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October 29, 1977 

Dear Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim, 

At last, I finally sit down to tell you of my recent decision. I have decided to resign as 
Housemaster of Tahl Mah Sah, which also means that, if the big house is the Center’s new 
home, that I will not be living there. I told See Hoy the other day, and I think he thinks I’m 
not making the “right” decision. And, to tell the truth, that day, I didn’t know if it would be 
best for me, either. I felt miserable staying with the Center, and felt miserable about leaving. 
Very frustrating, to say the least. Anyhow, I’ve decided to try keeping a clear mind and to sit 
on my own, as we all have to do eventually, anyway, in or out of the Center. 

I was talking with my guitar teacher today, and he was telling me that, when he was younger, 
he spent three years studying to be a Greek Orthodox priest. But, he left and did not finish 
the training, which is seven years. I asked him how he felt when he left, and why he left, and 
he said he left because he had a lot of energy inside him, and the peace and quiet became too 
peaceful and quiet. When he left, he knew it was okay for him to do it. But, he also said that 
those three years were time well spent, and have never really left him. 

This is not exactly my situation, but, although at times, I get incredibly pissed with you for 
having so many rules and set ways for doing things, I am very thankful to you for having 
encouraged me to stay and see through those other two times when I thought I “just couldn’t 
stay.” And also thankful to you for being so simply clear in your teachings. I really have no 
idea where this decision will take me, but I’m sure I’ll see you again, sometime. 

See Hoy told me that when he first knew you, you totally ignored him, and that once, when 
he came to you to learn calligraphy, you made him wait for hours, and still didn’t teach him. 
He said he went home and understood what it was you were trying to teach him: patience…  
Because, without patience, you can’t do anything well. Was that the lesson? Is that the 
lesson? 

Have a good stay on the East Coast. 

Take care, and good bye, 

Alicia 

 

November 10, 1977 

Dear Alicia, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 
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What are you doing now? You said, “I have decided to resign as Housemaster of Tahl Mah 
Sah.” Not good, not bad. Not coming to Tahl Mah Sah and not being Housemaster is not 
so important. What is most important? I often have told you, nobody guarantees your life. 
After one hour, tomorrow, after one month, after one year, you don’t know when your body 
will disappear. 

Your body has many desires. Your body has six bad robbers. Eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, 
mind. Always, those six robbers don’t have enough. If you have a good situation, they want a 
better situation. But, if you have a bad situation, those six robbers don’t like this at all, and 
the six robbers tell you, “I don’t like this! I cannot try this!” Then, your true self, not being 
strong, only follows your six robbers. Then, anytime, you have not enough mind, and also 
are sometimes very confused, and then, you have already lost your center. 

If your center is strong, those six robbers can have many desires, anger, and ignorance, but 
your center doesn’t move. Then, your daily life is correct. Also very clear, no problem. 

You said to me that I have many rules, many set ways of doing things. But somebody said, 
“Soen Sa Nim is not special. He is teaching nothing.” Your speech is different, which means 
you have too strong opinions, too much understanding, and too much checking your 
feelings. So, you need many rules; many set ways of doing things is very important. If, 
moment to moment, you keep your correct situation, then my many rules and many set 
ways are not necessary. Many rules, many set ways are only for you. Maybe your six robbers 
don’t like this. But, your true self likes this very much. Which one do you like? 

I understand your mind. I told you before, you must put down your condition, your 
situation, your opinion. If you cannot put down your condition, situation, your opinion, 
then if you stay outside the Zen Center, anyplace, you will have a problem. But, if you put 
down your condition, your situation, your opinion, then if you keep on being Housemaster 
and stay at the Zen Center, even if you go to a demon’s place, you will have no problem. 

So, I tell you, a bad situation is a good situation. A good situation is a bad situation. But, you 
don’t like bad situations; you want a good situation. That is very bad. In a good situation, 
you can lose your true way and your center very easily. But, in a bad situation, you 
understand your karma, so you want to make your bad karma disappear. So, if you try, try, 
try this way, making a good situation and finding the way is very easy. 

So, again I ask you, what is most important? Situation, feeling, staying, going, location are 
not important. What are you doing now? How do you keep your just-now mind? Moment 
to moment, where are you going? What are you? If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t 
know. Put down your opinions. Don’t make anything. Don’t check your feelings; don’t 
check your thinking. Only go straight—don’t know. Then, you will get everything, O.K.? 

Maybe one week rest is necessary. Then, next week you must go to the Zen Center. If you 
don’t like Tahl Mah Sah, any Zen Center is O.K. You must try. I like you, so don’t lose your 
true way. What do you want? If you want something, you must fight and try to get it. But, if 
you already have enough, fighting is not necessary, and trying is also not necessary. You can 
see; you can hear; all, just like this, is truth. 
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I hope you always keep a mind which is clear like space, always control your six robbers, 
soon find your original face, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 2, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Here is a simple Buddha, from simple mind to simple mind. You, I consider, were the first 
REAL TEACHER I have met in this LIFETIME. Intermittently, I share the joy of 
DHARMA with you. 

Zen is basically formless, yet, the handle which forms, we call ZEN. The golden thread of 
this tradition also passed through the hands of the West, invisibly. Some call it the Self, 
remembering. As a gift to you and your students, three public meetings will occur in New 
York and Boston. Please phone me at these numbers. 

Respectively, 

Sim Seon 

 

November 10, 1977 

Dear Sim Seon, Peter, 

Thank you for your beautiful card and your letter, and for the invitation. How are you? 

You said from simple mind to simple mind. Those are wonderful words. Zen is complicated 
mind becoming simple mind. But, what is simple mind? Tell me! Tell me! 

And, you said, “Zen is basically formless, yet the handle which forms, we call Zen.” You 
understand better than I. You already understand Zen handle. I will never understand Zen 
handle. Maybe you can teach me about Zen handle; then, I can use Zen handle and save all 
people. But, before I can understand Zen handle, first, I ask you: What is Zen? If you open 
your mouth, I will hit you thirty times. If you close your mouth, I will hit you thirty times. 
What can you do? 

