright on one 
side, shady on the other; sound of nuthatches in the branches, and the breeze. Can one teach 
it? It’s hard enough just to let it alone, and not clutter it up with hopes and fears. Which is 
saying that it’s hard to believe in myself completely, from moment to moment. It’s when I 
can throw away even trying, that it’s right there: nowhere. Later, I realize something, it seems 
to me, of what you mean: don’t know, clear mind, go straight; don’t check anything. But 
what that “something” is: don’t know that. And very occasionally, and very briefly, don’t 
need to know. 

By now, you must be in Los Angeles, and I hope the situation with the Korean temples there 
settles down and smooths out. We had a fine visit with Linc when we were out there in 
March. And we hope to be able to sit sesshin at the Zen Center, with Maezumi Roshi in 
November, on the way back to Hawaii. Those are the plans, anyway. But I hear that the 
New York landlord is creating difficulties about our apartment there, because we’re away 
from it, and we won’t know what that means until we get back there late this month. I hope 
it will change no plans, but there’s no way of telling, from here. But we do hope to be in 
New York through October, and to see you then. I wonder when you will be back from the 
West Coast. We leave here on the twenty-third, and are due back in New York on the 
twenty-seventh. Our address there is not very far from the International Zen Center. We 
walk back and forth. 

Thank you for the kong-ans, and the words about them. “Mu comes,” you say, “then what is 
your mind?” A. Few clouds; crows out in the oak woods. 

Ko bong’s Three Gates. First gate question: A. Don’t know. (I’m giving answers for the 
questions that I scratched for the wrong itch, last time.) And I’m following the sequence of 
your letter, so leaving the kong-ans for a moment. You say good things about the cow, 
chewing away. Yes, I did get a letter from Mu Gak. It seems that we do know each other, 
after these months’ correspondence, and your words and the pictures you sent. Andrea sent 
us a picture of the April Yong Maeng Jong Jin, too, and it’s good to have that. How vivid 
those days of practice are, and remain. Maui Zendo sent us some teishos of Aitken Roshi’s, 
which, as it happened, had been given at a sesshin we had sat there, in February. It wasn’t as 
though it came back. Just as though it spoke up. Right there all the time. 
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I’m not clear about what you can’t decide, with regard to the farm in Woodstock. The place 
in Pennsylvania, where we went when I was a child (starting when I was ten), was Fiddle 
Lake. It was wonderfully un “developed” at that time: just a few cottages, and they were 
fairly simple, and the rest of the lake untouched, with a couple of old farms on the hills. I 
drove through there again just ten years ago, and it seemed to have been subjected to a 
certain amount of the current suburban epidemic: lots more buildings, less trees, more 
asphalt. At age ten, I was heatedly opposed to the first motorboat on the lake, and to the 
introduction of electricity. Some things have been consistent, obviously. I don’t know what 
you’d find around the lake. But that part of the world was fine; small towns like Thompson 
and Starlight. And the mountain I mentioned to you was Elk Mountain. I thought it a very 
magic presence, then. 

But I believed in the Indians, too, and all through my childhood, it was my private ambition 
to become one of them, or rather to manage to take up the fact that I really was one. There 
was said to be a ruined Indian village under the lake. I’ve learned since how unlikely that 
was, historically and literally, which doesn’t change what the story reveals, psychologically, 
about my own bent, and about those who kept the legend going. Maybe it told me 
something of the kind, even then. I used to spend long periods, alone in an old boat, staring 
down in the water, looking for the village. And what I saw was—water, sky, clouds, and my 
own face. Excuse me: you asked about the place. I hit the floor. 

I didn’t thank you, really, for those new pictures, which are a great delight. Very interesting 
one of the Dai Bosatsu opening, too. We haven’t developed any yet of our summer, but if 
any are good, we’ll make some for you. 

Back to questions, now. Man Gong Su Nim’s cicada. You ask whether it’s a subject or an 
object kong-an. I hit the floor. The question itself: “Catch and bring here the cicada’s song”: 
A. The spider is riding the web, over the south window. 

Mind meal. Second gate. What did the monk attain? A. The crack in the plaster. 

Third gate. Q. Which one is the correct master? A. I hit the floor. 

Not enough, but enough. 

Very beautiful September. No cicada today—except for the spider, the clouds, the letter. I 
hope the visit to the coast is proving fruitful. Andrea said you have been sick, and we have 
been anxious about that. Are you really taking good care of yourself? We both hope so. 

Please give our greetings to Linc, and to that wonderful old lady at the temple who dishes 
out the pickles to everybody. Warm greetings, and bows from us both. We will think of you, 
in your travels, and ours. 

William 

 

September 21, 1977 

Dear William, 
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Thank you for your letter. How are you and Dana? 

You said you like Compass of Zen Teaching, but there is nobody to teach. But you have a very 
close student. You must teach your eyes student and ears student and mouth student and 
nose and mind student. It is very important. If you teach your six students, then already, you 
have saved all beings. 

If you want to teach something, then already, you have made a mistake. What are you doing 
now? When you see a nuthatch, then what? When you hear the breeze, then what? Don’t 
make teaching and “I”, “My”, “Me”. If you are doing something, you must do it! Your mind 
mirror is: Red comes, red; white comes, white. Also, when you are hungry, then eat, when 
you are tired, then sleep. This is 100% believing in your action. Do not give rise to any 
thought. Be very careful. Don’t hold don’t know, and don’t hold don’t need to know, and 
don’t hold don’t understand don’t know. So, again, I say to you, what are you doing now? If 
you are doing something, you must do it. This is don’t know. 

You have plans for coming to Los Angeles for sesshin with Maezumi Roshi. That’s 
wonderful. You may have a problem with your apartment. That’s also wonderful. Don’t 
worry. 

Next, we’ll check your kong-an. I ask you, Mu comes; what is your mind? You said, “Few 
clouds; crows out in the oak woods.” This answer is very bad. I hit you thirty times. I already 
said, if you only go straight, your mind is clear like space. Clear like space is a clear mirror. 
Red comes, red; white comes, white. Mu comes, then what? Very clear, O.K.? 

Next, Ko Bong’s kong-an. You say don’t know. That is very good, but if you keep the 
correct situation, then it is not difficult. I give you a hint: 

Ko Bong’s first kong-an: Turn on the light, then what? Turn off the light, then what? 

You have no answer to the second gate, but I also give you a hint: Don’t check anything; 
only go straight. 

Third gate: You are sleeping in your apartment. At that time, there is a fire in your 
apartment. What do you say? 

With any kong-an, if you keep your correct situation, then there is no problem. This means, 
you can believe in yourself 100%. 

Next, you talk about the place in Pennsylvania, and you said you like Indians. That is 
wonderful. 

When I came to the United States, I liked young American hippie families. They like natural 
style, outside living, natural foods, and mountains and good locations. Also, they don’t like 
their parents’ ideas, government, pollution, and cities. This is one result. The result comes 
from where? They already have primary cause. That is Indian karma in a previous life. About 
100 years ago, American people killed the Indians. When the Indians died, they already had 
in their consciousness “don’t like American government, police, and army.” Also, in the next 
life, they want revenge, or to react, so they’re born American sons and daughters. They don’t 
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like parents’ ideas; they don’t like government and police; they only like natural style. This is 
clear primary cause, dependent origination, and result. 

You also like Indians. You said, “I used to spend long periods alone in an old boat, staring 
down into the water, looking for the Indian village. And all I saw was—water, sky, clouds, 
and my own face.” This means that before, you had good karma, so you like some place; you 
like somebody in this life. If you had bad karma from before, you wouldn’t like someplace, 
something, or somebody in this life. This is your consciousness working, which means same 
karma, same action as somebody else. Then, the both of you come together, and likes and 
dislikes don’t matter. 

Next, you say, “I hit the floor.” That is wonderful. If you have likes and dislikes, your karma 
already controls you, but if you hit the floor, already, you can control your karma, which 
means you are able to do everything. 

You like the pictures. I am glad to hear that. 

Next, your answer to Mang Gong Su Nim’s kong-an about the cicada. The answer is not 
good, not bad, but you must read this kong-an one more time. Then, you will understand 
subject kong-ans and object kong-ans. I will give you an example of an object just-like-this 
kong-an and a subject just-like-this kong-an. When you are hungry, then what? This is 
subject just-like-this. Somebody is very hungry. What can you do? You already understand. 
That is object just-like-this. Mang Gong Su Nim’s kong-an is object just like this. If your 
mind is not clear about object just like this and subject just like this, then only go straight—
don’t make anything; don’t hold anything, also, don’t give rise to any thought. Then, your 
mind is like the fall sky. Only blue. Then, enough. 

Next, your answer to Mind Meal #2. It is like hitting the moon with a stick. You must read 
it again; then you will understand just like this. What did the monk hear from JoJu Zen 
Master before attainment? I already gave you a hint: when you are hungry, what? When you 
are tired, what? 

Next, third gate. Which one is the correct Master? Your answer is not good, not bad. Hitting 
the floor is primary point. Hitting the floor means there is no you, no I, no Master, no God. 
What is correct Master? 

Listen to me. I ask you: Soeng Am Zen Master called to himself and answered himself. Two 
minds. Which is the correct Master? 

Now. You and me, two persons. Which one is the correct Master? At that time, what do you 
say? 

First course, hit the floor. Not bad, not good. Next, you must find the correct Master. You 
already understand. Moment to moment, you must keep correct situation. Then, any kong-
an will be no problem. If you keep your condition, your opinion, your situation, then you 
have a problem; then you don’t understand. 

In your letter, your mind sometimes wants to understand the correct answer. That is a very 
bad sickness. Put it all down; only go straight—don’t make anything; don’t hold anything. 
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What are you doing now? If you are doing something, do it. The name for this is don’t 
know; the name for this is clear mind; the name for this is your correct situation. 

Already, you are a great Bodhisattva. I hope you go one more step: Only go straight—don’t 
know. Become strong, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 14, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope your body is well, even though you are working so hard. Everyone in 
Allston says hello to you and to our West Coast family. We are all well. 

This summer, we found a very good house which we want to buy. It is located at the end of a 
dead end street, and is very private and secluded from the neighbors. There are two buildings 
on the property—an old farmhouse and also a barn with three stories. There is half an acre of 
land surrounding the house, so a big garden would be possible or even another building in 
the future. Believe it or not, this house is right outside of the center of Brighton. Public 
transportation is no more than two minutes away and runs to Boston and Cambridge.  

I am sorry that we could not find a house in Cambridge. Property is very expensive there, 
and the zoning codes are very strict. Brighton is not bad, though. It is central between 
Boston University, Boston College, Harvard University, and Becky’s house. 

We have checked all the legal aspects of owning this house except one, and we have a lawyer 
working on that. Things look good, and we may own a permanent Center soon. We hope 
that you will also like this house.  

Next, I am sending you some pictures of both the Dharma Teachers’ Yong Maeng Jong Jin 
and also the Kido. I hope you like these pictures. 

Next, I must tell you something. This summer, I came to believe in Buddhism 100%, and so 
I am very happy. Before, there was much fighting in my mind—practice, not practice. But 
this summer, a lot of bad karma disappeared—this fighting stopped—so practicing became 
possible. Also, I was able to cut off my long hair and also to quit smoking, which I thought 
I’d never be able to do in one million years. 

How did this happen? 

Do you remember two years ago, when much karma appeared in my mind, and I moved out 
of the Zen Center and stopped practicing? Then, you gave me this mantra: “Gate, gate, 
paragate, parasamgate, bodhi, svaha.” In three months, I was back at the Zen Center, 
practicing. Then, you said, “O.K., now your mind is stronger, so now, you must breathe in, 
‘Clear mind,’ breathe out, ‘Don’t know.’” So, I did this practice for a while, even though I 
did not like it. But, at the beginning of the summer, my old bad karma again appeared. “I 
hate Zen; I don’t want to practice.” So, I started doing this mantra again. And again, this bad 
karma disappeared. 

Now, I don’t understand mantras. All I know is that when I begin to lose my direction, this 
mantra sets me straight again. So, I like doing this mantra very much. Is it okay to do this 
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mantra all the time—even when my mind is strong? Some people say that mantra is a very 
low class practice. Is this true? Please tell me about mantra. What is it? 

Thank you for teaching me about Buddhism. 

Love, 

Dyan 

 

September 21, 1977 

Dear Dyan and Mark, 

Thank you for your letter and pictures. How are you and the CZC family? The West Coast 
family says hello to the East Coast family. I am strong, no problem. 

In your letter, you say you found a good house, and that a lawyer is working on legal aspects. 
You also said that this house is in a central location, and has two houses on half of an acre, so 
it is possible for many students to live and practice together. That is wonderful. 

Next, you say you believe in Buddhism 100%. I am glad to hear that. Congratulations on 
your practicing becoming very strong. Also, you said you cut your hair and you cut smoking, 
which means cutting ignorance from your mind. That is already clear mind. You understand 
moment to moment the correct situation. The name for this is great Bodhisattva and great 
love. 

In your letter, you wrote about mantra and don’t know mind. Someone said, “Mantra is 
low-class.” That is wrong. It is their thinking which is low-class. The Compass of Zen 
Teaching says, “Without thinking, the sutra practicing, mantra practicing, yom bul 
practicing, Zen practicing are the same, but if you are attached to thinking and attached to 
words, all practicing is different.” This means you don’t understand correct sutra, correct 
mantra, correct yom bul, correct Zen. When you eat, some people use chopsticks; some use 
forks; some use spoons; some use fingers, but don’t worry about what is used to get enough 
stomach. Using Kwan Sae Um Bosal or kong-ans doesn’t matter. Moment to moment, how 
you keep just-now mind is very important. If you understand this way, you can always keep 
enough mind. This means already you have freedom from life and death, and you 
understand the true way and how to help other people. That is the great vow, not only in 
this life, but for numberless lives, to save other people. The name is great Bodhisattva. 

You already have “Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi, svaha!” This mantra and you 
have very good karma, so use this good karma for all beings. Don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your feelings; don’t check others’ words. Only go straight—mantra, then, no problem. 
For example, many people want to go to a high mountain top. Someone begins to climb 
from the south side of the mountain; someone begins from the north side; another from the 
west side, and another from the east side. They only go straight and arrive at the top, but the 
southern person thinks the northern person’s direction is wrong. Each thinks the others’ 
direction is wrong. So, don’t check another’s direction; this is no good. All arrive at the top, 
at the same point, so we say, if you are thinking, this is not correct. If you are not thinking, 
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then each go-straight direction is correct, so mantra-go-straight direction, kong-an-go-
straight direction, without thinking, is correct. No high-class, no low-class. If you make 
high-class or low class, that is very low-class. 

Only-go-straight mind is very clear like space. There is no subject; there is no object, no 
inside or outside, only one mind. When you are doing something, you must do it. That is 
correct mantra-mind and correct don’t-know mind. What does the cat say? What does the 
dog say? You already understand. 

I hope you only go straight—mantra, soon become a great Bodhisattva, finish the Great 
Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 15, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I don’t know if you will get this letter before you come back for the Kido. Thank you for 
Yong Maeng Jong Jin. The sitting was very hard for me this time—legs and mind hurt—but 
very wonderful was for a week, doing morning and evening practice with you and sitting in 
the hot tub. I am afraid that staying late in the hot tub made me sleepy the next day. I am 
looking forward to seeing you again in a few weeks. 

Euclid just shed again. Maybe you noticed that all her old skin had not come off around the 
head and neck. This time, it all came off, so I was very glad. I’m glad you liked my snakes. 
When I first showed Euclid to you, I think she felt that you were different, and was cautious, 
but then, she wrapped around your arm. I was very happy. 

Also, I was happy that many people liked my snakes. Particularly Louise and Mu Gak Su 
Nim. Say hello to Louise for me. I hope she comes to Kido. 