Understanding cannot help you. If you want to understand Zen, throwing away your 
understanding is very necessary. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. 
Don’t check your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t check your understanding.  

Next, you invited me. Thank you very much. But, you only gave the telephone number. 
What? Where? How? Who? Why? When? Zen is, moment to moment, keeping your correct 
situation and keeping clear mind. So, when you invite someone, you must give those six 
pieces of information. Then, everything is clear. 
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I hope you always go straight, 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. 
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November 4, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so much for the interview yesterday. Before I came to you, I was thinking I was 
walking towards heaven; being with you was like hitting a brick wall—now, I see I was only 
walking further into hell—you put a wall on BOTH sides. Probably you will say, “No 
heaven, no hell—put it all down.” O.K. “Clear mind, clear mind, clear mind—don’t 
know”—very good medicine for me. Very bitter at first, but tastes less now. 

Thank you, 

Trula 

P.S. I’ve been going back and forth from Zen for four years…  if I want to run away again, 
hit me sixty times! 
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Dharma Talk by Stephen Mitchell 
Berkeley Zen Center 
November 15, 1977 

This is my first hairy Dharma talk (laughter). I’m going to talk about karma a little bit. I was 
in Providence two weeks ago, after a medium-sized retreat out in the country, sitting for 
seven days at a Yong Maeng Jong Jin, and it was one of these situations which have 
happened occasionally, quite unpredictable and quite marvellous, when—something just 
appears, an incredible clarity appears without any warning, and all of a sudden, the whole 
universe is changed. It’s like when we’re working on a kong-an, for those of us who have had 
this kind of practice. A kong-an is a question, and all questions are the same question. 
They’re the question behind the words of the specific questions, whether the questions be 
“What is it all about?” “What is truth?” “What is Buddha?” “What is the sound of one hand 
clapping?” etc. 

The way we work on these questions is not to hold the specific verbal form of the question in 
our minds, but just to dwell on the question’s space that’s behind all these specific questions. 
And so we don’t actually work at the kong-an, nor do we not work at; it’s somehow there, 
and at some point, hopefully, in our practice, the question is asked with our full being, and 
that very act of asking it results in an answer. It just appears sometime. As long as you’re 
trying to answer it, there’s no way. But when you’ve given up everything and when you’ve 
become just one with the question, when you are the question, then—maybe the answer will 
appear. 

At any rate, the second day into the sitting, somehow, something appeared, and it became 
very obvious that I was a layman. I walked up to Soen Sa Nim’s room thinking probably he 
would be a bit miffed, but that it really wasn’t important, since the decision was so clear and 
so powerful. I went up to him and I told him what had happened, and I said, “I hope you’re 
not upset.” He gave me one of these Soen Sa Nim looks—for those of you who haven’t met 
him, I hope you will soon; it’s not possible to describe it—anyway, it’s a look that comes in 
your eyes and goes straight out the back of your head (laughter)—and he said, “Upset? Why 
should I be upset when my student has finally fully understood his own karma?” So there it 
was. 

There’s a famous Zen story about karma that is the second chapter in a traditional textbook 
of Zen called the Mumonkan. It’s a story which is given fairly soon in the Japanese tradition, 
the Hakkun tradition. It’s given fairly soon to the Zen students, and for many people, 
without too much difficulty, it’s possible to arrive at a good understanding of this story. 
After a few more years of practice, many more kong-ans having gone under the bridge, the 
teacher will take the student back to the story and refuse to accept that first answer of several 
years ago, and make the student go more deeply into the story. And again, after a few more 
years, he’ll come around to it again. So, it’s a story that has incredible depth to it, and is 
really worth tucking in the corner of some back drawer of your mind. It appears a little bit 
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off the wall at first, but interesting. It concerns a very famous Zen Master called Pae Chung, 
who was a grad student of Zen Master Matsu, who was one of the greatest Zen Masters of all 
time. 

At any rate, this Pae Chung had a congregation of many hundreds of monks, and he used to 
give Dharma talks every couple of weeks. At one point, there used to be, at the back of the 
room, this enormous room filled with monks—at the back of the room, for many, many 
Dharma talks, there was this little old man whom nobody knew. He would appear at the 
beginning of the Dharma talk, and at the end of the Dharma talk, he’d be gone. Nobody 
knew who he was. Everybody had a question about who this person might be, since the only 
time they saw him was during these Dharma talks. 

Finally, after many months of this, after one Dharma talk, this little old man came to the 
front of the room and asked to talk to the Zen Master after all the monks had gone. So, they 
went off to the Zen Master’s room, and he said, “Zen Master. I was the Zen Master on this 
mountain five hundred lifetimes ago. One day, a student asked me, ‘Are enlightened beings 
still conditioned by their karma?’ and I said, ‘No’. For this mistake, I have been a fox for the 
last five hundred lifetimes. So, in order to let go of this fox’s body, I need to know the 
correct answer to this question. Please, teach me now: Are enlightened beings controlled by 
their karma?” 

Pae Chung said to him, “Karma is quite obvious.” 

At this, the little old man bowed and said, “Thank you very much. You have released me 
from this fox’s body. Please, now, take a few monks and go up to such-and-such a mountain. 
You’ll find the dead body of a fox. Please give me a monk’s burial.” 

This is essentially the story. There’s a little tail end to it. They went and they found the fox’s 
body and they gave it a burial, and they came back to the monastery. That evening, Pae 
Chung told the story of what happened, why they had given this fox a monk’s burial, about 
the little old man, about the question and answer. After he had finished the explanation, his 
number one student, Hong Po, who was later to become a very great Zen Master himself, 
stood up and asked one of these traditional smart-ass questions. He said, “Master, this Zen 
Master answered wrongly one question and became a fox for five hundred lifetimes. What 
would have happened if the Zen Master had answered correctly?” 

So, Pae Chung said, “Come here and I’ll tell you.” 

So he strode down the aisle and came up to the Zen Master. Of course, he knew that Pae 
Chung was going to give him a slap, so instead of waiting for the Zen Master to slap him, as 
soon as he walked up to the podium, he gave the Zen Master an enormous slap and bowed 
(laughter), and he went back down the aisle before the Zen Master had another chance.  

The Zen Master began to laugh uproariously. He said, “I always knew that foreigners had 
red beards; now that I see a red beard, I know a foreigner.” So much for the tail end. 
(laughter) 

This answer, “Karma is quite obvious,” is not falling into yes and is not falling into no. Yes, 
the Zen Master is controlled by his karma. No, the Zen Master is not controlled by his 
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karma. A lot of us, when we think about what Enlightenment must be like, have all sorts of 
ideas and preconceptions about what the life of a totally enlightened being is, especially 
about what freedom is. But after hanging out with a really clear-eyed teacher for a while, all 
of these ideas evaporate, and we get to know that freedom is something quite different from 
what we had supposed. 

Karma, in a very simple way, means that whatever we are now, whatever we do now, is the 
result of everything we have done in the past and everything that we have been in the past, 
and in turn causes what we will be in the future and what we will do in the future. All of our 
actions are conditioned by our thinking. Thinking causes action. All of our actions cause the 
situation that we find ourselves in, the personality that we think is ourselves. So thinking 
causes action; action causes our situation, and our situation usually, especially if we’re not 
practicing seriously, causes suffering. One of the really basic understandings of any serious 
Dharma practice is, in the words of the Gospels, “The truth shall make you free.” Those 
could be words of psychoanalysis also. As soon as we understand our karma, we’re free of our 
karma. Understanding the patterns that cause our thinking means that we can understand 
our action, which means that we can understand our situation, which means that we can be 
free of our situation. 

What does this freedom mean? If you cut a Zen Master’s arm, the Zen Master will bleed. If 
you place a bowl of rice and a bowl of ice cream, for instance, before, for instance, a Korean 
Zen Master, probably he would prefer the bowl of rice. An American probably would prefer 
the chocolate ice cream. Especially if he’s been eating rice for seven months. So all of these 
preferences, all of these likes and dislikes, are still there. A Korean is a Korean; an American 
is an American. If you cut me, I will bleed; if you cut Soen Sa Nim, he will bleed. 

Getting rid of preferences, getting rid of your karma, does not mean being without karma or 
being without preferences. One of the basic Zen teachings is that only get rid of likes and 
dislikes, and everything will become perfectly clear. But, getting rid of likes and dislikes 
doesn’t mean having no likes and dislikes. So that if we go to a restaurant, and there’s white 
rice and chocolate ice cream on the menu, I can pick chocolate ice cream, but if somebody 
gives me a bowl of white rice, and that’s what we’re having, I’m perfectly satisfied with white 
rice. That’s just the situation. 

Being free of likes and dislikes doesn’t mean that you are passionately in love with everybody 
that you come into contact with. You have karma with certain people; strong karma with 
certain people, weak karma with other people. You have affinities with certain activities and 
not such strong affinities with other activities. It means that you can use your likes and 
dislikes freely and not be controlled by your likes and dislikes. If somebody comes along 
whom you don’t care for, and that person needs you, you are able to see beyond your feelings 
and be available to that person to the full extent of that person’s need. You’re not controlled 
by your feelings or by your particular dislike. In the same way, if you have a very strong 
feeling of liking for some activity, for some person, and your situation is such that you can’t 
be involved in that activity or be with that person, then that’s fine. You’re able to deal with 
what’s present. 

So, being free of our karma doesn’t mean being without the karmic situation that we’re 
presented with. It means being able to deal with it in a clear way. And finally, it means being 
able to use it, being able to use all the details and all the particular make-up of our 
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personalities in order to help other people. A Bodhisattva comes down into this world with 
certain skills, with certain likes and dislikes. But by practicing, by sitting, and perhaps by 
bowing and chanting and doing working Zen, he’s able to see beyond his small personality 
that he thought he was, and finally is able to use his personality and skills and likes and 
dislikes, so that whatever situation he finds himself in, he’s able to act clearly for the sake of 
all other people, not for his own sake. 

Well—my experience in Providence was a little bit of an opening, a little bit of an 
understanding of my own particular karma. I hope that all of us here are able, by doing hard 
training, to come to an understanding of our karma, and to understand finally that all of our 
karma is the same; and finally, our karma is Bodhisattva karma, which means freedom 
karma; the freedom to use our own particular karma for the sake of all people. Thank you. 
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A Dream of Stars 

An Ancient saw a star, got Enlightenment. 
What can moderns see, get Enlightenment? 
Can I also see a star, get Enlightenment? 
There are many stars. Which one should I see? 

Shining stars, singing stars, dancing stars, 
Army General’s stars, flags’ stars, cookie stars, 
Shooting stars, Star Wars stars, tree stars, river stars. 
I want to see the true star. 
Which one is true? 

Where do all stars come from? 
Where do all stars go? 
Time flows by. How can you find them? 
If you grab them, they take flight. 
If you find them, there is nothing. 
In a star is a star. 
In this star is a star. 
The star sees the star.  
Stars singing star song. 
Stars dancing star dance. 

An eminent teacher asked, “What is your star?” 
Student facing the ground, imitating a star-search. 
Then, clapping hands, laughing, Transmission. 
How wonderful it is! 
Find a star in the ground, become a great man! 

Do you want to pick a shining star? 
Do you want to find a ground star? 
Stone lion appears from the clouds. 
All stars are afraid; 
They hide in the tiger’s shadow. 

Where is North, South, East, West? 
Don’t know Heaven, don’t know earth, 
Don’t know road, don’t know house. 
Don’t know. Don’t know. Dark. Dark. 
Only don’t know. 
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Cliff…  OUCH!…  Dead…  Wake up. 
Heavenly star shining in the sky. 
Two ground stars. Bright Dharma Room! 