Last night, I went to chanting and stayed overnight. I had taken special medicine called 
Fiorinol for cramps. Ezra gave it to me. This was the first time I had done practice while 
having special medicine. It affects me like special tea. I get sillier and fall over and walk into 
things. But with this medicine, I can keep working. Without it, I have to go home, because if 
I stay at work, I do many things wrong. This is why I take it. Practicing is the same with it as 
without it, except I fall over when we’re bowing. 

This morning, Ezra had to go, so Diana and I did chanting. She did mok tak, and I led the 
chanting. There were a few mistakes, like an extra verse in the Homage to the Buddhas. I 
would like to know for sure how to “Gate, gate” in the Prajna Paramita is supposed to go. 
Will you show me at the Kido? 

I do Kwan Sae Um Bosal a lot every day, but not often 3000 times. My throat gets tired. 
Also, I think it’s partly because I don’t have a regular evening practice right now, although 
I’m thinking about it. I do my morning practice though. Lately, I’ve started doing something 
I read about in a book by Ram Dass. This is focusing on your breath coming in and going 
out. When I think, “Clear mind, clear mind, clear mind—don’t know …” my mind tends to 
get lost on the “don’t know.” This way seems to keep me clearer, but I’ve only done it a few 
times, so I’m not sure. 

Since I have taken the Precepts, sometimes, I think I am doing a crazy thing, and sometimes, 
I am very glad of it. Sometimes, I am very glad to have a Dharma family. I am learning how 
to tie my bow, and my burn is healing. 

For my homework: I think I would take the guy’s cigarette and drop ashes on him. 
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I haven’t learned shiatsu yet. Next month, I will probably have to work strange hours—many 
evenings. Then, I will see about a class.  

I have a new boyfriend named Jim. I like him very much. I would like to bring him one 
evening to meet you, when you are here, but I don’t know if he will come. He has studied 
Zen a little, but I don’t think he has ever practiced. 

Now, I have questions. First, in your name, what does “Soen” mean? Second, in the Temple 
Rules, you said a little about bowing. Could you say more about it? 

I am glad you will be here for a while before and after the Kido. The snakes are all fine, as far 
as I can tell. They don’t say hello. 

Love,  

Maggie 

P.S. I like my Dharma name. The “Hyang” reminds me of snakes. 

 

September 21, 1977 

Dear Maggie, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and the snakes? The Tahl Mah Sah family says hello 
to you. You said that the last Yong Maeng Jong Jin was very hard. Before, I told you, a bad 
situation is a good situation, and a good situation is a bad situation. That time, it was hard, 
and you had suffering, but you had many good experiences, which means your mind 
becomes wide. An eminent teacher said, “Keeping your mind is clear like space; using your 
mind is meticulous and perfectly complete.” 

Before, I told you, you must use your karma to save all people. Then, you brought your 
snakes. Before, many people did not like snakes, but at that time, they liked snakes, which 
means that already, you saved the “don’t like” and “afraid” mind of those people. 

You took special medicine. Not good, not bad. You experienced special medicine and what it 
is, but if you are attached to special medicine, then you have a problem. Don’t make 
anything; only go straight. 

Also, you said that you and Diana did chanting and that there were a few mistakes. Mistakes 
or not mistakes, don’t worry; only try, try, try. That is very important. I will teach you 
“Gate, gate, paragate…” at the Kido. 

You say you will give a Dharma Speech next week, and are practicing every day. That is 
wonderful, but when you breathe in and breathe out—“Clear mind, clear mind, clear 
mind…  don’t know…” you say you lose your mind. You must keep great faith, great 
courage, and great question. Great faith means you must strongly believe in yourself 100%. 
Great courage means, all your energy is kept on one point. Only don’t know. Great question 
is, don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check anything; only go straight. 
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When those three things become one, that is don’t know; then, you cannot lose your mind. 
O.K.?  

Next, your homework. You say, “I think I would take the guy’s cigarette and drop ashes on 
him. Not good, not bad, but this man is attached to emptiness, has lots of pride and thinks, 
“I am the Dharma, I am Buddha.” So this man only laughs, “HA, HA, HA,” and hits you! 
Then what? 

It is wonderful that you will learn shiatsu. Also, you have a new boyfriend. I am glad to hear 
that, but if you make boyfriend, you must throw away likes and dislikes, and only give him 
correct love. I hope you will get true happiness. 

“Soen” means “Zen”, “Sa” means “Master”, and the meaning of “Nim” is like “Sir”. You 
asked about bowing, but your question is not clear. Please ask me at the Kido. 

Next, I ask you, your name is To Hyang. What does this mean? Tell me, tell me. 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, which is clear like space, get Enlightenment, and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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August 22, 1977 

Your Venerable, 

As Hungarian state libraries would not acquire and stock religious books, especially on such 
Asian religions which are unrelated to Hungarian history, I decided to build up a library for 
scholars and followers of Eastern religions in this country. The library was organized as a 
private collection, without any financial support whatsoever. Anyway, owing to foreign 
currency problems, we cannot buy books abroad; we have to rely entirely on the generosity 
of individuals and religious organizations. In responding to the varied needs of scholarly 
research, the library began concentrating on materials for the study of Buddhism. Beside 
hundreds of Western works, we have the Pali and Chinese editions of the Buddhist 
scriptures. (In fact, I am the only Buddhist monk living in Hungary. This year, I have the 
tenth anniversary of my ordination.) 

Now that our plans have definitely taken shape, it is not impossible to establish a Research 
Institute for Asian Religions in the near future. On this occasion, I feel I must appeal to you. 
We shall make every effort to complete our collection, and nothing could have made us 
happier than receiving a copy of Stephen Mitchell’s Dropping Ashes on the Buddha: The 
Teachings of Zen Master Seung Sahn. 

You may rest assured that we shall do our best to circulate it as widely as we can.  

We greatly look forward to hearing from you. 

With all our best wishes, 

Yours in the Buddhadharma, 

(Bhikshu) Gabor Terebess 

 

October 4, 1977 

Dear Bhikshu Gabor Terebess, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You say you are the only Buddhist monk in Hungary. This is a very difficult situation, so I 
say you are a great Bodhisattva. I think, in your country, practicing religion is very difficult. 
But, you are making a library, and you want to help scholars and followers of Eastern 
religions. 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1359 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

Many people don’t understand the true way. If you understand the true way, then any 
situation is no problem. Only, what is the value of human life? 

Form is emptiness; emptiness is form. These are very important words. Many old people 
experience that form is emptiness; emptiness is form. But they only understand; they cannot 
attain. If you attain, then there is no form, no emptiness. This is form is form; emptiness is 
emptiness.  

But these three phrases are only words. If you are attached to words, then you don’t know 
their true meaning. Many religions have the true way, but many people are attached to the 
religions’ words, so they don’t know religion’s true way. 

You are already keeping the great vow to save all beings. I hope you use these three phrases, 
fix word sickness, give them Clear Light, and get world peace.  

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 10, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thunder crashes— 
where is the lightning? 

The river rises— 
when did it rain? 

The eagle flies over the ocean. 
(where did I put my TV Guide?) 

Katz!!! 

The roller skate has four wheels. 

Much love, 

Hae Ryun 

P.S. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

October 4, 1977 

Dear Hae Ryun, 

“Thunder crashes— 
where is the lightning?” 

Dark cloud comes over your head. 

“The river rises— 
when did it rain?” 

Before, you got many dreams 
when you were sleeping. 

“The eagle flies over the ocean.” 

Sailboat racing south by north wind. 
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“(Where did I put my TV Guide?)” 

(Keep clear mind! Wake up!) 

“Katz!!!” 

Is this dead Katz or alive? 

“The roller skate has four wheels.” 

Why do you have ten fingers? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 20, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim and Louise, 

How are you? How is everybody in California? I heard you’re very busy and also well, so I’m 
glad. 

I’m still in bed—I don’t have pain anymore, but I still have a problem with my leg. It’s 
numb from the knee down, so I think that I’ll have to do something besides only rest to fix 
my back problem. Do you know why—what kind of karma—one would have an extra 
vertebrae or different bone structure in each hip? 

This time in bed has been like a retreat in many ways. For the first time in my life, I have the 
understanding that I have no choices to make. People bring me food—I can’t choose. I can’t 
do what I feel like doing. Every day just comes and goes. People come and go. Sometimes it’s 
warm, and sometimes it’s cold. I just have to stay here and let everything occur just the way 
it does, and I must keep my mind clear. There is no choice, because I cannot act out my 
karma. So this sickness is very strong teaching. I understand something I never did before. If 
you are dependent on anything, you make suffering. It’s funny, because I am dependent on 
everyone, but also, my mind is not dependent. 

Another thing is that our practice must be wonderful. I have never known so many kind 
people before. The New Haven family is taking very good care of me and the house. Hard 
practicing! People in Providence are also very kind to me—chanting Kwan Sae Um Bosal 
and calling and sending a card and candles and other things—so I think that we are all very 
lucky. We have a very strong direction and practice, and learn now to just do it together. I 
always want to say thank you to everyone these days. So thank you to you for helping me 
and all people. 

David just moved to Providence. He really likes it, is relaxed and happy. He was a very good 
nurse to me. Bob is very strong these days, as is Rick. Jim is living here and is practicing 
hard, doing a very good job. David and his family are well and also strong. Ann’s father had 
a heart attack, is better now, but she has been worried about him. But, maybe this will help 
her understand why we need to practice. Jonathan comes into my room and does Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal and tells me jokes. Steve doesn’t come too often—his life is very hard now. He 
helped me find a doctor. Maybe soon, he’ll come back every day again. Mu Gak Su Nim was 
here this weekend—he seems very happy. I think that we are starting to really learn together 
action here (even though I stay in bed). But New Haven is good. 

I hope you are both well. Much love to you both (and Diana and Ezra, when you see them).  

Yours in the Dharma, 

Andrea 
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October 5, 1977 

Dear Andrea, 

Thank you for your letter. It was nice to hear your voice this morning. I think soon you will 
be well. 

This morning, I planned to buy your medicine this afternoon. Then you called. This is my 
mind to you and your mind to me. After I got your letter, I wanted to buy you this medicine 
and at the same time, send you a letter. But I have been very busy, so cannot buy this 
medicine until just now, so my answer is very late. I am sorry. 

In your letter, you said no choice about any food or any action. Also, you said dependent on 
everything, but your mind is not dependent on anything. That is wonderful. This is correct 
Zen sickness. Sick time, only sick. No choice, not checking, not dependent, only sick. Then 
sick is not sick, which is high class practicing and high class education. 

Do you know this story about Bu Sol Go Sa? He was a monk, and he wanted to do a three-
year retreat with two monk-friends. But, on the way, he got married. He met this girl who 
said, “If I do not marry, I want to die.” So, he did Bodhisattva action and got married. His 
two monk friends said, “You only have desire. This is not Bodhisattva action.” Bad speech 
for him. Then, they went away. 

At the time he got married, he got very sick, your style—cannot move anything. His wife 
was very kind to him. She did everything for him: wash his body, take care of pee, shit, bring 
food. Everyday, he only saw the ceiling. For three years, he was only sick. 

The two monks finished their three-year retreat, and on the way back, they thought about 
their Dharma friend. They stopped at the house, and at that time, the wife was out sweeping 
in the front yard. The two monks said, “Hello, how are you? Where is your husband?” 

“My husband has been sick for three years. He cannot do anything, only sick.” 

So, the monks said, “This is his bad karma—he broke the Precepts and got married, so he 
was guilty. So, he got sick for three years. But, we want to see our Dharma friend from 
before.” 

This wife only did kind action. Inside, a little angry, but only kind action. So, she took them 
into her husband’s room. Then the two monks went in and started laughing. “You are sick 
for three years. Not bad!”  

Bu Sol Go Sa saw them and got up. “Oh, how are you? You are visiting me, so thank you 
very much.” 

They were very surprised. “We heard you were sick for three years. How can you get up?” 

He said, “Maybe you did a good retreat for three years, so I can get up!” 
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Then they said, “May be. We worried about you every day.” 

“I only got bad karma, so for three years, only sick. But you did hard training for three years, 
so how was your practicing. Please teach me, what did you get?” 

The two monks said, “Oh, we read many sutras and the speech of many eminent teachers, so 
we got all Buddha’s teaching, which is …” and they talked and talked. For a few hours, they 
only talked about this. 

So, Bu Sol Go Sa said, “Yah, you understand Buddha’s speech very well. What is Buddha’s 
mind?” 

They said, “Buddha’s mind?” 

“Yah, what is Buddha’s mind?” 

“Do you know Buddha’s mind?” 

“Yah, I think, if you have Buddha’s mind, anything is possible. So, we’ll try.” 

So, he called his wife. “Bring three bottles here.” 

She brought three long, thin-necked bottles with wide bottoms, filled with water. Then, he 
took some rope, tied some around the neck of each bottle, and tied the other end of each 
rope to a cross beam in the living room. And he brought a hammer and said, “Here is the 
hammer; here is the water bottle. If you hit the bottle with the hammer and no water comes 
out, then you have attained Buddha’s mind. So, we’ll try this.” 

These monks had a lot of pride. Not trying is not so good, but if they do try this, then 
maybe the water will come down. But, after a three-year retreat, this is not so good.  

First, the many-try-mantra monk hit the bottle. All the water came out. Next, the other 
monk also hit the bottle with the hammer. Also, all the water came down. 

Finally, Bu Sol Go Sa didn’t use a hammer. He only pointed to the bottle and shouted 
KATZ! This Katz was as loud as a cannon blast. The two monks jumped way up and fell 
down; the bottle shattered and fell down, but the water only spun around and around, and 
did not come down. 

Then the monks fell down on the ground and bowed to him and said, “I am sorry! Please 
teach us!” 

Then, he smiled and said, “I cannot teach you. Already, you have everything, so you must 
find your true self. Then, you can do anything.” 

Then, he took the bottle-shaped water and dumped it out the door. 

How is this story? 

Sick time, only sick. Then, you will get everything. Also, you are able to do everything. 
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Already you said, this sickness is very strong teaching. That is wonderful. So, I ask you: Your 
sickness and Bu Sol Go Sa’s sickness, are they the same or different? If you say same, you can 
see stars when your eyes are closed. If you say different, you already stay in dark hell with no 
door. 

What can you do? 

I hope you only go straight—sick, and you attain Bu Sol Go Sa’s sickness, soon finish the 
Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I am sending you your medicine. This medicine is special medicine, so after breakfast, 
maybe 10:00, take six pills. Before bed, about 10:00, take six pills. If you sleep too much, the 
pills are too strong, so try one pill less each time. If the medicine is not too strong, try one 
more pill each time, until you take ten pills each time. Maybe one box all try, your body 
much better. Then continue, one box more, then your body will be completely no problem. 
Then one box, only keep—if you are sick again in the future, then try. 

P.P.S. In your letter, you talked about everyone at the New Haven Zen Center, and how 
everyone is well. That is wonderful. Please say hello to them for me. 
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September 25, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Last week, I had a letter from Diana with the September Newsletter and news of the Kido, 
beginning September 30. And from Providence came a copy of the chanting tape. A very 
nice package! 

I read in the Newsletter that you have been in the hospital. I hope very much that you are 
now feeling well. I too am going into the hospital, on 27 September, to have my spleen 
removed. I’ll take the chanting tape with me and do some chanting with you during the 
Kido. 

I have just discovered that I have leukemia, a form of blood cancer for which is no treatment 
or cure. I’ll probably die from this in about five years, but could live for another fifteen or 
twenty. The news of this, and the fact of an early death doesn’t bother me too much. As far 
as I can tell, I have no fear of death, though some of the surrounding circumstances cause me 
a little anxiety, but almost everybody else, including doctors, is upset and embarrassed. If I 
were a wise man, I would try to teach them, but I’m not, so as far as possible, I keep my 
mouth shut. 

I would like to become a student of yours and practice at the Berkeley Center. Will you 
accept me? If so, is there some special procedure, or do I just arrive in Berkeley one day and 
start practicing? 

How long will you be on the West Coast? I hope to see your shining face before the end of 
this year. 