—Zen Master Seung Sahn 
    Buddha’s Enlightenment Day 
    December 10, 1977  
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November 5, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

… The Berkeley Zen Center is coming along very well. In fact, amazingly so. Practicing 
twice a day is wonderful, even though everyone can’t always be here in the evening. I’ve 
enclosed a copy of the letter we are getting out to everyone, which tells what we are doing, 
etc. The people living here now are Jeff, Maggie (Snake Woman), Michael M., and Marge. 
Marge is really not completely here yet, since she is moving out of her family home of many 
years up in Sacramento, so she is back and forth a lot. Michael is better than I have ever 
known him. Maggie is growing and growing. She came thinking only to try it here for a 
month; we are all hoping she stays on. She gave a Dharma talk the last Wednesday night, on 
her snakes, and it was surprisingly good. 

Jeff is wonderful to have here. He is good “only go straight” energy, plus he knows the Kwan 
Sae Um Bosal chanting! He is working very hard at school, his job, teaching his Shim Gum 
Do class, and still pitching in here. Michael S. decided not to move in. He found a place in 
San Francisco and comes Wednesday nights. Jonathan, who is tall and blond and did the 
Precepts in September, continues to come every morning at 5:30 A.M. and is considering 
moving in. Kate, who studied Shim Gum Do in Boston, comes a lot, and also may come to 
live, at least for a while. She wants hard practice, too. She’s great!! 

Ezra is really great these days. He and Eric worked very hard together in the yard last Sunday 
when we had a work day, and right now, they are fixing Ezra’s car together. Eric also is 
tuning in to what is happening here. He is signing up for work assignments and being 
pleasant to everyone. It is kind of funny—after all my fears about starting up a Zen Center in 
this house and finally saying “yessir”—things are working out so well! And in ways I never 
could have anticipated. 

I also thought it would be very difficult to have people around all the time and that we 
would have a lot of problems just trying to live together. It is not like that at all. It really 
helps me to be in charge, since I know I must control my own karma or the other people here 
will suffer. So, I’m very lucky—that I MUST practice hard, pay attention to little things, and 
try to see that everyone is getting what they need and feeling part of things. I thank you very 
much for getting me into all this!! 

A box with a moktak and a number of strings of beads came in the mail yesterday. Thank 
you very much. Some people do not have beads—like Kate—so we gave her some this 
morning, and she was very happy. The moktak is a nice one, and will be perfect if someone 
(like me!) wants to do a long retreat…  or wants to borrow it to practice hitting it at home, 
etc. 
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Would it be all right to schedule a Yong Maeng Jong Jin for the third weekend of January? 
Also, another dentist appointment around that time??? (I am sure you love that idea!) 

We all send our love to you and hope your body is well. Ezra and I look forward to seeing 
you Tuesday, November 30. We will arrive in Providence at 4:33 P.M. We will be in New 
York the previous weekend, staying with Joan, who says she will come to the Enlightenment 
Day ceremony!—seeing my brother and Katie, etc. By the way, I just remembered: I did 
write my brother as you said to and told him that you said he must “give just one word” that 
he was awake. (He had written this poem to George saying he was in a Zen dream and to 
wake up …  remember?) He wrote his answer to you, through me. He said, “Tell your 
teacher I am an old cat, sometimes asleep and sometimes awake. But when I am awake, no 
word is necessary.”  

Love and respect, 

Diana 

 

November 10, 1977 

Dear Diana, Hae Soeng, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter and the wonderful pictures. Here are some for you. 

I read your letter, and I understand your Dharma mind light is shining everywhere. Some 
parts have a shadow, but this shadow is no problem. Originally, Dharma mind light has no 
shadow. If you make shadow, you have shadow. If you don’t make shadow, everything is no 
hindrance. There are no opposites, so there is no shadow. 

When you believe in yourself 100%, then your Dharma mind light is strong. The shadow 
will disappear. You think some people still have a little problem, but this is not their 
problem. It is your problem. One more strong step, and this problem will disappear. Then, 
their mind light and your mind light will come together and become the complete absolute. 
It is like a television station channel wave and your television wave coming together. Then, a 
beautiful picture appears. 

Next, you talk about the Berkeley Zen Center. That is a wonderful, beautiful story. In a 
sutra, it says, “Hwa jung saeng ryeon.” “Hwa jung” means “in a place full of fire”, and “saeng 
ryeon” means “a lotus flower appears”. That is the Berkeley Zen Center. Many people think 
Berkeley means hippies’ primary point. Original hippie is perfectly complete freedom. But 
many people are attached to hippie and only like freedom, so their outside, inside, their 
whole house is full of fire. So, Berkeley is a place full of fire. 

But, over there appears the way of perfectly complete freedom. It is the same as original 
hippie, which is Great Compassion, Great Love, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. That 
means teaching hippies to understand hippie, because hippies don’t understand hippie. The 
name for it is Hwa jung saeng ryeon. How wonderful it is that you and Ezra, Eric, Jeff, 
Maggie, Michael and Marge are all petals of this lotus flower. 
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I am glad to hear about Eric and Ezra. That is wonderful. Everybody’s mind light is shining 
and getting warmer and warmer, so the ice of I, My, Me is melting and becoming water and 
flowing together. Then, only go straight, become hot, very hot, become steam, get strong 
energy, and save all people from suffering. 

It is wonderful that you received the moktak and beads.  

I think Yong Maeng Jong Jin from January 20–23 is good, as long as something special 
where I am needed is not happening. Thank you so much for helping me with my teeth. I 
am very strong now, so I think it is not necessary to have another appointment, but you 
understand my teeth, so if you think it is necessary, then O.K. 

Next, your brother’s answer is not good, not bad. Why make old cat? Why make sometimes 
awake, sometimes asleep? Also, why make, “When I am awake, no word is necessary.” Your 
brother wants to wake up. He also wants to speak. So, he has a problem. Again ask your 
brother, “Just now, are you awake or not? If you say awake, I hit you thirty times. If you say 
asleep, I will also hit you thirty times. What can you do?” 

You are helping Tahl Mah Sah. Thank you very much. You are a great Bodhisattva. 

I hope you always go straight, keeping a mind which is clear like space, your Dharma light 
always shining everywhere, become absolute world peace, so soon, all suffering from all 
beings disappears. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 4, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa, 

Thank you for your wonderful poem. I like it a lot. Enclosed is a poem for you: 

Nothing special is special. 
One is empty. 
No nostril snot melts the universe. 
This fall, the red and yellow leaves hang from the tree. 

Sang Jin 

 

November 16, 1977 

Dear Sang Jin—Lawlor, 

Thank you for your wonderful poem. It is very good. I like it very much. Here is an answer 
poem for you: 

Don’t make nothing special and special. 
There is no one, no emptiness. 
What is before no nostril snot and the universe? 
When the wind blows, the red and yellow leaves fall down. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S.—from the secretary—Lawlor, please remember to address Soen Sa Nim as “Soen Sa 
Nim”, and not just “Soen Sa”. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1451 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

708 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello & how are you? We hope you are fine and well.  

You gave me dropping the ashes on the Buddha for my homework. I don’t think about this 
question a lot, once in a while. I have placed myself in the situation in mind, still no answer. 
So all I can do is only go straight—don’t know. But, as I was writing this letter today, I came 
up with this: Wipe the ashes off the Buddha and explain this statue is not an ash tray. Ash 
tray for ashes, Buddha for bowing. 

It reminds me a story I read: Two American men, who had read quite a bit about Zen, went 
to Japan to visit a Roshi (Nagagawa Roshi, I think). The roshi led them into the Dharma 
room in front of the Buddha and said, “Let us prostrate ourselves before the Buddha.” 

One of the men said, “In the old days in China, Zen Masters and monks would spit on the 
Buddha.” 

The roshi gave them a look and said, “You may spit if you wish, but I prefer to bow.” He 
proceed to bow. The two men didn’t spit, but they didn’t bow, either. 

We are all fine at Tahl Mah Sah. We are a small sangha. Many people have stopped coming 
since you left. A few nights before you left, See Hoy told Jimmy and me that if we liked you 
and had decided you were the right teacher for us, that we should practice even harder when 
you’re away. He also added that you might not live too much longer. That made me sad. I 
hope I can complete the work of life and death before you die. 

See Hoy is a wonderful director. He practices very hard and works at his many “jobs” very 
hard also. He has us doing all-day sitting on Saturdays. After a short while, my knees hurt. 

I am beginning to see the importance of together action. Being and doing with others is 
good for my laziness. Jimmy and I are seriously considering moving into the new Zen Center 
when they finally get it. See Hoy said the Americans will live in the guest house out back. If 
this is so, do you think it would be all right to have our two cats back there? They’re very, 
very friendly and well-behaved, also house trained. 

Hope to hear from you soon. We all miss you and Louise, too. 

Take care, 

Love, Bridget 

 

November 16, 1977  
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Dear Bridget, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Jimmy and the Tahl Mah Sah family? 

I just returned from New York. The International Zen Center of New York had a little 
problem, so all the Providence directors went to New York, and we had a meeting there. We 
talked about what is correct practicing and what is correct life. The New York Zen Center 
sometimes is like a person with no head, which means the hands, legs, and body are all doing 
different actions. So, if your head is clear, your action is clear. If your head is not clear, your 
action is not clear. So, I think about Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center and the New York Zen 
Center. Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center, now, doesn’t have so many students, but the head is 
strong, so practicing and your life are very strong, also, very wonderful. But, the New York 
Zen Center sometimes has no head, so many students don’t understand the correct way. So, 
there is no direction. Each person has their strong opinion. They said, “That is New York 
style.” 

Zen is understanding myself. It is not dependent on anything. Always, I tell you, don’t check 
your feelings; don’t check your mind; only go straight. Then, you can find your head and 
your direction, and make your life strong and correct. If you are dependent on something, 
then, already, you cannot believe in yourself 100%. 

So, New York style is always checking, checking myself, checking, checking other people. 
Anytime there is a mistake, they say, “I am correct; someone else is not good.” This style. 
That is not correct opinion. It is their opinion, their condition, their situation. 

In your letter, you say See Hoy is a very good director, and already, you do one-day Yong 
Maeng Jong Jins—all day, together action. That is wonderful. Now, it is a small club. But, 
this is better than a big club. An eminent teacher said, “One is better than a hundred.” If 
that one is complete, it is not only better than a hundred; it is better than 1000, 10,000, or 
millions. It is like Buddha appearing in this world. 

Next, you are working on the kong-an, Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. You say only go 
straight—don’t know. That is wonderful. You already understand the correct way. But, this 
man is attached to something, which is primary point, true emptiness. He thinks that there is 
no speech, no words, no Buddha, no ashes. He only hits you. How do you fix his mind? 
This is the point. Only do straight—don’t know. Then, a good answer will appear by itself. 
Don’t hold the kong-an in your mind. That is very important. Sometime, you must keep 
don’t-know mind and read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. Then, a good answer will appear 
by itself. 

Next, you tell the story about Nagagawa Roshi in Japan. This story is not good, not bad. In 
this story, what is the Zen Master’s job? It is not clear. The story has no bone. 

Long ago in China, there lived a famous Zen Master, Ma Jo. One day, also in China, a high-
class government official named Bae Hyu visited Ma Jo Zen Master. So, the Zen Master 
brought him to the Dharma Hall, lit a stick of incense, put it before Buddha, and bowed to 
Buddha. Then, Bae Hyu said, “I already heard that you are a great Zen Master. Also, you 
have said, “Mind is Buddha; Buddha is mind.” Why do you bow to this statue of Buddha?” 
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When Ma Jo heard this, he hit Bae Hyu very hard. Then, Bae Hyu was very angry. “Why do 
you hit me?” 

Then, Ma Jo Zen Master said, “I like the angry Buddha.” 

When Bae Hyu heard this, his angry mind completely disappeared, and he got 
Enlightenment, hapchanged, bowed to Ma Jo, and said, “Thank you very much.” 

That story is very clear. Mind is Buddha; Buddha is mind. If you are angry, you are an 
anger-Buddha. If you have desire, you become a desire-Buddha. If you keep clear mind, you 
are a clear Buddha. If you have great love, you get love Buddha. Which one do you like? 