Please write to me as soon as you can. 

I bow to you very deeply. 

Don 

 

October 5, 1977 

Dear Don, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you feeling? 
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When I got your letter, I was surprised to hear you have leukemia. You are a very strong and 
young man. Longer staying in this world, helping other people, and saving all beings is 
necessary. 

I also went to the hospital. Now, no problem, very strong. You worried about my health; 
thank you. 

Long ago, one day, Ma Jo Zen Master was very sick. The Temple Housemaster always took 
care of him. One day, in the morning, the Housemaster bowed to the Zen Master and asked 
him, “How are you feeling this morning?” 

The Zen Master said, “Face of Sun Buddha, face of Moon Buddha.” 

I ask you: What does it mean? 

Your body has life and death. But your true self has no life, no death. Death is not a 
hindrance, but if you lose your body, then you cannot understand the truth, cannot do 
Bodhisattva action of great love and great compassion. What is the value of human life? 

Original body is empty. So, your true self uses empty body and helps other people. Then, 
you get your high value of life. So, I tell you: You must keep your body. This is very 
necessary. 

First, you must understand: This sickness comes from where? That result is from primary 
cause. This primary cause meets dependent origination—you got sick. So, this primary cause 
is very bad karma, so you are sick. If you make this primary-cause bad karma disappear, then 
not sick. 

Then, how can you make this bad karma disappear? You already got a chanting tape from 
Providence. During the Kido, you chanted with us. But not only Kido time, you must 
continue, using the kido schedule, practicing Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Then, your karma will 
disappear, disappear. You can completely fix your body. Also, your mind will become clear, 
and getting Enlightenment is also possible. Finally, you can get your true way, and you will 
get the great Bodhisattva way, great love, and great compassion. 

That is the high value of your life.  

I hope you only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, soon fix your body, and your mind 
becomes clear like space, and you soon get Enlightenment and save all people. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 15, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you in beautiful California? Here in Providence, the weather is turning cold, and 
already, the leaves are starting to fall. Everyone went last weekend at Mu Bul’s parents’ house 
to cut wood. Some plan to go again this weekend. 

I went to visit my wife in Springfield last week. I felt very much that I should try one more 
time to patch up our marriage. The results were disasterous. First, she said that to get back 
together, the two of us would have to live together in Springfield, that there was no chance 
of her moving to Providence, and that my living part of the week here at the Zen Center and 
part of the week with her was not an acceptable situation. I stayed a short time—then, she 
threw me out. She has said that she wants a divorce.  

For two years now, we have been having problems with our marriage. Now, there is no 
marriage—what can I do? If people think badly of me—it is their own attachment. Only 
straight ahead. 

I am looking forward to your return to Providence. 

Yours, 

Michael 

 

September 23, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim and Louise, 

Just a note to let you know things are going well for me here in Providence. I have a job 
starting Monday. It’s at Martin Coplin in East Providence. I will be smoothing frames for 
glasses—production-line style—four-to-twelve shift. 

Many people have been coming to PZC for chanting and sitting in the evening. Mu Gak 
came to visit, and David from New Haven has moved in. Lee came to visit. He’s living with 
his folks now. Two women from California have moved into an apartment near George and 
Suzie’s and come here regularly. The plans for the new building are being continually 
changed, because of the trouble with building codes. Meanwhile, Mu Bul and Linc have all 
the outside work they can handle. Every day, only going to work and fixing the truck. 
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William started an electronics course, but quit to find another job. He has moved in with 
Mu Ryeom. I am still in the Dharma Room and comfortable. Looking forward to seeing you 
soon. Providence is nice in the fall—leaves and cold. 

Yours, 

Michael 

 

October 4, 1977 

Dear Michael, 

Thank you for your two letters. How are you? Your letter said that Providence Zen Center is 
very well. That is wonderful. I checked your first letter. Your mind was not so unhappy. 
Your next letter was very strong. Only go straight letter. You must always keep this mind—
then, no problem. 

Your first letter said you and your wife had a little argument. Finally, she said she wants a 
divorce. But this is American style young people’s mind. Also, the name for that is karma. 
You must correctly understand your karma and your wife’s karma. If both of your karma 
changes, then no problem, but if it cannot change, then there will always be a problem. So, I 
ask you, can you change your karma or your wife’s karma? Is it possible? This means, any 
kind of practicing is O.K. But, with no practicing, you cannot change your karma. I think 
you can change your karma, but your wife’s karma is very difficult; she is very attached to an 
idea of herself. 

So, when you can change your wife’s karma, then no problem. But, if you cannot change 
your wife’s direction, your directions are different. Also, if she wants a divorce, and you do 
also, then separation is good. But, your mind is very strong. Someday, you might be able to 
change your wife’s karma. Then, not separating is good. So, I tell you, you must decide. You 
understand your karma—O.K.? 

Next, you said many people come to Providence Zen Center for chanting and sitting. That is 
wonderful. And, Mu Gak Su Nim visiting Providence Zen Center and Dave moving to the 
Zen Center is also very wonderful. Mu Bul Su Nim and Linc are doing hard training with 
the building, but I always tell you a difficult situation is a good situation; a good situation is 
a bad situation. Providence Zen Center’s building situation, also your marriage, is a very bad 
situation, but a bad situation is a very good situation and very good education. If your 
direction is strong, any situation is your good teacher. But, if you have no direction, then a 
good situation is worse than a bad one. Finally, a good situation will kill you. These are very 
important words. So, you must keep clear mind moment to moment and go in your own 
correct situation. Then, everything is no problem. Then, you will get everything; it is 
possible. You must understand that you have ten fingers. I ask you, why ten? Eight is O.K., 
or twelve is O.K.; why only ten? 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, mantra, keeping a mind which is clear like space, 
soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and soon save all people from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Krakow, August 23, 1977 

Venerable Seung Sahn, 

Every time is the best to write you. Have I truly been quiet during the time which has 
passed? 

Sometimes less thinking, sometimes too much thinking in my life. Where is the Dharma for 
ordinary people? I don’t know, either. (Only intellectual understanding). I can’t show it to 
you yet. 

We vow to attain Buddhahood despite any difficulties. That’s what I have at first in my 
mind. 

Are there really any difficulties? 

Form is emptiness; emptiness is form. Everything is thoughts only (nothing more than 
intellectual understanding, again… ) 

How long may one practice without a Master? This waiting time is hard indeed. Sometimes, 
Zen practice done in the midst of an unquiet family life seems almost impossible. What the 
hell do we want?! I have built a skyscraper of Zen, but on a very soft ground. Form is 
emptiness; emptiness is form. I don’t know, either. 

With greatest regards, 

Anthony 

P.S. I’ve sent a letter to Jacob, where I’m telling something about the possibilities of your 
visit here in Poland next year. We will discuss it further in the next letters. Jacob knows 
Polish, and I think I could write to him broadly about that matter. Answer, please; what is 
your opinion? 

 

October 6, 1977 

Dear Anthony, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your family? This letter is very late, because I 
am now in Los Angeles. Before, I was in Berkeley, before that, in Los Angeles. Around, 
around, Yong Maeng Jong Jin, sometimes a Kido. So, this answer is late. I am sorry. 
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You said sometimes thinking, sometimes less thinking. This is not good, not bad. If you are 
attached to your thinking, you have a problem. If you don’t attach to your thinking, your 
thinking is the truth. 

Next, you ask, “Where is the Dharma?” If you make Dharma, Dharma is further away from 
you. If you don’t make Dharma, you can see, you can hear everything. So, I say to you, put it 
all down. Don’t make anything; then, you will get everything. 

You are very attached to these words: vow, attain, Buddhahood, my mind. I ask you, are they 
the same or different? The tree did not say, “I am a tree”; the sun did not say, “I am the 
sun.” Vow means your correct direction. What is your direction? Attainment means no 
attainment. So, I say to you, you must attain no attainment. Buddhahood is three pounds of 
flax. My mind, where is my mind? Tell me! Tell me! Just now. If you are doing something, 
you must do it! Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; only go straight. O.K.? 

You say “intellectual understanding” two times. What is intellectual understanding? You 
want understanding; you make intellectual, so you have a problem. 

There are three parts to one mind: first, emotional, next, intellectual, next, will. But these 
three kinds make one mind. This one mind comes from where? Long ago, someone asked 
Ma Jo Zen Master, “What is Buddha?” 

Ma Jo said, “Mind is Buddha; Buddha is mind.” 

Next day another student asked him the same question. Then, he answered, “No mind, no 
Buddha.” 

Do you know no mind, no Buddha? You must attain this. 

Also, you said, “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” But, who made emptiness, and who 
made form? You said everything is only thought. If you keep before thought, then what? 
There is no form, no emptiness. You must attain this. Then, you will get form is form; 
emptiness is emptiness. Just like this. What color is the sky? What color is the tree? Put it all 
down. Only just like this. Don’t make intellectual. Don’t make understanding. Only go 
straight—don’t know. Then, you will get everything. 

If you only go straight—don’t know, then Master, Buddha, all the Bodhisattvas are not 
necessary. If you are thinking, Buddha, eminent teachers, Zen Masters are all demons. So, 
again, I say to you, put it all down. A Zen Master is not necessary. 

Next, you say within your family, Zen is very difficult. This is not correct. If your opinion, 
your situation, your condition disappear, then everyone in your family is a good Zen Master, 
a good teacher. If you have your opinions, you have difficulty. Zen is everyday mind. When 
you are thirsty, drink; when you are tired, sleep. When you are hungry, eat. What more do 
you want? If you want something, you have a problem. So, again, I tell you, put it all down. 
Only go straight, go straight—don’t know. In 100% don’t know, there are no your 
opinions, your condition, your situation. Always keep don’t know. Then, you will get correct 
opinion, correct condition, correct situation. Then, with your family, there will be no 
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problem. What are you doing now? If you are doing something, you must do it! This is 
correct Zen. 

Don’t check skyscrapers. Don’t make soft ground. Don’t be attached to form is emptiness; 
emptiness is form. You already say don’t know; then, don’t know! You must keep 100% 
don’t know. O.K.? 

I hope you don’t make anything, don’t check your mind and your feelings, only go 
straight—don’t know, which is clear like space, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people 
from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. You invited me to your country. Thank you very much. Maybe, we will go to Europe 
next year in May. So, you send a letter to Jacob, and he will tell you about it. 
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September 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I’ve meant to write you before, but I’m busy most of the time, and here’s the first chance I’ve 
gotten. 

How are you? I hope everything’s cool in Providence and wherever. 

I’m spinning Dharma beads, and I think I’ll do it forever. 

Within this envelope is $100.00 to cover the cost for a membership to the Zen Center. 

I hope to see you soon, and that you keep yourself healthy. 

Your friend, 

Irv 

 

October 6, 1977 

Dear Irv, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You sent $100.00, and you want membership. 
That is wonderful. Also, you said you spin Dharma beads. Also, that is wonderful. We just 
finished a three-day Kido, chanting Kwan Sae Um Bosal in Marin County. Forty people 
were together for three days, only trying Kwan Sae Um Bosal, Kwan Sae Um Bosal. This 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal Kido is like a big dry-cleaning machine. So, the Kido place is a big 
mind-dry-cleaning machine. Hit mok tak, hit drum, one sound, one sound, all people’s 
minds clear, clear, clear. Together action, together eating, together chanting—that means 
like a dry-cleaning machine. Everything cannot do separate action, only around, around in 
the machine. Then, finally, something is all clean. 

Our together actions are the same—around, around, around, so finally, we get no mind. 
Then, dry cleaning is finished. 

You said spin the beads. Spin means the same thing. Dry cleaning your mind is possible. In 
Korea, many people use these beads to clean, clean, clean their minds. 

I hope you use your beads to clean, clean your mind; then, your mind is clear like space. 
Then, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people 
from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 12, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It is nice to hear that you’ll be visiting in October. It will be good to see you. But, honestly, 
there doesn’t seem to be any great enthusiasm for semi-annual talks from a Master. 

We are looking for a meditation master who can reside here full-time, and around whom a 
deeper or more extensive practice can form. 

We have reached the point where we can offer a place to live and to teach, and a living 
stipend, when we are lucky enough to find such a person. But, I’m pretty sure that there is 
no likelihood of forming a branch of any out-of-town Zen Center. 

If you can help us to locate such a person, we would be very grateful. 

A long sesshin—as was planned before—(without any long-range commitments) would 
attract a good number of people, I would say. 

I hope you are well, and your health problems are in hand. It was good to see you. 

Best regards, 

Richard 

 

October 7, 1977 

Dear Richard, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

This answer is late, because Los Angeles Tahl Mah Sah has had some problems, so I have 
been working on Tahl Mah Sah’s problems. So, every day, coming, going, coming, going. 
Sometimes, I visited Berkeley Zen Center, teaching them. My students, the Clarks, have 
made a Zen Center there, so I visit there, do Yong Maeng Jong Jin, and we just finished a 
three-day Kido in the mountains. So, this is late. I am sorry. 

I wanted to visit Chicago, but at this time in my plans, it is not possible. So, I cannot visit. I 
am sorry. 

I cannot help Chicago students now, but in the future, maybe I can help Chicago students. 
But, now, the other Zen Centers need my help, so the first Zen Centers must become strong. 
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Then, I can help a Chicago Zen Center. But, you said you want your own Zen Center and a 
full-time Zen Master. That is a wonderful idea. If you find a great Zen Master, you must try 
it. 

I know your mind. Your mind did not get enough of my teaching. But, do you know the 
story of Na Mak Ho Hyan Zen Master? He was the Seventh Patriarch in China. When he 
first visited the Sixth Patriarch, Hui Neng, he said, “Please teach me the Dharma. I am Ho 
Hyan from Seung Sahn Mountain.” 

Hui-neng said, “What thing is here from Seung Sahn Mountain?” 

He completely did not understand, so he only kept this don’t-know mind, left Hui Neng’s 
temple, and returned to Seung Sahn Mountain, only sitting for eight years. Finally, he got 
Enlightenment. He went back to Hui Neng, bowed to him, and said, “If you say one thing, 
it is not a bulls-eye.” When Hui Neng heard this, he understood that Ho Hyan had gotten 
Enlightenment. Soon, Ho Hyan got transmission and became the Seventh Patriarch. 

So, before, many great Zen Masters visited a Zen Master only once, did not stay, only 
returned home and practiced only going straight. Then, they got great Enlightenment. If you 
have correct only-go-straight mind, already, you have any Zen Master, any Sutra, any 
Bodhisattva. You want something, so you want a Zen Master, Bodhisattva, anything. If you 
put it all down, only go straight, then already, you have everything. 

I think you are a very good student. Only, you want something, so you have a problem. Just 
this “want mind”—Put it all down! Only go straight—don’t know. Then, this don’t know is 
better than a Zen Master, better than Buddha, better than God, better than anything. O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight, keep a mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 20, 1977 

Dearest Soen Sa Nim, teacher, 

Here is an idea before words: 

 

I have been struggling with a conflict. I wanted very much to write and to talk with you, but 
I wanted to be able to say something as crystalline as “O Matsushima”, but I knew if I waited 
that long, I might be a grandmother. So, I swallow my Zen-ego in a gulp and write you my 
words after thoughts. 

How is Louise? I hope you both are very well and happy. I was having envy-karma, thinking 
how wonderful it is Louise can be with you so much. Then, another thought came to me 
that it is great that Soen Sa Nim can be with Louise. She is truly a wonderful and quiet 
Bodhisattva. Wouldn’t it be funny if, because both of you spend so much time with each 
other, you began to resemble each other? A bald Louise and a curvaceous Soen Sa Nim arrive 
back at PZC. Yeah for Zen! 