You said that before I die, you want to complete the work of life and death. That is 
wonderful. But, you make life and death. If you don’t make anything, then what? So, only 
go straight. Then, my life and death is no hindrance. You already have freedom from life and 
death. So, I say to you, don’t make anything; don’t hold anything. Already, you are 
complete. You can see; you can hear; all, just like this, is truth. What do you see now? What 
do you hear now? Only this. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. In temples, originally, only cats are O.K. Other pets are no good. That is the temple 
rule. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Why do you make smoke and ashes on the Buddha? Why does Hyang Eom hang a man in a 
tree?  

As for Nam Cheon, “Nam Cheon! Give me that cat, please.” 

Thank you for coming to New Haven. It was nice to see you. 

I will see you on December 10 at the Precepts ceremony. 

Love, 

Sheldon 

 

November 16, 1977 

Dear Sheldon, 

“Why do you make smoke and ashes on the Buddha?” 

I hit you thirty times. 

“Why does Hyang Eom hang a man in a tree?” 

You are already dead. Don’t touch the fishing hook. 

Nam Cheon already has cut your tongue. 

Thank you for your letter; it was very good. But, don’t hold the kong-ans in your mind. 
Only go straight—don’t know. Then, correct answers to the kong-ans will appear by 
themselves. O.K.? Put it all down.  

I will see you on December 10 at the Precepts ceremony. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1455 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

710 

November 11, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope you are well. 

Don’t-know means no problem, no solution. Even expedient means (upaya) is only action. Is 
this correct? Is the “heart” competent where the “mind” was lost? Is there any more to death 
than fear? 

Soen Sa Nim, I don’t know. But I have made life very difficult, and I don’t even know why 
or what it’s about. 

Thank you for listening to the sound of these words. Thank you for your teaching-action. 

I hope to see you soon, somehow. 

Do Soeng, Sheldon 

 

November 16, 1977 

Dear Do Soeng, Sheldon, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You ask about don’t know. Don’t know is don’t know. Very simple. Why do you make 
problems, solutions, expedient means, action, correct, heart, competent, mind, lost, death, 
fear? Don’t make anything. Only go straight—don’t know. You understand too much. 
Understanding cannot help you. What are you doing now? That is don’t know. What do 
you see now? The name for it is don’t know. What do you hear now? Also, this is don’t 
know. 

Don’t know is not special. If you don’t hold everything, there is no subject, no object, no 
inside, no outside. When you see the sky, blue. That is don’t know. When you hear a car 
sound, that is don’t know. When you taste sugar, it is sweet; salt is also salty. That is don’t 
know. Put it all down. Don’t check anything. Don’t hold anything. Only go straight—don’t 
know. What are you doing now? When you are doing something, you must do it, which is 
don’t know, O.K.? 

If you make difficult, you have difficult. If you make easy, it is very easy. Don’t make 
anything. Then, you already have everything. So, I say to you, put it all down. Only go 
straight—don’t know. 
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I hope you always keep don’t know, 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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November 11, 1977 

Zen Master Soen Sa, 

       I no starting with a poem 
       be restful, read slow. 

          

     on me & me 

I am me—here is me 
 me is many wonderous 
   and frantic things. 

 This is the universe  
  me have whole universe? 

 river run, sower sow 
 All things come to know …  me. 
  This is me. I am me, me is here. 

 Still, I don’t know 
  mind is me. I am mind 
  no, I don’t mind. 
   Never, never …  never, never 
 Never came.     and never showed  

   river run 
   sower sow 
  I am mind,   mind is me 
 these are wonderous things of me 
   still, I don’t know. 

 me thought  me thinks  me wonder—wonder me 
 mind is me   mind is universe   I am mind 

 But still I don’t know. 
     Never mind—never me? 
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In me there is much, 
In me there is nothing 
much of nothing is much of nothing 

In me there is one 
In me there is one 
In me In me In me In. 
  me is whole 
 hole in the floor, floor in whole 
 hole in floor leaks 
  floor in whole leaks 
 leaks sun 
  sun shines 
in me there are leaks. 

Kind sir—I am studying to find universe 
   I wish to gather only such—only this. 

  good things should be rare. 
  (Zen) Interest covers time of age—(philosophy) 
  I see wonder, I see me 
    I see sadness and illusion. 
  In my heart, I joy in Thee. 
  I seek no goals of enlightenment 
   I see all things really are: enlightened 

  Stillness & pure expression of myself 
    are things I wish to find. 

All this may be question / all this may be statement. 
  most of all, it’s me to you. 

 It is good to not know? It is good to not know. 

 Stillness, but not emptiness. 
   What is emptiness—is it sad? 
  Is it for reflection? Like mirror in 
    pretty poem—like water in 
     Zen pond. 
   Does it have color, if color be? 

 Family put & family throw.—Sometimes 
 I fear from love, but grow. 

This pleasant sadness fills me when I be 
  Where I be and I don’t rush 
  or really have to know 
 But here it be & here it go—I just 
 one of part. Sometimes in mind. 
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 There are many …  and such dualism does 
 build & bear upon me for I am in many 
 places at once—For this I need the 
 stillness—for this I need just me. 
 to express & be—but others can  
 attach so much and I may surely expect  
 & assume. 

 For this I need stillness, for this I need just 
  me. 
  river run and sower sow— 
  And still I don’t know. 

 I have been there in mind and prayed and sat. 

All this is question; all this is answer.  

So often, I need just me, or just You. 
  or just him. But how often people won’t be. 

 Many sowers, many seed. 
  most of all it’s me to you. 

I meditate in baba nom cava lom—if that’s how you 
  spell it. I wish nothing more a lot, but maybe 
  some song, maybe something of exercise. 
 Can a schedule of the events be sent, too. 

 I have “Ashes” that I got from our friend 
Art Stein such peace   I have read & read & 
  such peace.   reading others. 
  ah, such peace!  Zen Cross & Bones …  
  that one.   The Way of Zen …  
     The Gospel in Zen.  

 Soon to graduate in stuff of books and still 
  I’m on a road.   Road, 
     Road. 
     Road? 

most of all me to you / Love, 

    donna 
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November 16, 1977 

Dear Donna, 

Thank you for your wonderful poem. 
First, I hit you seventy-nine times. 
You make I, My, Me seventy-nine. 
What is before I, My, Me? 
The moon eats the sun. No light, no dark. 
Naked woman running from North to South. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Here is some information about the Providence Zen Center. 
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November 17, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you today? I am silent. 

Here is a poem for you: 

What is a pen?—write! 
What is water?—drink! 
Who am I?—how do I show the Master my 
   mind if everything is mind? 

Moment to moment— 
Thousands have passed. 
What is the last word? 

________ 

Soen Sa Nim, I have not yet told you how glad I am to be at the Providence Zen Center, 
training with wonderful people and a wonderful teacher. I will work very hard. Another 
poem: 

If everything is mind, 
Where is my mind? 
     Be rid of “my” 
Reflect! Reflect! 
The Master’s bald head is smiling. 

Good morning, 

Stuart 

 

November 17, 1977 

Dear Stuart, 

I am fine, and you? You are silent; that is wonderful. 

Your poem is very wonderful, very good. I have an answer-poem for you: 
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What is pen?—write 
Who makes pen; who writes? 

What is water? drink! 
Who makes water; who drinks? 

Who are you?—if you want to show me, already mistake. 
True mind is no mind, not everything. 

Moment to moment—what are you doing now? 
When you write, use a pen. 
When you are thirsty, drink water. 

Nice to meet you. Welcome to our Zen Center! A good situation is a bad situation; a bad 
situation is a good situation. But if you keep your correct situation moment to moment, 
then already, you are beyond good and bad situation, and you will get complete freedom and 
perfect peace. Your mind is Buddha. Then, everybody and everything is Buddha. If your 
action is holy, then you will get paradise everywhere. 

Another answer poem for you: 

An eminent teacher said, “What is Buddha?” 
“Mind is Buddha; Buddha is mind.” 
Next day he said, “No mind, no Buddha.” 

Let it be—I, My, Me, mind, everything. 
What do you see now? What do you hear now? 

KATZ! 
The sky is gray; the car is running outside. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your letter. Linda and I are always very glad to hear from such a 
keen-eyed lion. 

The monk ate out of a wooden bowl. 

Winter is coming on, with the first few snowflakes falling today, and we have been getting in 
firewood and otherwise preparing. Our dog, Odessa, who is a Siberian Husky, likes the snow 
of winter very much. This year, she will get to run in a sled-dog team. 

Thank you for the Newsletters. Take care of yourself as well as all beings. But watch out for 
the Buddhas and Patriarch; they’re a tricky lot. 

While listening to far-away roars in the jungle, 
my head is bitten off by 
     a nearby lion. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

That poor old monk’s bowl is broken. 

I would like to tell you something, but I cannot say what. 

Please have a cup of tea. 

Take care and deliver all beings. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear Dale, 
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Thank you for your two letters. How are you and Linda? 

Your answer is not good, not bad. It is like a blind man waving a stick around in the air, 
looking for the road. Open eyes are better than a blind man’s stick. If you open your eyes, 
everything is clear—just like this. When you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? 
All, just like this, is truth. This monk also attained just-like-this truth. Keep don’t-know 
mind and read the kong-an again. Then, you can find just like this is truth. 

So, I ask you, what did the monk attain? 

I think you should come to the Providence Zen Center sometime and try Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin. Maybe it will help you. Only practicing by yourself is better than not practicing, but it is 
very difficult to put down your opinion this way. If you come here and bow together, sit 
together, chant together, and eat together, then, it will be very easy to make your opinion 
disappear. Then, opening your eyes is also very easy.  

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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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November 14, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? 

The New Haven Zen Center Family thanks you very much for good medicine. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

New Haven Zen Center 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear New Haven Zen Center, 

How is everybody? 

You are welcome. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 14, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

About a month ago, we met at the Berkeley Zen Center. I had heard a lot about you from 
Lynn, but meeting you was really a joy. Your presence truly inspires only-go-straight mind. 

What I am learning these days is just-one-mind practice; while working, just work; while 
chanting, just chant; while sleeping, just sleep. Work is work, chant is chant, sleep is sleep, 
but with one-mind they are all one, all Zazen. The arrow has flown past Korea. Very clear. 

With one breath, I destroy the universe; 
With one breath, the universe destroys me. 
Without any me, without any universe, 
Where can hindrances reside? 

Take care of your precious (big) self, 

M (Mark) 

 

P.S. See you at the Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the Clark’s in January. 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear Mark, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

I was also glad to see you at the Berkeley Zen Center. Lynn is a wonderful student. So, you 
are also a wonderful student. 
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In your letter, you said you are learning just-one-mind practice. That is wonderful. Working, 
chanting, sleeping—just do it. How wonderful it is. But, you say the arrow has already flown 
past Korea. Your arrow is very strong and special. When did you get it? Also, you say “very 
clear”. How clear is it? So, I ask you: When you are working, chanting, sleeping, at that time, 
you say, “One mind.” I say three minds. Which one is correct? 

Your poem is very wonderful. Here is an answer poem for you: 

Before one breath, the universe comes from where? 
Before one breath, there is nothing. 
Who made the universe and you? 
Without any me, without any universe, without words, 
Open your mouth, already, hindrances reside. 

Why don’t you know you already got hit thirty times? 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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 will see you at the Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the Clark’s in January.  
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November 15, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

it was good seeing you in New Haven last weekend at Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I’m glad you 
are feeling better now and that you are in such good form (as always it seems!). I can now see 
why you spend time at different Centers—students too attached to Zen Master! 

I feel I connected with your teaching this weekend (Yong Maeng Jong Jin) as I never have 
before. It has taken a long time and much hard training to reach this point, though it be only 
a beginning (as each new realization always seems to be). Thank you. 

I have answers for you to my homework: 

From March: Hyang Eom’s Up a Tree: 

I hit you with Mount Sumeru before  
you open your mouth. 