My practice is going fine, which means I am struggling like hell. Sometimes, I am in such a 
turmoil, I find myself in the Center in the middle of my working day, sitting. Sometimes, I 
am alone, and sometimes, Michael is there. Everyone at PZC seems fine. Ju Ji Su Nim and 
Linc are giving so much care to their “new” V.W. bus that it looks like a Mercedes. Bobby is 
smiling a lot, and we had a good talk about my bringing my thirteen-year-old Brett to sit at 
the Center. Very difficult, because she is much like a young eighteen-year-old woman in her 
set of mind and emotional development. I don’t want to turn her off Zen for good, but I do 
feel strongly that she should begin. I never introduced her to any religion, simply saying that 
when she was old enough, she could choose her own, but now, will I be going back on my 
word if I want her to start sitting? 

I brought someone from work to the Center last week, and Ken had a very long talk with 
him. The young man kept on saying that Ken was going farther into the distance, and Ken 
kept on putting his hand on his and saying, “No, I am right here.” Now, this young man has 
had a tragedy in his life. His sister and her husband lost their lives in a fire in Connecticut 
last weekend, and he wants to go back to the Center. I told him that if he simply approached 
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anyone there, that they would know what to say and help him get over his grief, which he is 
holding down and hiding very well. 

Fifth Gate Answer: If someone asked me such a dumb question while I was hanging by my 
teeth, I would have to kick him and make him stop plaguing me with questions. 

Everyone at your East Coast family is fine. I think everyone is looking forward to the first use 
of the wood-burning stove; I know I am. The air is not dead around the Zen Center 
anymore, and some days, I do feel that a bulldog is pulling at my stomach, telling me to be 
clear. 

All my love to you and Louise,  

Leslie 

 

October 7, 1977 

Dear Leslie, 

How are you and your family and the PZC family? Thank you for your letter. 

This answer is very late, because I am busy, busy, around, around, Yong Maeng Jong Jin and 
Kido, so I am sorry. We just finished a Kido north of San Francisco—forty people together 
for three days. A fantastic time. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Most people got 
special energy, became stronger, stronger, stronger. 

I saw the picture you drew. That is wonderful. Just like this is your mind. Sometime, all 
becoming zero is necessary. Push “C” (Clear), then make another picture and help all people. 
If you don’t push “C”, then always, this style picture appears; then, you have a problem. But, 
I think you understand pushing “C”, so no problem. 

In your letter you said, “Oh, Matsushima!” That is a wonderful mind. Matsushima is only 
Matsushima. There is nothing. Nothing is anything. Only go straight, keeping that 
Matsushima mind. 

Louise is very well. Louise is a great Bodhisattva, always helping Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center 
and students, and Berkeley Zen Center and students. Moment by moment, she is working 
on great love, great compassion, and the great Bodhisattva way. Sometimes, her face is 
cloudy, but nodding, so not a problem. Wonderful Dharma Teacher. I am very happy to be 
with Louise. 

You told me about PZC news—everybody is very strong. I am happy to hear this news. 
Then, you talked about your daughter. You say to your daughter, “You must decide.” This is 
very difficult. Even a 100-year-old man cannot decide, so how can a thirteen-year-old choose 
the correct way? If you like to talk to your daughter about Zen, you can say, “I like Zen. I 
like other religions, too, but Zen is better, so I try Zen. One time, you come to practice at 
the Zen Center. Try it; then, if you don’t like it, that’s O.K.” 
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From twelve to seventeen years old, at this age, anything can come into consciousness. They 
want very much to understand, and have strong emotion, strong intellect, but not so strong 
will. So, they cannot decide. They only want to understand, only feeling, feeling, feeling. So, 
you must tell her why Zen is better than other religions. Correct talking is very necessary. 
Also, sometime, talking about what is human, what is the world, what is karma, what is good 
and bad—you must explain to her. This age is a very important age. So, at that time, if you 
teach the correct direction, then her whole life is no problem. That time, if you don’t teach 
the correct direction, then, for her whole life, she will have a problem. So, mother’s teaching 
is very important. Only “You decide” is not enough. 

You brought your friend to the Zen Center. That is wonderful. This is great Bodhisattva 
action and great compassion. The Diamond Sutra said, “If you lead someone to the correct 
way, that is better than building 1000 stupas (monuments) of purest gold.” Ken, in the 
future, will be a very good Dharma Teacher. Maybe he helped your friend. 

Next, you are hanging from a branch by your teeth. This kong-an answer is only your idea. 
The kong-an says, your hands and your feet are already tied. How do you kick? In this kong-
an, any kind of action is not possible. Only one-pointed action is necessary. This action is 
already beyond life and death. If you are attached to “I want to stay alive”, then you have a 
problem. 

Finally, you say a bulldog is pulling at your stomach. This is not enough. Always, you keep 
in your mind: When you meet a strong lion—KKKKKK! One minute thinking, and this 
lion will bite you. CHHK! But, if you are not thinking, this strong lion will follow you. 
Which one do you like?  

I hope you always keep go straight—don’t know, keep a mind which is clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 20, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I’d like to thank you for the teachings in Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. I have recently 
begun to do sitting Zen and chanting. My husband, Ralph, and I sit and chant together. I 
also try to practice mindfulness everyday. I try to remember everything is my teacher; Zen 
mind is everyday mind. When I am mindless instead of mindful, I try not to be too hard on 
myself. I just try. 

Thank you again, and I hope you are well. 

Sincerely, 

Nancy 

P.S. I have a million questions, but I know they are all thinking, so I will not ask. 

 

October 9, 1977 

Dear Nancy, 

How are you and your husband? Thank you for your beautiful letter. 

I saw in your letter that you have not sat Zen much before, but your letter is better than that 
of a student who has been sitting for ten years, because I understand that in your mind, 
already, you have much correct sitting Zen karma, which means you said, first, “I practice 
with my husband every day.” Second, you said you try to practice mindfulness every day. 
Next, everything is your teacher, so Zen mind is everyday mind. Those are very wonderful 
words. Finally, you said you try not to be too hard on yourself; you just try, which means 
already, you are perfect and complete. So, an eminent teacher said, “The Buddha taught all 
Dharmas in order to save all minds. When you do not keep all these minds, what use is there 
for all the Dharmas?” 

When your mind is complete, everything is complete. Mind is Buddha, Buddha is mind. So, 
your mind is Buddha. So, everything is Buddha. Three pounds of flax, dry shit on a stick, 
the cypress tree in the garden, etc., etc.…  1700 kong-ans, no problem. 

But, be very careful. Only understanding cannot help you. You must attain it. So, I give you 
homework. 

A monk once asked JoJu, “I have just entered the monastery. Please teach me, Master.” 
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JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

“Then,” said JoJu, “wash your bowls.” 

The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? Tell me! Hurry up! Hurry up! 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S.  
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September 24, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hi! I hope that you are in good health. Thank you very much for your letter. Your advice is 
very helpful. 

When I wrote you last time, it was only three days since I had started with Zen. Since then, 
nothing less than incredible changes have taken place in me, so I already knew intuitively 
most of the answers to the questions I had asked. The part that was helpful was when you 
said not to check myself when I talk. I think I have this “Zen sickness” of checking myself 
now and then. 

I told you I had an allergy, and you told me that I don’t understand this sickness. What is 
there to understand? Please explain. Last year, I had acupuncture, but it didn’t help. But for 
one week now, I have not had any symptoms. I don’t know whether it’s me, or that there is 
small amount of pollen outside. Before this, I was sneezing like crazy. 

You told me to abandon the chair and use a cushion. I will do this as soon as possible.  

I sit for half an hour in the morning and evening. Is this enough? 

I have one main problem. When I sit and start to have good concentration, sometimes, there 
is a tightening in my neck and my head, and I must make a conscious effort to stop, because 
it hinders me. Am I doing something wrong? 

I also read in a book on Zen by Philip Kapleau that in Japan, the kong-an Mu is given to 
those who wish to attain Enlightenment. They say to keep Mu in your belly. Please tell me 
how one can concentrate on both his belly and Mu at the same time. Till now, I have been 
following my belly’s movement. 

Just one more thing. I want to tell you of an experience I had. Before I started zazen, when I 
was still reading your book, I got to the part where you told a student that one’s mind makes 
a sound loud or soft. Well, where I work, whenever I flushed the toilet, I would cover my 
ears, thinking the sound was very loud. So, after I read that story, I let the sound just be the 
way it was. There was a “flash of light”, and it seemed that my “self” disappeared. I didn’t 
think anything more of it, because it happened so fast. But then, I started doing my work 
extremely quickly, or without hindrance or thinking. I felt I was “molded” to that point in 
time. I had felt that way before, when I was drunk. Anyway, I kept saying to myself that I 
didn’t want to lose it, but after a few hours, it was gone. I don’t understand. I am not asking 
you about it, because I know you will hit me thirty times, but I just wanted to relate it. 

Thank you for your time, 
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Jon  

 

October 12, 1977 

Dear Jon, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You said my letter helped you. That is wonderful. 

In your letter, you are still attached to your sickness. But, if you are attached to something, 
then, you cannot fix your sickness. If you don’t attach to anything, even a big sickness is not 
sickness. So, most important is this: put it all down. 

Long ago in Korea, Sok Du Zen Master couldn’t sit in the Dharma Room because whenever 
he sat, he only fell asleep. That is a very bad sickness, so he could not sit in the Dharma 
Room, and he only did working Zen—around, around, around Zen. But, when he worked, 
he also fell asleep. So, finally, how could he cut this sleep? So, he put very heavy rocks in his 
bag on his back, so even if he fell asleep just a little, he would fall down. So, keeping a clear 
mind was very necessary. He did this practice for three years.  

One day, as he was walking in the temple yard, he started to fall asleep. Then, his body 
started falling, and he soon fell down and hit the temple column. Just at the time he hit the 
column, his mind was like bright lightning. Then, he got Enlightenment and became a Zen 
Master. 

So, his sickness brought him Enlightenment. Your sickness, maybe, will bring you 
Enlightenment. So, don’t be attached to your sickness. Don’t worry about your sickness; 
only try, try, try. Then, your allergy is better than Zen Master, better than Buddha, better 
than God, better than anything. 

You asked if one half hour of sitting in the morning and evening is enough. This is only your 
body sitting; that’s enough body sitting. But, most important is your mind sitting. Always go 
straight, always, everywhere. Try, try, try, try, try. O.K.? 

You want concentration. This is already a mistake. I already told you, if you want something, 
you make something. So, somebody wants concentration, so sometimes they get eye strain, a 
headache, toothache, tight neck. This sickness is wanting something. So, put it all down, 
100%. Don’t keep energy in your body. Completely relax. 

The style Philip Kapleau wrote about is Japanese style. Not good, not bad. If you want to 
keep energy in your stomach, and Mu, then, you are hindered by your stomach and Mu. 
When you are sitting correctly, Mu and your stomach become one by themselves. This 
means, do you know Mu? You don’t know, so only go straight—don’t know. Then, your 
body will be sitting correctly; then, your center is in your belly. So, energy is already there, so 
why make it again? So, this is a mistake. Coca-cola bottles, champagne bottles already have a 
center, not moving. So, if you sit correctly, you are already complete. This energy is only 
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your feeling and thinking. Put it all down, your feelings and thinking. Only go straight—
don’t know. Then, you will get everything. 

Already, you understand your thinking. Also, you understand “I hit you thirty times.” You 
already understand; then, you must throw away understanding. Just at that time, already, 
your original face appears. Only understanding cannot help you. Understanding is illusion; 
not understanding is blankness. The true way is not dependent on understanding or not 
understanding. 

Again, I tell you: Don’t make anything; don’t hold anything; don’t hold your mind. Don’t 
check your mind or your feelings. Only go straight—don’t know. Then you can see, you can 
hear, all, just like this. Zen is going from a complicated mind to simple mind. When you are 
hungry, what? When you are tired, what? One, two, what? You already understand. Very 
simple. Only go straight. 

Here is a very simple kong-an: 

A monk once asked JoJu, “I have just entered the monastery. Please teach me, Master.” 

JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

“Then,” said JoJu, “wash your bowls.” 

The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? If you don’t understand, only go straight. Then, your mind will 
become simple, and you will soon understand this kong-an. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, then keep a mind which is clear like space, finish 
the Great Work of life and death, attain Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you doing? Everyone at the Cambridge Zen Center is healthy, and we hope that 
your body is also doing well. 

A few people have decided to move into the house in October; also, a few of the older house-
members are talking about moving out of the house. We are like brothers and sisters here, 
going through our changes together, and it is really a wonderful thing to see in action. So, it 
is a little sad when a family member decides to leave. But, this is O.K. 

With the coming and going, the Zen Center has been keeping “coming and going”—like 
good food for “don’t know”, so we only get stronger. Pretty soon, we may buy a house! 

Terry is our new Housemaster, and is working hard at it. Even after just a few days, she is at 
ease in the job, like a fish in the water. 

That’s all for now. Thank you. 

Love, 

Peter 

P.S. Hello to Louise! 

 

October 12, 1977 

Dear Peter, 

How are you and the Cambridge Zen Center family? Thank you for your letter. 

I am busy, busy every day. We finished the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin and the Kido. 
Around, around, around, all the time testing my body, but I am strong. You worried about 
my body. Thank you very much. 

In your letter, you said some people come; some people go. The Diamond Sutra said, “All 
formations are transient. If you view all appearance as non-appearance, you can see true 
nature.” 

You say the Zen Center is keeping good food for don’t know, with the coming and going. 
That is wonderful. Don’t worry about coming and going. Coming and going is not coming 
and going. Everything has name and form. Name and form are always changing, changing, 
non-stop. These things come from zero and return to zero. So, everything is 0; name and 
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form are 0, changing is 0. Finally, 0 = 0. If you attain 0 = 0, everything is complete. 
Changing is complete; coming and going is complete. 0 = complete. You must attain this. 

And, you said maybe you will buy a new house. I heard that you might buy a house from 
Dyan, also. That is wonderful news. How it is going? You must try, try, try. Then, I hope 
you will get a wonderful Zen Center. 

Terry is the new Housemaster. That is wonderful. Louise and I met Paul’s sister Kate at the 
Kido. Also, sometimes, she comes to the Berkeley Zen Center, practicing with us. Very 
wonderful student. You talk to Paul and tell him this news.  

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello. It was wonderful seeing you in Berkeley and sitting Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the 
Clarks’. Here are some questions. 

During Yong Maeng Jong Jin, many stories were told about good actions, good karma, good 
results. I don’t understand. For example, the story of Buddha’s boil: Why not just say that 
Buddha had a boil? Why try to find reasons for it? A boil is a boil—why is it good or bad? 
End of questions for now.  

When you saw the Mobius strip, you said, “So what? Someday, you will die.” So what? 1 = 
1; 2 = 2. 

About the man dropping ashes on the Buddha. We are near the altar, so I will pick up a 
candle and offer it to him for dinner. 

Where I am living now is very beautiful. It is a place where they pay you to think. There are 
maids and secretaries to take care of everybody; the houses are a short walk from the offices. 
All you have to do is think. Hard training! I had better find something to think about. 

Love,  

Judy 

 

October 12, 1977 

Dear Judy, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You enjoyed the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin. That is wonderful. We just finished a three-
day Kido—forty people, only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Very strong energy time. 
Everybody got happiness. 

In your letter, you asked a question. First, Buddha’s boil. Buddha did not say bad. He only 
got a boil, so soon better. But, we said bad. You make bad; I make bad, so you have bad; I 
have bad. The dog, the horse sometimes are sick. They don’t understand bad karma and 
good karma. Also, they don’t understand good and bad words; they are only sick. We say 
very sick, very bad. So, we make the dog very sick, very bad. So, I say to you, put it all down. 
Don’t touch the fishing hook. If you touch the fishing hook, you are already dead. 
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Next, you showed me the Mobius strip, and I said, “So what? Someday, you will die,” and so 
you said, “So what? 1 = 1; 2 = 2.” Your answer is not good, not bad, but one more step is 
necessary. When you die, there are no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind. 
You cannot say 1 = 1; 2 = 2. So, what can you do? Any action, any words are not possible. 
What is the correct answer? You know like this and just like this. Your answer is a like-this 
answer. You must find a just-like-this answer, O.K.? 

Your next answer is also not good, not bad, but this man does not listen to you. He said, 
“You must understand this hit meaning!” and he hits you. This man is very attached to 
primary point. He doesn’t understand like this or just like this. You must teach him like this 
and just like this. This is very necessary.  

You are lucky. Good place, helpful work, good situation. So, only go straight—mathematics. 
That is wonderful. But, sometimes, a good situation is a bad situation; a bad situation is a 
good situation. This means, when you have a direction, good and bad are all your teachers. 
But, if you have no direction, then good and bad are all your demons. Good things are your 
strongest demons. Be very careful. But, I think you have direction, so no problem. 

I hope you always, always keep don’t-know mind, which is clear like space, correctly use your 
mind-computer, soon get perfect 0. Then, I hope you will get freedom from life and death, 
and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I am writing to ask your forgiveness for my behavior at the Labor Day Yong Maeng Jong Jin 
in Berkeley. I was the fellow who came with Alban on Saturday night and caused a 
disturbance. 

I cannot offer any excuse for my behavior, but would like to offer a word of explanation. We 
did not know when we arrived that we would see anyone but Louise; Katie did not know at 
all—I should have known, because I knew how Alban felt at the time. 

Diana and Ezra did not know we were coming and did not see us come in—they only tried 
to make the best of it when they saw us. Again, I must take the blame, because I was the only 
one who knew Alban and knew how he felt. You should forgive him, and I hope you will; he 
is still young and has a lot to learn. I think that he is very sorry over what happened. 

I hope you do not see our behavior, bad as it was, as a sign of disrespect. We all respect the 
important work you are doing for the Dharma. I hope that it will continue and prosper in 
the future. 

Sincerely, 

Mike 

 

October 12, 1977 

Dear Mike, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you? 

You understand your correct situation, which is the true way. I saw, at the time when I said 
to Alban, “You must go”, that you said, “I am sorry,” and soon were pulling Alban to take 
him away. That is wonderful Bodhisattva action. Zen and the true way are not special. 
Moment to moment, keep clear mind and understand your correct situation. If you keep 
“my opinion”, “my condition”, and “my situation”, then you don’t understand correct 
opinion, correct condition, and correct situation. “I”, “my”, “me” makes my bad karma. 
When “I”, “my”, “me” disappear, this makes great Bodhisattva karma. So, what is moment-
to-moment correct situation? If you understand this, then you are a great man. 

In your letter, you said you came Saturday night of Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin and 
caused a disturbance. Good and bad are made by thinking. Good and bad are not good and 
bad. If your mind disappears, there is no good and bad. The name for this is clear mind. So, 
if you understand correct good and bad, that is clear mind. So, we say good and bad are all 
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my good teachers. If you have direction, bad action and good action all help your practicing. 
But, if you have no direction, good action and bad action are all your demons. The better 
the action, the stronger the demon. Bad action sometimes means return to clear mind. You 
sent me a letter. That’s clear mind. So, in your mind, already, good and bad disappear. Also, 
you said you think Alban is very sorry. That is wonderful mind. 

I hope Alban is sorry; then, he understands the true way. But, if Alban’s mind is not the 
same as your mind, then for Alban, more suffering is necessary. A bad situation is a good 
situation; a good situation is a bad situation. If you hold “I”, “my”, “me” mind, then you 
cannot find your direction. Also, you don’t understand the truth. The name for that is 
ignorance. Being young or old doesn’t matter. How you keep your just-now mind is very 
important. If you keep just-now clear mind, soon attaining the true way is possible. Just-now 
mind is very simple mind. When you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? 1 + 2 = 
what? You already understand. Very clear, very simple, and the truth, and correct situation. 

A monk once asked JoJu, “I have just entered the monastery. Please teach me, Master.” 

JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

“Then,” said JoJu, “wash your bowls.” 

The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? If you understand, you have already finished the Great Work of 
life and death. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know; then you will get your 
correct situation. 

I hope you keep clear mind moment to moment, attain your correct situation, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope you are fine and taking good care of your body. I heard you are coming 
back October 24, so I hope to see you then in Providence. How is the Berkeley Zen Center? 
It must be wonderful for them to have you teaching them. 

School has started again. I am taking Korean, Korean history, and Chinese Zen texts. We are 
reading the beginning of the Blue Cliff Records, “Byoek Am Jip”. It is difficult, but I’m 
learning more Chinese. I’m also continuing work on So San Dae Sa. If you have time, I 
would like to ask you more questions about it. 

Now, I am a senior, and I will graduate this spring. Then, I can stop school, or I could 
continue. If I continue, I could study in the Religions department, or I could study 
languages (Chinese and Korean). Many people say that it is easier to get a job coming out of 
the Religions department. Do you have any ideas about it? I would like to talk to you when 
you get back. 

School is very busy, but Bob and I are getting up every morning at 5:15 to bow, sit, and 
chant. Bob likes your teaching more and more. Sometimes, he is very stubborn, but he 
thinks you are a very great teacher. I gave a Dharma talk on Thursday, and many people 
came. I used to hate giving talks, but it’s getting easier. The Cambridge Zen Center is doing 
well. Many people want to move in. 

In case I go to school next year, I am applying for a fellowship grant of $1000. Since 
Harvard costs $7000 a year, that is not very much, but it would help. This grant is for people 
whose studies are “spiritually motivated” and who want to teach. I was wondering if you 
could write them a letter saying that I am your student and a Dharma teacher, and that I’m 
studying under your guidance. I’m enclosing their information, and if you could write in the 
next couple of weeks, that would help me very much. 

Thank you for all your time in July, and for everything else. See you soon. 

Hapchang,  

Becky 

 

October 13, 1977  

Dear Becky,  

How are you? Thank you very much for your letter. 
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I will return to Providence on October 25. We just finished a Kwan Sae Um Bosal Kido for 
three days in Marin County near San Francisco. Forty people doing together action, 
together, only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Wonderful Kido. 

You are studying in school again. That is good. Also, you are continuing with Korean and 
Chinese and Byoek Am Nok and So San Dae Sa. That is wonderful. Hard training. In 
Korean they say, “Yul Shim”, “Boil Mind.” If you boil your mind, your mind becomes 
steam. Becoming steam means there is no mind, which is no form, no emptiness. Making 
any form is then possible. If your mind is tight, this means your karma is strong like ice. A 
mind like ice cannot change form; if it wants to change form, it is soon broken. So, with 
hard working and hard practicing, you are able to do everything. 

I am glad to hear you will graduate from school. I ask you: If you have direction, continuing 
school is no problem. But, if you have no direction, you will have more of a problem. So, I 
say to you: What is your direction? What do you want? What is the purpose of your life? If 
those questions are clear, then your continuing school is no problem. But, if your answer is 
not clear, then first, become clear; then, next, go to school. Before, I told you: You must go 
to school. Going to school only helps other people and helps your practicing. But, I think 
sometimes, you lose your true way. If that is sometimes, then sometimes is O.K., but if that 
is usual, then all is no good. So, I worry about this. 

Maybe, in your mind is “I am O.K.” This O.K.-mind is a very dangerous mind. This “I” is 
making my cage. Then, together action is very difficult. If you cannot do together action, 
then you cannot break your cage and have complete freedom with no hindrance.  

You say, “Bob and I bow, chant, and sit everyday.” Not good, not bad, but you must 
understand your karma. Zen-Center together action is better than two-people together 
action. If your house is far away, then you must move near the Cambridge Zen Center. If 
you finish school, I would like you to live near the Cambridge Zen Center. If you don’t like 
this, that’s O.K.; that is your karma. 

I am sending a letter to the Rothbert Fund, Inc. Don’t worry. If you want my help with 
something anytime, I will help you. 

How is your homework? School is important, but most important is your homework. If you 
don’t know a good answer, don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check 
anything. Then, you will get everything. I hope you always go straight—don’t know, keep a 
mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I am sending you a copy of the letter to the Rothbert Fund, Inc. 
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October 8, 1977 

Dear Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? This will be a very short note. I have enclosed a pink piece of butcher paper 
with the name of the man to receive your calligraphy. Thank you very much. He is a good 
man and helps many people, even though his job deals with selling meat.  

There is a story about a monk who went to the market place, and as he was passing a 
butcher’s shop, he heard a man ask the butcher, “I want the best piece of meat in your shop!” 

The butcher replied, “Every piece of meat is the best!” 

At this, the monk became enlightened. 

Berkeley Zen Center is going to be a very good place for me now. Thank you very much for 
everything you do for me. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Hae Gak 

 

October 14, 1977 

Dear Hae Gak, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your friend? Here is a calligraphy to give to your 
friend. 

Your letter is very interesting. In your letter, you tell the following story: 

“There is a story about a monk who went to the market place, and as he was passing a 
butcher’s shop, he heard a man ask the butcher, ‘I want the best piece of meat in your shop.’ 

“The butcher replied, ‘Every piece of meat is the best!’ 

“At this, the monk became enlightened.” 

What did the monk attain? 

Next question: “Every piece of meat is the best.” What does this mean? 
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This is very interesting. You must find these two answers. If you don’t understand, only go 
straight—don’t know. Don’t check anything, O.K.? Understanding cannot help you. You 
must attain. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know; then, your mind will become clear like space; 
then, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people 
from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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September 26, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Enclosed is a Chinese Bible sermon. This and others like it I have sent out during the past 
seventeen years (over 7,000 of them) to Chinese businessmen in the U.S.A., Canada, and the 
Far East. Even to the late Mao Tse-Tung, Chou En-Lai, twelve of the Governing Body in 
Peking, the twenty-one Universities in China, the six big newspapers and forty-seven 
Chinese ambassadors worldwide. 

I am sixty-five years old, an American of Polish descent, having been born and brought up in 
Providence, the capital city of Rhode Island. My parents came here from Poland about the 
year 1900. I have been one of Jehovah’s Witnesses for the past forty-seven years. 

Since 1961, I have been studying Mandarin from Chinese grammar books in the Providence 
Public Library. As I do this, without a teacher and my spare time, then progress is slow, but 
progress it is indeed, especially in writing, as you can see. 

Interest in the Bible is growing among the Chinese in the Far East. Why, in Hong Kong 
alone, there are 650 Chinese Jehovah’s Witnesses in seven congregations. There are also 
Chinese congregations in Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan. In the U.S.A., there are two 
congregations, one in San Francisco, California, and the other in New York, as well as a 
study group in Los Angeles. In Canada, there is a congregation in Vancouver (British 
Columbia), and a study group in Toronto, Ontario. In England, there is a study group in the 
Chinese section of London. 

Edward 

 

October 15, 1977 

Dear Edward, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You are a good man and have great compassion, and are a great Bodhisattva, because in your 
letter, you said you send sermons all over the world. That is wonderful. 

You are of Polish descent and are living in Providence for over forty-five years. So, you 
understand God. So, I ask you: What is God? Where is God? Maybe you will say, “God is 
everywhere.” Then, I ask you: Is God inside your mind or outside your mind? If you say, 
“God is inside your mind,” then your God is very small. If you say, “God is outside,” then 
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how did God get into your mind? How big is your mind? So, I tell you, “mind”, “God”, 
“Buddha” are all names. 

The sun did not say, “I am the sun.” 

The moon did not say, “I am the moon.” 

Mind did not say, “I am mind.” 

God did not say, “I am God.” 

In true God, true mind, there is no name and no form. If you attain your true self, then you 
will understand true God and the true way. 

You are already sixty-five years old. WHAT ARE YOU? 

We have Centers in Providence, Cambridge, New Haven, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, 
Berkeley, and Toronto. The students at these Zen Centers are all young American people 
who come because they want to understand their true self. What is the way? The way is not 
dependent on anything. When, in your mind, there is no “I”, “my”, “me”, then you will get 
your true self, which means your opinions, your situation disappear, which means correct 
opinions and the correct situation appear. Then, you will understand your true way, but this 
true way is not only your true way. It is everybody’s true way, everything’s true way. If you 
find the true way, you can find true love, great compassion, and great Bodhisattva, then 
world peace. 

I hope you find your true way, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S.  
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September 28, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I met you at the Providence Zen Center just before you left to go to the West Coast in 
August. Two years ago, while visiting the States for the first time, I was introduced to the 
Cambridge Zen Center through Jonny Kabat-Zinn, and felt then that I had found 
something very special. I was prepared to stay, but my tourist visa expired, and I could find 
no way of staying legally. So, I came on to England to continue studying acupuncture (I have 
just finished a three-year course), thinking that I should not attach to the Zen Center. I 
found it is difficult to keep up a practice on my own. 

With my course finished, I was able to return to the States for a visit, and have been greatly 
stimulated in my practice by meeting you and the people at the Providence Zen Center. 
Now, back in England, I am again on my own. I am bowing and sitting regularly, but it 
would be nice to have some people to sit with. I have thought of making a regular time once 
a week when I sit and make it known that I would like people to come and join me. What 
do you think of that idea? Do you have any suggestions as to how I should go about it? 

I find, coming back here where there are more demands on my time and energy, it is even 
more difficult to keep a don’t-know mind. My mind seems to be constantly busy planning 
and checking. 

I hope you are keeping well and having a good stay on the West Coast. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Tina 

 

October 15, 1977 

Dear Tina, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

I read in your letter that you finished a three-year acupuncture class. Acupuncture is only a 
technique. Only technique is not good, not bad, but most important is the path of 
acupuncture. Human bodies are all different. That is from the karma of primary cause. If 
you understand somebody’s primary-cause karma, then you understand what kind of 
sickness that person has. Then, where to use the acupuncture is very clear. Then, you will get 
great Bodhisattva mind. So, when your mind becomes clear, then you will understand the 
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path of acupuncture, and use the path of acupuncture and get great Bodhisattva mind, great 
love, and great compassion. 

Some of my students in Berkeley, California do 108 bows and sit. Once a week, they have a 
lecture and sitting, to which outside people are invited. They have made their house into a 
Zen Center, and every day, do regular Zen practicing. Maybe you will advertise sitting once 
a week, and other people will come. Then, if your group grows, it is possible to make a Zen 
Center. Sometime, I will visit your place and help you. Any kind of style that you don’t 
understand, please ask Providence Zen Center Director Louise Stanton. We have chanting 
tapes and books, also many kong-ans and a new textbook, Compass of Zen Teaching. 

You say that back at your house, you find that there are more demands on your time and 
energy, and it is even more difficult to keep don’t-know mind. Also, you say your mind 
seems to be constantly busy, planning and checking. Maybe you are attached to don’t-know 
mind. I ask you: What is don’t know? Don’t know is before thinking. Before thinking is 
clear like space. Clear like space is clear mind. Red comes, red; white comes, white. Just like 
this is the truth. What are you doing now? If you are doing something, then you must do it! 
The name for this is only go straight, also don’t know. Don’t check your mind; don’t check 
your feelings. If you check your mind, if you check your feelings, you have a problem; you 
have already lost don’t know mind. You said that it is even more difficult to keep a don’t-
know mind. This means checking, checking, checking your mind and feelings. Only go 
straight. 

Moment to moment: What are you doing now? Moment to moment, keep clear mind; keep 
correct situation. The name for this is don’t know. Don’t be attached to don’t know. This is 
very important. Correct don’t know has no inside or outside. Inside and outside become one. 
When you drive, just drive; when you eat, just eat; when you talk, just talk. Just-now mind is 
truth. 

When you see the sky, what? When you see a tree, then what? If you keep correct just-now 
mind, which is don’t know, then you can see, you can hear, all, just like this, is the truth. 
Already, you are complete. 

I hope you always keep don’t know, keep a mind clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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October 1, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope you are having a wonderful Kido in Berkeley. Here, we are having work 
Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Mu Bul Su Nim and William are installing the wood stove. Nancy 
and Kuei-Ai are making cushions. George is reading Dharma Teacher papers. The rest of us 
are cleaning out the plumbing supply store. Outside, the leaves are turning color. The sky is 
gray. 

My homework answer is—Thank you! 

Yours in the Dharma, 

David, 
Jo Jin Go Sa 

P.S. Andrea’s back is better. New Haven is very strong. We all miss you. 

 

October 15, 1977 

Dear David, 

How are you and the PZC family? Thank you for your letter. It is nice to read your letter. 

You said everybody is working hard. That is wonderful. Also, you said, “Outside, the leaves 
are turning color. The sky is gray.” 

So, I ask you, Why do the leaves turn color? Why is the sky gray? Quickly, quickly! Tell me! 
Tell me! 

If you cannot tell me immediately, I hit you thirty times! If you hesitate, the arrow has 
already passed downtown. 

Next, you say your homework answer is, “Thank you very much.” I don’t want your “Thank 
you very much.” I say, No thank you very much. I want a correct answer, O.K.? If you don’t 
understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t know is better than thank you very much. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know; then, your mind will become clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all beings from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 
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S.S. 

P.S. Louise and See Hoy say hello to you. I am glad to hear that Andrea’s back is better and 
that the New Haven Zen Center is very strong. 
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October 6, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? It was wonderful to speak with you on the phone yesterday. I am glad your 
body is strong. 

I have some questions for you. Now, the New Haven Zen Center is trying to write by-laws 
so that we can become a tax-exempt organization. We have some ideas about how to do it, 
but what do you think? Should we be a branch of Providence Zen Center with our own 
directors; should we be completely independent? Louise said you understand this, so please 
advise us. 

Our Dharma room is almost completely fixed. We would like to have a big opening 
ceremony in December or the very end of November. Many people have been working very 
hard every weekend. It is very beautiful now. 

The last bit of business is this: We have an idea about making a record of chanting. Rick is a 
very good sound engineer. He can arrange to rent a concert hall at Yale. We can invite many 
people to New Haven, do a Kido there for one day, and record some of that, your special 
chanting, maybe the bell chant, and have a very high-class record. We could try to do this in 
March. What do you think? If we did this, maybe we could earn money to buy this house 
when David leaves. Everyone would have to try to sell these records for this to work. We 
would need to start planning now. Maybe, if you like this idea, we can do it one day of our 
March Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

I hope you are well. I look forward to seeing you. If it is possible for me to travel, I will come 
to Boston for your Dharma talk and the Shim Gum Do exhibition. If not, see you in 
November.  

Thank you for teaching us. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Andrea 

P.S. This letter I have enclosed came to us. Michael translated it. I think it is for you 
personally. It is from World Fellowship of Buddhists, Korea Center, P. O. Box 48, Kwang 
Hwa Mun, Seoul, c/o Korea Buddhism Cho Gye order. 

 

October 7 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I have many words for you. 

Now, I have been in bed one month. Yesterday, my mother came to visit. She is still very sad 
about my brother’s death. Today is twenty years since my father died. My mother is still sad. 
She only remembers her happiness from when my father was alive. When she left yesterday, 
I, too, was very sad. I felt invaded by demons. Then, I cried a little, but then said, “I must 
understand my karma!” 

What is life? What is death? You sometimes say, “When suffering, only suffer.” But, I said, 
“Why this suffering?” 

You say, “All Dharmas are truth.” Before we eat, we bow. We won’t kill. Why? You say you 
are not your body. Don’t be attached to your body. We have karma from past lifetimes. We 
say we will save all sentient beings from suffering. Now, I understand “What am I? Don’t 
know.” I don’t know I. Isn’t it funny? I understand this question, because I really don’t 
know. It is wonderful! I really think sometimes sickness is good; sometimes death is good. 
These are just teachings. I see this suffering. I see all sentient beings suffering in this cycle of 
karma, samsara. Now, I understand why we say, “We will save all beings from suffering.” 
Suffering is not bad—it is only illusion, attachment. I see bad karma. I understand why we 
must control our karma—“What am I? Don’t know” breaks this karma. So, I say thank you 
very much. You have a very hard job. You are a wonderful man. I can’t thank you enough. 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal is wonderful. 

But, you say don’t make wonderful. So, I say O.K. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

Now, it is autumn in New Haven. The leaves are turning colors on the trees. What are 
leaves; what are colors; what are trees? KATZ. Today, the sun is shining. 

The first time I saw you, in the Dharma talk, you said, “When you are thinking, our minds 
are different. When you are not thinking, my don’t-know mind, your don’t-know mind is 
don’t-know mind, same don’t-know mind.” 

So, I thank you for giving me these words. You say, “Don’t know is better than God, better 
than Buddha, better than mother, father, boyfriend, better than Zen Masters, better than 
anything.” These are wonderful words. 

I hope your body is strong and your new medicine style helps you. 

Thank you very much. 

Your student, 

Andrea 

 

October 18, 1977 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1404 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

Dear Andrea, 

Thank you for your two letters. How are you and the New Haven Zen Center? It is 
wonderful that you are writing by-laws, so you can become a tax-exempt organization. All 
the other Zen Centers are independent. It would be good for you also to be independent and 
not a branch.  

I am glad to hear that your Dharma room is almost complete. I will give congratulations at 
the opening ceremony. 

The idea about making a record of the chanting is wonderful. Also, to get money from its 
sale is very good. 

I hope you will be of strong body soon; then, we will meet at the Shim Gum Do exhibition. 

Next, your “karma letter picture”—that is wonderful! If you have direction, then you have 
control of your karma, but if you have no direction, then your karma controls you, so 
moment to moment, there is much suffering. Your mothers’ karma controls your mother, 
but you understand your karma and disappear your karma; then you will have clear karma, 
be without karma, and control your karma, so, you finally said, “Now, it is autumn in New 
Haven. The leaves are turning colors on the trees. What are leaves; what are trees? KATZ. 
Today, the sun is shining.” That is wonderful, very wonderful. 

Here are four kinds of like this: 

First, Without like this. 

Second, Become-one like this. 

Third, True like this. 

Fourth, Just like this. 

So, I ask you, Which of the four kinds of like this is your sentence, “KATZ. Today, the sun 
is shining?” 

You understand don’t know; also, you like don’t know very much. That is wonderful, but 
you must not be attached to don’t know. Holding don’t know cannot get it; throwing away 
don’t know cannot get it. So, I ask you, in your mind, are you holding don’t know or 
throwing away don’t know? Which one? 

I hope that you only go straight—don’t know, which is clear like space, finish the Great 
Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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October 5, 1977 

Dear Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim, 

Here is a poem for you: 

Enlightenment is nothing special, 
Inside and outside are one, 
The deer with no nostrils eats trees and leaps over hills, 
This fall, the maple leaves are red and yellow. 

Sang Jin, 

Lawlor 

 

October 27, 1977 

Dear Lawlor, 

How are you and Sherry? Thank you for your wonderful poem. 

Here is a poem for you: 

Enlightenment is special. 
Inside and outside are empty. 
The deer’s snot melts the universe. 
Only yellow leaves hang from the maple tree. 

Your poem and my poem: Which one do you like? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Last year, right about this time, I went through some mental difficulties, and Mu Gak Su 
Nim gave me a mantra. Last April, in a letter, you gave me “Gate, gate, paragate, 
parasamgate, bodhi, svaha!” I have been trying to do this mantra. Not good, not bad, still 
lots of thinking. But, my thinking isn’t quite as strong as it was a year ago, so now, I am a 
little confused about how I should practice my mantra. 

I was talking to Dave at the New Haven Zen Center, and I asked him if it would be O.K. to 
start working on a kong-an, and he said I should write you. (I won’t be able to have an 
interview in November, because I can’t make it for all three days of Yong Maeng Jong Jin). 

Please tell me, is it O.K. to start on “Who am I” or something like that? If so, how does one 
keep a kong-an except by repeating it to oneself like a mantra? Maybe I should just go 
straight ahead and stop checking, checking, but I really don’t know what I am doing. 

I look forward to seeing you in November. 

Take care, 

Samuel 

 

October 27, 1977 

Dear Samuel, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

I understand your karma. When you believe in yourself 100%, then mantra, kong-an, or any 
kind of practicing is no problem. But, with your karma, sometimes your sixth, seventh, and 
eighth consciousnesses have different action. So, sometimes, your feelings are very strong; 
sometimes, your desire and anger are also very strong; sometimes, you completely forget your 
body and your feelings and only follow your thinking. Those actions are all from your 
karma. Karma appears from your mind. If your mind disappears, karma doesn’t appear. So, 
it is very necessary for your mind to completely become empty. Then, your karma will be 
clear; also, your mind will become clear, which is clear like space. Then, you can see; you can 
hear; all, just like this, is truth. When you see the sky, what? When you see the tree, what? 
You already understand. That’s all. Don’t worry about your mind; don’t worry about your 
thinking; don’t worry about your practicing. Only go straight—mantra. 

When you are hungry, if you use a fork, you can eat. Then, you have enough mind and 
enough stomach. Sometimes, you can use only chopsticks. Also, this way, you can get 
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enough stomach. Forks and chopsticks have the same job. But, before you eat, while you are 
choosing which one is good, you cannot eat. If you cannot eat, you cannot get enough 
stomach. But, some people like chopsticks; some people like forks. If you like chopsticks, 
then use chopsticks only. If you like a fork, only use a fork. If you are always changing, 
changing, this is complicated, and you cannot soon get enough stomach. 

So, I understand your karma. It is very important to become one mind and become empty. 
So, you must use mantra. Only go straight. Always, everywhere. Don’t check your mind; 
don’t check your feelings. Also, don’t listen to other people’s speech. The Heart Sutra already 
said, “No eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, mind.” Then, you get no color, no sound, smell, 
taste, touch, object of mind. Then, you are already the absolute, already complete. So, this 
mantra is the great transcendent mantra, and becomes the bright mantra, the utmost mantra, 
the supreme mantra. 

Checking, checking your mind, checking, checking your feelings is very bad. When you’re 
checking, you have already lost your mantra. Thoughts come and go by themselves. Let it go. 
Don’t hold your thinking and your feelings. Only go straight—mantra. Then, there is no 
confusion. 

But, the “What am I?” kong-an: With your karma, it is very difficult, because big question 
means no question. Then, you are attached to nothing, so you cannot find your direction. 
Therefore, don’t-know mind practicing is very difficult. So, I say to you: Only go straight—
mantra; then, you have direction. Only mantra, mantra, mantra. Then, your karma will 
disappear, disappear, disappear. Then, your mind will become clear, O.K.? So, only try, try, 
try, try. 

I hope you only go straight—mantra, become one mind, keeping a mind which is clear like 
space, soon make all your karma disappear, get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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October 1, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your last letter; you are a very encouraging person. Trula and I have indeed 
moved to Providence, and have now lived almost one month in an apartment right next door 
to George and Suzie! From the start, the PZC family has been so warm and welcoming (as 
they are to everybody), and things have worked out beautifully. We’ve both started work in a 
factory, so that we can easily leave or ask for time off for the November Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin. The repetitive, simple work is good practice, and the people are a pleasure to work 
with—not a “sweatshop” at all. 

Because we’re a stone’s throw from the Zen Center, we take part in nearly all aspects of the 
schedule there. It means so much to us to be here. I’m really looking forward to your return, 
which will be happening very soon. The leaves have really begun to change, turning golds 
and scarlets amidst the still many green trees, and by the time you get back, I’ll bet many will 
have already fallen. 

We are from California, and often get vivid images of that magnificent Pacific coast, so I am 
glad you are now there, enjoying it. Thank you again for your letter—see you soon. 

Happy autumn, 

Ellen 

 

October 19, 1977 

Dear Ellen, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you and Trula?  

In your letter, you said you have moved next to George and Suzie’s house. That is very 
wonderful. 

Zen is not difficult. Throw away all understanding; become simple mind; only go straight 
practicing. You already have it, so I say wonderful. 

Many people understand 1 + 2 = 3, but they don’t understand 1 + 2 = 0. Understanding 
means holding 1 + 2 = 3. Practicing means attaining 1 + 2 = 0. Understanding makes 
complicated mind, many hindrances, and much suffering. If you have simple mind, then 
there are no hindrances and no problems. Understanding gets heaven and hell. Simple mind 
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always gets Nirvana. Also, understanding means a lot of pride; simple mind means the great 
Bodhisattva way, great love, and great compassion. 

Here is a making-simple-mind kong-an for you: “Soeng Am Calls Master.”  

Master Soeng Am Eon used to call to himself every day, “Master!” and would answer, “Yes?” 

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

“Never be deceived by others, any day, any time!” 

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself, two minds. Which one is the correct 
Master? 

If you understand, tell me. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. This 
don’t know is very important. Better than Buddha, better than God, better than the Bible, 
better than Sutras, and better than a Zen Master. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, keeping a mind which is clear like space, soon get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1410 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

690 

October 7, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? 

This is to apologize for bringing Michael and Alban with me to Diana and Ezra’s house the 
evening of the Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I understand that this was most inappropriate. I was 
not really aware of the situation at the time. Later, I realized what had happened, and felt 
very bad. Please accept my sincere apologies. 

I am very glad to hear that your health is good, and hope that you are having a wonderful 
time in California. Please take care, and see you soon. 

Yours, 

Katie 

 

October 19, 1977 

Dear Katie, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

“Good and bad are all my teachers.” In your letter, you said, “My action was most 
inappropriate; please accept my sincere apologies.” So, now your mind is clear. Don’t worry. 

In clear mind, there is no good, no bad, which is, good is good; bad is bad. This is 
understanding moment to moment correct situation. Understanding bad karma, 
disappearing bad karma, making clear karma, using karma. All these karma actions make 
great love, great compassion, the great Bodhisattva way. So, Buddha said, “Guilt appears 
from mind. Mind disappears, then guilt disappears. Mind and guilt both disappear; both 
become empty. That is true repentance.” 

1 + 2 = 3. 3 – 2 – 1 = 0. You already understand mathematics, so your mind is 0. So, no 
problem, so don’t hold anything. You are my great Dharma Teacher, so only go straight. 
Most important is moment to moment, keep correct situation. If you keep your opinion, 
your condition, your situation, then you have a problem. Put it all down. Then, correct 
opinion, correct condition, and correct situation appear. That is the true way, and becomes 
world peace. 
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Michael also sent me a letter of apology, but Alban never sent me a letter. You and Michael 
understand correct situation and the true way, but Alban doesn’t understand the correct 
situation or the true way, so that time, he did this style action. I hope maybe someday, he 
will understand. 

Next, how is your homework? Did you finish your homework? Here is one kong-an: Nam 
Cheon Kills a Cat. 

Once, the monks of the Eastern and Western halls were disputing about a cat. Master Nam 
Cheon, holding up the cat, said, “You! Give me one word, and I will save this cat. If you 
cannot, I will kill it!” 

No one could answer. Finally, Nam Cheon killed the cat. In the evening, when JoJu 
returned from outside, Nam Cheon told him of the incident. JoJu took off his shoe, put it 
on his head, and walked away. Nam Cheon said, “If you had been there, I could have saved 
the cat.” 

1. Nam Cheon said, “Give me one word!” At that time, what can you do? 

2. JoJu put his shoe on his head. What does this mean? 

If you understand, tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t 
check anything; don’t hold anything. Only go straight. 

I hope you always keep a don’t know mind, which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S.  
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May 19, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I’m sorry that I had to send this letter to Grove Press, but I don’t have the address of your 
Zen Center and can only hope it will reach you. 

I have just finished reading Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, and find myself shaken up by it. 
I’ve been experiencing a feeling of confusion for some time, and your book has felt like the 
thirty blows! And, I have a sneaking suspicion it feels that way because thirty blows is what I 
have coming to me. 

I’ve been practicing Zazen for only four years, and consider myself to be a baby who is just 
learning to crawl. However, my desire and aspiration is to be able to run—even though I 
don’t see myself to be ready for that. My wish to know is such that I can’t seem to wait to 
bite off more than I can chew, and then feel sorry for myself that I can’t swallow it! My head 
is full of ideas, ideals, wants, etc. My practice is shikan-taza, the nature of which leaves me no 
point of concentration to hold onto. I tried hinting for a kong-an assignment and was given 
a flat “Forget it.” At which point, I did enjoy a small realization: Zen teachers are the 
meanest breed of humanity! 

However, the book made me want (and even dare) write to you with a statement which 
emerged within me: “Within the impermanence of all things, life itself does not come or go, 
wax or wane, but rather only the various expressions of life.” 

I will deeply appreciate any comment you may care to give the statement I’ve offered. 

I know you recently gave a sesshin in Chicago. Some of my friends from our Zazen group 
attended. I thought at the time I’d be able to come also, but wasn’t able to make it. Perhaps 
next time you are here for sesshin, you would be kind enough to let me know; I’d love to 
come. 

Lastly, please accept my apology for such a long letter, as the book clearly indicated your love 
of many words! 

With deepest Gassho, 

Virginia 

 

October 21, 1977 

Dear Virginia, 
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How are you? Thank you for your letter. You said you just finished Dropping Ashes on the 
Buddha. That is wonderful. Also, you said, “I’ve been experiencing a feeling of confusion for 
some time, and your book has felt like the thirty blows!” That means that you cannot believe 
in yourself 100%. Those feelings of confusion, aspiration, etc., disappear, so who has those 
feelings? What are you? You don’t know. If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. 
Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings. Moment to moment, you must keep 
don’t know, which is clear mind. When you are doing something, you must do it. 

Zen is not difficult; also, Zen is not easy. Zen is simple mind. If you understand much, there 
is much feeling, much confusion, so understanding cannot help you. Throw away all 
understanding and make simple mind. That is Zen. 

When you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? What color is the sky? What color is 
the tree? You already understand. The name for this is simple mind; the name for this is 
everyday mind; the name for this is Zen mind; the name for this is don’t know. All, just like 
this, is truth. That’s all. So, I say to you, if you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t 
know. 

You said you have been sitting for four years, also, that your practice is shikan-taza. If you 
have no direction, then, even if you practice body sitting for 1000 kalpas, you cannot get it. 
Also, if you don’t understand what shikan-taza means, then even God, even Buddha cannot 
help you. Shikan-taza is only half the meaning: Shikan-taza, Ta Soeng Il Pyun. 

Shikan-taza means cut off all thinking, keeping not-moving mind. 

Ta Soeng Il Pyun means, “Hit, become one.” There is no inside, no outside, no subject, no 
object; inside and outside become one.  

Shikan-taza is keeping a mind which is clear like space. Ta Soeng Il Pyun means using a 
mind which is meticulous and perfectly complete. Also, shikan-taza is correct meditation; Ta 
Soeng Il Pyun is correct cognition. When correct meditation and correct cognition come 
together, there appears correct Zen. Then, you can get Enlightenment, which means that 
moment to moment, when you are doing something, you must do it! Again, I ask you, when 
you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? When you see the sky, what? When you 
see the tree, what? All, just like this, is truth. Put it all down; don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your feelings; don’t check anything; only go straight, don’t know.  

You say all things are impermanent. You said, “Within the impermanence of all things, life 
itself does not come or go, wax or wane, but rather, only the various expressions of life.” So, I 
say to you, life and all things, are they the same or different? If you say the same, I hit you 
thirty times. If you say different, I hit you thirty times. What can you do? Put it all down! 
Only go straight. 

In Chicago, there are some of my students who come to the Providence Zen Center. 
Sometime, I will visit Chicago; then, together we can do a Yong Maeng Jong Jin (sesshin) for 
three days. I have your address, and when I go to Chicago, I will tell you. 

Your letter is not so long. It is a wonderful letter. 
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I hope you always go straight—don’t know, which is a mind that is clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I am now in Los Angeles, and return to Providence October 25. Enclosed is an old 
Newsletter. When I get to Providence, I will have the secretary forward you a new 
Newsletter. 
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July 18, 1977  

Dear Venerable Seung Sahn, 

I have just read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, and I would very much like to know if any of 
your students live and do Zen practice in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

I feel very close to what I read in your book, and would like to know much more. I am 
married, with three children, and a job, etc., etc., etc. So, how am I to begin? Can you help, 
please? 

I thank you very much for your book. Are there others? 

In deep gratitude and respect, 

Mary-Margaret 

How do you begin on the Great Question? How do you keep working on it all day? 

 

October 21, 1977 

Dear Mary-Margaret, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? How is your family? 

You said you finished reading Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is wonderful. Liking Zen, 
understanding Zen, practicing Zen, attaining Zen, throwing away Zen, using Zen. These are 
the courses in Zen. If you keep your ideas, you don’t understand Zen; if you throw away 
your opinions, then, you will have attained all courses. So, I ask you, which one do you like? 

Understanding Zen cannot help you. You say you want other books. That is very bad. What 
are you? You don’t know. 

The Human Route 

Coming empty-handed, going empty-handed; that is human. 
When you are born, where do you come from? 
When you die, where do you go? 
Life is like a floating cloud which appears. 
Death is like a floating cloud which disappears. 
The floating cloud itself originally does not exist. 
Life and death, coming and going, are also like this. 
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But, there is one thing which always remains clear. 
It is pure and clear, not depending on life and death. 

Then, what is the one pure and clear thing? 

Do you know this? If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check 
your mind; don’t check your feelings, always, everywhere. So, the one thing’s name is don’t 
know, which means you are don’t know. So, don’t know is eating; don’t know is walking; 
don’t know is talking; don’t know is sleeping. Don’t know is everything. Don’t separate you 
and don’t know, O.K.? So, I say to you, always and everywhere, always go straight—don’t 
know; then, soon get Enlightenment, which means don’t know is don’t know. Very clear. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, which means your mind is clear like space, soon 
get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Congratulations 

Shim Gum Do 

October 28, 1977 

 

Life and death come from where? 
Originally, from the flower of true emptiness. 
KATZ! Hit! In the mind-sword. 
Only look at many stars in the sky. 

Zen Master Seung Sahn 
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October 5, 1977 

Dear Keen-Eyed Venerable Teacher of Hard Training, 

I take refuge in the Three Jewels. 

Allow me to great you from the land of ebon majesty. 

In 1975, I was present at a Dharma talk you gave at the then Arica Institute in Boston. I 
asked you two questions: how you were, and whether you remembered your past lives. Very 
recently, I obtained a copy of Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, and have enjoyed reading and 
not reading it very much indeed, and my one-year old daughter Tara has very much enjoyed 
eating the cover. So, my question now is, “How do you teach a one-year old Brown Tara not 
to eat the Buddha?” 

It is very heavy rainy season now, and this morning on my drive to work, I saw the “Federal 
Public Enlightenment” vehicle parked by the side of the road, while the driver relieved 
himself into the bush. 

an incense ash falls 
immense thunder 

no sky 
is bluer  

and a golden rooster cannot stand on one leg and chase butterflys while a Dharma-kat pisses 
on the ape who drops ashes on the Buddha. 

I hope you find the time to write me. 

Sincerely, 

Harvey 
Dept. of Microbiology 
University of Ife 
Ile Ife, Nigeria 

 

November 6, 1977 

Dear Wonderful Dharma Friend, Harvey, 
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How are you and your eat-Buddha baby? Thank you for your letter. You are very far away, 
but you are very close. 

In your letter, you said you came to the Dharma talk at Arica Institute in 1975. That is 
wonderful. You made this good karma, so now, you and I become very close. 

Also, you said you read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is very good. Also, you said that 
your daughter ate the cover. Also, you ask me how to teach a one-year old Brown Tara not 
to eat the Buddha. But, your daughter is better than you. You cannot eat Buddha, but your 
daughter can eat Buddha. Your daughter is stronger than Buddha, so she eats Buddha, so 
already, graduation.  

Graduation Buddha means no Buddha. Before, Ma Jo Zen Master, when someone asked 
him, “What is Buddha?” said, “Mind is Buddha; Buddha is mind.” Next day, another person 
asked the same question, and Ma Jo said, “No mind, no Buddha.” So, if you eat Buddha, 
this is true Buddha. True Buddha is no name, no form, no speech, no words. Name Buddha, 
form Buddha all disappear. So, you must learn from your daughter. You must eat all the 
Buddhas of past, present, and future. You ask, “How can I teach my daughter?” This is a 
very big mistake. You must learn from your daughter. 

Dropping Ashes on the Buddha is all bad speech, so your daughter is teaching you, “Don’t 
read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is the true way!” Your daughter understands my 
teaching. My teaching is only put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. Maybe you are 
very attached to words, so your daughter ate Dropping Ashes. Very good answer. Better than 
you. 

That is a very interesting story about the “Federal Public Enlightenment” vehicle. 
Enlightenment numbers about 84,000. But, add the Federal Public Enlightenment; you get 
84,001. Maybe you like the last Enlightenment. That is not bad. 

Your poem is very wonderful. But, I don’t understand “No sky is bluer.” Very interesting 
words. I say no sky is no earth. Then, how can you stay alive? Maybe, you become bluer. 
Then, you can live. Then, how can you become bluer? That is a very important point. So, I 
give you homework. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

Master Soeng Am Eon used to call to himself every day, “Master!” and would answer, “Yes?” 

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

“Never be deceived by others, any day, any time!” 

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself. Two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 
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I hope you always keep don’t—know mind, which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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October 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello. Thank you for your letter. I hope you are well and strong. 

Today is autumn. The sky is blue; there are many colors. A light mist rises from the morning 
dew. 

Last weekend, I went to Cambridge to sit Yong Maeng Jong Jin. But, it was the wrong week! 
I was very disappointed. I didn’t know what to do with all this time. Okay, maybe I will 
sleep with a friend of mine. But no, that didn’t happen either. Well, maybe I will visit 
another good friend. But no, she is out of town. Okay, then I will sit over at Dharmadatthu, 
so I got up very early Sunday before bowing so I could shower and dress and get over to 
Dharmadatthu on time after CZC practice, and there’d been a big party the night before, 
and the Dharmadatthu people were all an hour late! This was wonderful teaching, all this 
disappointment, no plans working out, no expectations fulfilled. 

As you know, Cambridge Zen Center is going through complications. But, they are very 
strong. It was wonderful just living there for three days, being part of the house, doing the 
practice, learning from watching their lives. Everyone seems even stronger than they did four 
months ago. 

Here at the Institute, I met someone who has been sitting counting breaths for four years, as 
he was taught by a student of Kapleau’s. He was very happy to hear that not all Zen teaching 
is like Kapleau’s, and comes over to my house in the mornings to sit. Also a friend who is a 
Quaker comes over sometimes to sit. Do you know about Quaker practice? They get 
together and sit quietly, waiting for God to speak to them, and if God does, they transmit 
the message to the group. So, it is a waiting practice. 

About the man who hits me. He hits me; he does not understand hit; I do. So, I hit him. 
Then, he understands hit. 

Here is a poem: 

letting go balloons 
letting go Buddha 

who floats away? 
who is standing? 

See you at Cambridge YMJJ in November (if I remember the right week). 

With many thanks,  
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Judy 

 

November 6, 1977 

Dear Judy, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you lately? 

Don’t make your life a disappointment. In your letter, you talked about many 
disappointments. Also, you said these many disappointments are good teaching. Before, I 
told you, a bad situation is a good situation; a good situation is a bad situation. If you have a 
bad situation, then you can find your direction. If you have a good situation, most of the 
time, you lose your true way. So, if you have a bad situation, this helps your correct way very 
much. 

You said Cambridge Zen Center is complicated but strong. That is very good. But, don’t 
make complicated. You make complicated, so Cambridge Zen Center is complicated. If you 
don’t make complicated, then Cambridge Zen Center is not complicated. 

The human mind is very simple, but many people make complicated, so they have 
complicated. If you put it all down, then your mind is very simple. If your mind is simple, 
everything is simple, not complicated. This simple mind becomes Buddha. Complicated 
mind makes a burning house—much, much suffering. Complicated mind comes from too 
much understanding. Simple mind comes from empty mind. So, if you have much 
understanding, you must let go of this mind. This is very important. 

People are coming to sit with you. That is wonderful. About the person who is happy that 
not all Zen is Kapleau’s style—that is wonderful; you are a good teacher! Also, your Quaker 
friend comes and sits with you. That is very interesting. In our mind, anything is possible. If 
you find your original point, then if you want God, God appears; if you want Buddha, 
Buddha appears; if you want a demon, a demon appears. If you want something, then 
everything is possible. How do you use your mind? This is very important. 

Many people don’t understand the function of their mind, so they make God, but they don’t 
understand that they made God. They only say, “God says this.” If you believe in yourself 
100%, then you understand that God or Buddha or your true self are not different. Already, 
the Heart Sutra said, “Form does not differ from emptiness; emptiness does not differ from 
form.” So, form is emptiness; emptiness is form. Very simple. If you attain form is 
emptiness; emptiness is form, then you attain no form, no emptiness, which is form is form, 
emptiness is emptiness. Those words all have the same meaning. When you find your 
primary point, then you can see; you can hear; all, just like this, is truth. The sky is blue; the 
tree is green. 

Next, your homework. Your answer is like two blind men fighting with sticks. Who is the 
good hitter? Who is the bad hitter? I don’t know. It is not enough. This man is very strong 
and hits you very hard. He doesn’t understand like this and just like this. You already 
understand, O.K.? 
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Your poem is wonderful. Here is a poem for you: 

Do not let go of balloons. 
Do not let go of Buddha. 
Let it be. 
Balloon is in the sky. 
Buddha is on the altar. 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, 
get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. See you at the Cambridge Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin in November. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1424 
© 2002 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

696 

October 21, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope you are well. That was a good Kido. I got lots of energy from it. I have been doing 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal. I try to do it whenever I’m not doing anything else with my mind. But 
still, there is a lot of small I, many thinkings. All this thinking makes me unhappy. So, when 
I went to see Diana, I said, “I am depressed.” So, for an hour we did therapy. Then, at the 
end of the hour, Diana said, “Do more Kwan Sae Um Bosal, and come stay at the Zen 
Center.” So, I am going to move into the Zen Center as soon as I can find someone to sublet 
my place, in a couple of days, I hope. I will stay for a month, and then, we’ll see. I am sure 
this together action will be very good for me. 

The people living in the Zen Center seem to like it. Michael says he is glad he moved in. 
Michael S. arrived Wednesday night. Many other people were there also. No Su Nim was 
there. Thursday morning, he led the chanting. He did a chant I had not heard before. There 
are many chants, aren’t there? Are there certain times when you sing certain chants, or can 
they be done any time you feel like it? Maybe I will learn the evening bell chant. Diana said 
she was getting a tape of it. 

I buried Antigone in the back yard, chanting Na Mu A Mi Ta Bul and Chi Jang Bosal. I 
hope she soon gets a human body. The other snakes are fine. At least one of the babies is 
eating, maybe as many as three. I’m not sure, because I can’t tell them apart. Euclid and 
Toby are well. 

A couple of weeks ago, there was an interesting story in the paper. A museum decided to 
hold a class for people who are afraid of snakes, to teach them not to be afraid. Many people 
called up and said that they wanted to come to this class. But, on the day of the class, no one 
showed up. They were all too scared! 

Next, my homework. My answer is: On the day when I am a Zen Master and someone 
comes into the temple and drops ashes on the Buddha, I will tell you what I will do. 

Also, you ask me, “Your name is To Hyang; what does it mean?” I say, Snake Mind. 

The snakes are all resting. I am tired, so I will go to bed now. 

Love, 

To Hyang 

 

November 7, 1977 
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Dear To Hyang, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your snakes and the Berkeley Zen Center 
family? 

In your letter, you said you are moving to the Berkeley Zen Center. That is wonderful. Also, 
you say you are doing Kwan Sae Um Bosal whenever you are not doing anything else with 
your mind. This is not good, not bad. Most important is: Where is your center? If you don’t 
lose your center, then any action is no problem. Also, how strong is your center? That is very 
important. Always, I tell you, when you are doing something, do it. Then, there is no Kwan 
Sae Um Bosal, no don’t know mind, but this clear mind is Kwan Sae Um Bosal mind, don’t-
know mind. When you are doing something, this is clear mind.  

Only, be very careful. Don’t keep your ideas, your condition, your situation. Then, any 
action is using your center. This is like a toy. In the Orient, they call it Dharma Toy, after 
Bodhidharma. It’s a little figure with a rounded, weighted bottom that rocks when it is 
tapped. Even if you turn it completely upside-down, it turns again by itself to its correct 
position, because the toy has a center. So, if you are keeping strong Kwan Sae Um Bosal, 
then when someone talks to you, then only talk. But, when they leave, you can soon return 
to Kwan Sae Um Bosal. But, at that time, if you hold something, you cannot return to Kwan 
Sae Um Bosal. So, you must put it all down. Don’t hold anything. The name for that is clear 
mind, Kwan Sae Um Bosal, don’t know, your center. So, don’t worry. Only go straight—
Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

Berkeley Zen Center is very strong nowadays. I am glad to hear that. But, after one month, if 
you check, that is very bad thinking. You must understand, what is most important? So, I say 
to you, throw away all your opinions, your condition, your situation. Then, the Zen Center 
is O.K.; also, outside is no problem. But, you say after one month, then you’ll check. This is 
only your opinion. If you keep enough mind moment to moment, then any place, any time, 
always, you have no problem. So, you must understand your mind just now. Is it enough or 
not? Maybe sometimes enough, sometimes, not enough. Then, only go straight. Then, your 
karma will disappear, disappear, disappear, and finally, you will get enough mind always. 
Don’t check your feelings, your mind, anything. Then, you will get everything. O.K.? 

You ask about chanting. In Sutra temples, they always do chanting. But Zen Centers only 
chant at special times. At the Providence Zen Center, there is special chanting, 10,000 Eyes 
and Hands Sutra chanting, and Kwan Sae Um Bosal chanting. If you want to do chanting at 
special times, or do special chanting, then ask at your housemeeting. If you want something 
special, then do special chanting. For example, someone has too much thinking, too much 
desire, so they want to make this bad karma disappear. So, then, trying special chanting is 
better than sitting. So, we try special chanting. 

You say you hope that Antigone gets a human body. That is very good. Always, if you keep 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal with your snake, then your mind light will become bright, and will 
shine to your snake’s mind. But, if you only like snakes, in your next life, you will become a 
snake. But, if you try Kwan Sae Um Bosal and keep “I will save my snake” mind, then you 
and your snakes make good human-body karma for your next life, if you want. 
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That’s a very interesting story about the museum. People have all different kinds of karma. 
Most people have don’t-like-snake karma. But, some people have very-like-snake karma. 
Also, a snake is a special animal, not usually a pet. So, sometimes, you can use your snakes to 
teach other people, and you can take away this afraid mind. This afraid mind is from their 
karma, so taking away afraid karma is possible. Then, they will not be afraid. Nowadays, the 
psychologists say if you change the structure of consciousness, then actions change, too. 

Somebody likes snakes; somebody likes cats; somebody likes dogs; somebody likes tigers. 
There are all different structures of consciousness. But, if they only like these animals, then 
their consciousness becomes like that animal, so in the next life, their consciousness takes 
that animal’s form. Liking this animal and also wanting to save this animal means great vow. 
Then, your consciousness is not like the animal. It is Bodhisattva consciousness. Bodhisattva 
consciousness means in the next life, any form is possible. But, I like something or I don’t 
like something, some consciousness, means that in the next life, you will get this form. Why? 
Because this karma makes only this form. 

Bodhisattva means controlling karma is possible. That is Dharma energy. Human’s like-and-
dislike karma controls their body in the next life. This has no Dharma energy. The name for 
this is karma energy. So, I hope you don’t only like snakes. I hope you keep “I will save all 
the world’s snakes”, then, you can use your karma; then, saving all beings is possible. 

Next, your homework. Your answer is not good, not bad. This man hits you thirty times. He 
says, “There is no Zen Master, no Buddha! You must understand this!” Then, he hits you. 
What can you do? 

In your next answer, you say, “Snake Mind.” What is Snake Mind? There are two kinds of 
Zen words: Life-words and death-words. Life-words have no subject, no object; are the 
absolute. Death-words make opposites. Name and form. So, you say, “mind”. This is only a 
name. This is a dead-word, an opposite-word. If you have mind, you have object of mind. 
So, you must use life-words. 

For example, what is Buddha? Three pounds of flax. There is no subject, no object. Three 
pounds of flax is only three pounds of flax. If you don’t understand, you must only go 
straight—don’t know, Kwan Sae Um Bosal, try, try, try. Then, you must give me the correct 
answer. 

I hope you always keep Kwan Sae Um Bosal, keep a mind which is clear like space, finish the 
Great Work of life and death, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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October 28, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so very much for the past Kidos and Yong Maeng Jong Jins. Thank you for 
teaching us and for being so available to us. 

Recently finding much sadness buried inside trying to get out. Many things trigger surprise 
crying: kido, Yong Maeng Jong Jin, relaxation exercises, chiropractic adjustment, 
acupressure. But, I think practice will help this crying burn. 

Each time you finish a Dharma talk, you say something like, “I hope you soon finish the 
Great Work of life and death, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering.” 
This is wonderful to hear, because when you say it, it seems to be really possible. 

What are you going to be for Halloween? The tomatoes on the back porch keep growing 
bigger and redder—even now. And the great green fir in the next yard continues to stretch 
up tall and strong against the blue sky. Hope that all is going well on the East Coast and that 
the business is coming together in L.A. Hope that you are strong and not taking more 
insulin than you need. Please give greetings and love to Mu Gak Su Nim and Louise and 
Linc. 

Love, 

Do Sim 

 

November 9, 1977 

Dear Do Sim, Gillian, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. You like Kido and Yong Maeng Jong Jin, which 
means you understand the correct way. That is wonderful. 

You said you have much sadness and crying. An eminent teacher said that when you practice 
the correct way, sometimes, two kinds of sicknesses appear. First, very happy, laughing 
sickness. Second, very sad and crying sickness. But those sicknesses come from previous life. 
Also, an eminent teacher said, “Happiness is happiness; sadness is sadness; crying is crying.” 
Let it be. Only try, try, try practicing; then, those sicknesses will be less, less, less, and finally, 
completely go away. So, most important is that you feel those feelings strongly, but don’t 
hold this feeling. Also, don’t touch this feeling. Only try, try, try your practicing Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal, Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Then, your structure of consciousness will change, change, 
change. Then, your karma will disappear, disappear, disappear. Then, your mind will 
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become clear, clear, clear. Finally, your consciousness and your karma will both become 
empty. Then, your mind can go anyplace, without hindrance. So, you must try, try, try this 
way. 

You like the last sentence of my Dharma talks. So, I hope you don’t hold your mind and 
your feelings. Only go straight—try, try, then keep a mind which is clear like space, soon 
finish the Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

What were you for Halloween? 

Do you know why pumpkins are orange? Why the tomatoes keep growing bigger and 
redder? Why the great green fir continues to stretch up tall and strong? Why the sky is blue? 
If you don’t understand, you ask the pumpkin, the tomatoes, the fir tree, the sky. Maybe 
those things have a good answer for you. 

You like my speech, so one more time, I say to you, I hope you keep a mind which is clear 
like space, soon find the meaning of “The pumpkin is orange; the tomatoes become red; the 
fir tree is strong; the sky is blue;” soon finish the Great Work of life and death, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 1, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Here is a poem for you: 

Only go straight? How difficult, how difficult!  
Everyday mind is everyday turning. 
That “cart” with all its parts removed, 
I have not seen it anywhere. 
If you yourself see it, HA HA HA HA!! 
To PZC family from Tahl Mah Sah family, “Hello.” 
also, to Louise from See-Hoy, “Hello.” 

Yours in the Dharma, 

See Hoy 

 

November 9, 1977 

Dear See Hoy, 

How are you and the Tahl Mah Sah family? Thank you for your wonderful poem. Here is an 
answer poem for you: 

Only go straight? How very easy, how very easy! 
Everyday mind always remains clear, unchanging. 
That “cart” did not say, “I am cart.” 
I have not seen “cart” anywhere. 
You said, “Cart with all its parts removed.” 
HA HA HA HA! 

Hello to the Tahl Mah Sah family from the East Coast family, also, hello to Heesock, James, 
and Bridget from Louise and me. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 1, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so much for your kind letter and teaching. 

I have indeed felt very confused about my practice. My sitting, which is now almost five 
years, has been with a very wonderful Buddhist priest who has helped me in many ways, but 
not directly with Zen practice per se. 

As far as shikan-taza is directly concerned, I had assigned myself that practice. There was no 
teacher available to me to properly assign a type of meditation that would be best for me to 
do. 

Perhaps this has been a bad mistake on my part, but I didn’t have anywhere to turn, so I 
tried as best I could with shikan-taza. All this time, with no direct, personal guidance from a 
teacher who could and would check my sitting and meditation. Working with me so I 
wouldn’t get way out in “left field”. 

Last year, when I visited a friend in Carmel, she introduced me to a Rinzai monk (who also 
happened to be from Korea), and we struck up a strong Dharma friendship. We have been 
writing back and forth two and three times a month, and his kind and generous teaching has 
been the first regular guidance I’ve had. I’m deeply grateful to and for him, and now, I don’t 
feel quite so alone. 

The question he has given to me is, “Who asks what is this?” Or, just simply, “What is this?” 
I’m very determined to give a “Zen answer” to this question. 

I know you are very busy, but may I write to you also once in a while? I really appreciate the 
question-and-answer way you and Seo Un Su Nim have of teaching. 

Regarding the statement I had made, you asked this: “Life and all things, are they the same 
or different?” My answer: 

Rain is wet, 
Summer hot. 
In autumn, leaves fall. 
Do they rise again? 

If you have time, please write again and be sure to let me know when you are coming to 
Chicago for sesshin. I want so much to come. 

Hope to hear from you. 
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Gassho, 

Virginia 

 

November 10, 1977 

Dear Virginia, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

I know you. You have been sitting for five years. But, you still are confused about your 
practicing. Also, you said you decided by yourself to do shikan-taza. But, your still being 
confused means you don’t believe in yourself 100%, and for five years, your sitting Zen has 
not been correct. Also, you still don’t understand shikantaza. Also, you didn’t listen to me.  

The true way is, even if a three-year-old child gives you correct speech, you must follow this 
child’s speech. Then, you will get the true way. But, even if Buddha appears and gives you 
correct speech, if you don’t follow Buddha’s speech, you cannot get the correct way. 

Before, I said to you, shikan-taza means cutting off all thinking, keeping a not-moving mind. 
Ta Soeng Il Pyon means hit; become one. There is no inside, no outside, no subject, no 
object. Inside and outside become one. When you see the sky, what? When you see a tree, 
what? And, again, I say to you, don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; only go 
straight—don’t know. This don’t know is better than Buddha, better than God, better than 
all the sutras, better than a Zen Master. Don’t know is already cut-off-all-thinking mind, 
before thinking. Before thinking is clear mind. Clear mind is moment to moment, your 
correct situation. What are you doing now? When you are doing something, you must do it. 
Only this. That is truth; that is Buddha; that is your true self. What more do you want? It 
has no confusion, has no problems of any kind. If you want something, this is already a 
mistake. Let it be. Then, already, you are complete. 

You made a strong Dharma friendship with a Korean monk. That is wonderful. Also, you 
write two or three times a month to him. That is also wonderful, very good. He asked you a 
very good question. If you don’t understand, only go straight. Don’t check your thinking 
and your feelings. Only don’t know. Always, everywhere, 100%, keep don’t-know mind. 
This don’t-know mind will give you a good answer. 

I know Seo Un Su Nim very well. He is my good Dharma friend. He is a very good monk, 
and practices very hard. I am glad to hear you know him. 

Next, your answer is like a monkey. I don’t like a monkey’s answer. I like your true answer. 
So, I hit you thirty times. Maybe this question is complicated, so, you made a complicated 
answer. You must give a correct answer for me. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

Master Soeng Am Eon used to call to himself every day, “Master!”, and would answer, “Yes?” 
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“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

“Never be deceived by others, any day, any time!” 

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself. Two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 

I hope you always keep don’t know, which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work of 
life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I’m giving you the address of my student’s temple in Chicago. They have sitting once a 
week. So, you must visit there once a week and sit with them. Maybe this will help you. Ji 
Hak Su Nim is the abbot there. 

Bul Tah Sah 
4054 North Western 
Chicago, IL 60618 

312-478-0696 
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700 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you doing, and how has your summer been? Things have been going pretty well for 
Linda, me, and our dog here beside the Manatawug Creek, working hard, studying, and 
hiking around the nearby countryside. Last spring, I read in a newspaper that you were 
planning a summer trip to Korea. How are things in Korea, and did you enjoy yourself? 

In your last letter from Tahl Mah Sah, Inc., you asked me again what did JoJu’s monk friend 
with the unwashed bowl attain after seeing the old Master. I gave you a 90% answer, and the 
kong-an bomb did not explode. 

What did the monk attain? 

Bowl. 

This is a feeble shot in the dark, of course, but I hope to soon be emptied of answers. I have 
not been able to put all of the time and effort into your kong-an that I previously intended, 
due to the fact that I have been using much of my free time to study electronics, in the hopes 
of getting a good job. I have approached my electronics study as a Zen discipline, however, 
and am mastering them with a single-minded zeal and directness. Yet, within me, there is a 
need to get back to the kong-an and settle this matter. I wish to give all sentient beings the 
aid that only a Patriarch can give. 

Too many words! 

Linda and I shall be very glad to hear from you again. Hopefully, before too long, we will get 
a chance to visit you. Take care of yourself and all beings. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

 

November 10, 1977 

Dear Dale, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Linda? 

My summer was not good, not bad. Maybe you did not get the Newsletter. I’ll send you 
some Newsletters. Then, you will understand how my summer was. Also, you will 
understand my Korean trip. 
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Next, your kong-an answer. Your answer had much energy, but this answer has no energy. 
What’s the matter with you? You must believe in yourself 100%, and moment to moment, 
you must keep your correct situation. The name for this is clear mind; the name for this is 
don’t know. What are you doing now? When you do something, you must do it. That is 
your correct situation, and clear mind, and don’t know. You think that the kong-an is over 
there; my life is here; my job is there. The kong-an and don’t-know mind and clear mind 
and your job and your situation and your life and everything: Hit; become one. Just now, 
what are you doing? When you do something, you must do it. 

You said, “I have no time, so I can’t work on the kong-an.” This is very bad speech. The 
kong-an is your life; the kong-an is your just-now situation. Don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your feelings. Any kong-an is the correct situation for that time. So, every day, 
everywhere, when you keep your correct situation moment to moment, all kong-ans are no 
problem. 

You said you are now studying electronics. This is Zen. You are correct. Electrical energy can 
change into anything. Sometimes, it makes things hot, sometimes cold, sometimes makes 
wind, sometimes light, sometimes correct time, sometimes makes food. But, this original 
energy has no name, no form. So, this energy is like our mind. If you correctly understand 
one kind of electrical form, then you correctly understand electricity’s substance. You see a 
light. Where does this light come from? Light is electrical energy; electrical energy is light. 
Therefore, your moment-to-moment correct action is your true self, clear mind, and truth. 
So, an eminent teacher said, “Everyday mind is Zen mind and the truth.” If you learn the 
correct way from electricity, then any kong-an is no problem. 

Next, your answer, “Bowl.” Your answer is like a blind man who wants to open a door and 
has just grabbed the doorknob. Next, you must open the door. How do you open the door? 
If you open your eyes, it is very easy. If you are still blind, it is very difficult. So, you must 
believe in your answer 100%. Then, your eyes will open, and you will pass through the true 
door with no problem. 

I hope you always only go straight, soon open your eyes and pass through the true door, get 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 