From last weekend: Dropping Ashes on the Buddha: 

I would bow deeply to this person for his great teaching  
and then proceed to dust the Buddha. 

Since I will be taking the Precepts December 10, I look forward to seeing you then. 

Yours truly, 

Ralph 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear Ralph, 

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

I was also glad to meet you at the New Haven Zen Center. 

You said that the Zen Master must go around and around. An around-and-around Zen 
Master is not such a good Zen Master. If you are a strong Zen Master, then you stay in one 
place, and all people come to see you there. So, I am a low-class Zen Master. 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1469 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

Long ago, all great Zen students only met a great Zen Master one time, then returned to 
their place—some people six years, some people eight years, some people ten years—only-go-
straight mind. Then, they got Enlightenment, then visited the Zen Master, got 
Transmission, then became great Zen Masters. But, nowadays, people want to see the Zen 
Master very much, want to hear Dharma speeches, and want to have many interviews. If 
your great faith, great courage, and great question are strong, one time is enough. This 
means, if don’t-know mind is strong, this don’t-know mind is better than Zen Masters, 
better than Buddha and God. I think you already got to meet me one time, so this is enough. 
If you want more, you become low-class, O.K.? If you come and see me, you must bring me 
one word. 

Next, your homework. You said, “I hit you with Mount Sumeru before you open your 
mouth.” You already opened your mouth, so you are already dead. What can you do? In this 
kong-an, you cannot speak, cannot use your hands. Action and speech are not possible. You 
must answer me without your mouth, without action. 

Next, this cigarette man is very attached to emptiness. Everything is from emptiness; 
emptiness is everything. So, he thinks he already got Enlightenment. If you open your 
mouth, this is already a mistake, so he only hits you. What can you do? 

I hope you always only go straight—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. 

P.S. You will take the Precepts in December. That is wonderful. I look forward to seeing you 
then. 
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November 10, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for replying so quickly to my letter. I had been putting off writing to you until I 
had something positive to say, but here it is anyway. 

I started off with great enthusiasm, trying to keep the Kido schedule, but almost total defeat. 
My operation was very successful, but left my body very weak. Strength is returning slowly, 
and meanwhile, I have become a lethargic slug, lots of sleeping, getting up late, and lying 
around. I don’t like this lazy feeling so much, but at least my body is still for much of the 
time, which right now, seems like the best thing for it. 

You asked me what Ma Jo Zen Master meant when he said, “Face of Sun Buddha, face of 
Moon Buddha.” It means, I think, day Buddha, night Buddha, life Buddha, death Buddha: 
everything Buddha. 

When you talk about practicing in order to fix my body or maybe get Enlightenment, I find 
this way confusing. At the Kido, there was no problem. When the bell rings, it’s time to 
chant, and so you just chant, but practicing in order to achieve something creates big 
conflicts inside me. 

I think what I need is some together action, and I am writing to Diana about moving into 
the new Center in Berkeley, probably around the end of this year. Big attachment to this. 

Anyway, thank you for such a nice confusing letter, and I hope to see you this winter in 
California. 

Love,  

Don 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear Don, 

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

I am sorry I made you confused. But, if you make your I, My, Me disappear, where is this 
confusion? If you have I, My, Me, even Buddha’s speech or God’s speech will make you 
confused. So, I say to you, put it all down. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Don’t 
check your mind; don’t check your feelings. 
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You already said, “Day Buddha, night Buddha, life Buddha, death Buddha: everything 
Buddha.” So, before, an eminent teacher said three pounds of flax is Buddha; dry shit on a 
stick is Buddha; sometimes rocks, trees, a house, everything is Buddha. So, I say to you, you 
are also Buddha. You must believe in yourself 100%. Then, this is your Buddha. There is no 
life and no death. Already, there is freedom from life and death. 

In your letter, you said you don’t like feeling lazy. But, don’t check your mind; don’t check 
your feelings. Only try, try, try. If you make something, you have a problem. If you don’t 
make anything, sometimes you cannot do things, but you must keep try, try, try mind. This 
mind is very important. Maybe this body is not strong, but your mind is stronger than 
Superman. O.K.? So, don’t worry. Only try, try, try. 

Next, you want together action, and you want to move to the Berkeley Zen Center. That is a 
wonderful idea. I’m very glad to hear that. 

I hope you don’t make confusion, don’t make anything. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 17, 1977 

Dear Seung Sahn Nim, 

Thank you for such a kind reply. Your words freed themselves from being words; they 
reached the Heart-mind. One letter written well like that erases time. The words’ meaning 
penetrated straight like an arrow to the heart, yet, I am still able to breathe …  if your 
written words are bullets, my own follow like the wind behind them. 

When you ask what is Zen, I still forget what Zen is. Then, in the next moment, 
identification with answering question is released. That is closer to Zen …  simple mind 
emerges. If that is too simple, I give you complicated answer. Zen is what asks the question 
and signs its name S.S. …  and yet it is certain that you have read many books about that 
Zen, but those books are like leaves. Real Zen, Deep Zen, is on the thumbnail you see which 
holds this letter …  do you hear that sound behind you just now? Ah, yes, now you 
remember Zen, please continue …  

If you hit me thirty times, I kiss your hand with my mouth, unopened, unclosed. 

Your suggestion of the necessary “six pieces of information” for an invitation was taken quite 
usefully; it unveils my discourteousness as a host, which you must please forgive. My Zen 
understanding is weak and may always be. Big Idea came. Mind of my Being sees with 
desperate eyes. Invite students of a Real School to meet students of a Real School. Induce 
Dharma combat, make big friction with mind-illusions. Maybe give birth to Real Buddha. 
Maybe not ready yet. Wait for ripeness …  when little I tries to save all people by giving 
them what they already have, little I kills Zen, kills kindness, kills all people and himself. 
Now I save no one, Zen revives. As a student of the cool breeze, I have already said too 
much. 

Your Dharma remains strong. It has already saved a few people from suffering, that is 
complete unto itself. Today you start as a beginner. One breath and Life and Death are 
conquered this second. The Great Beyond awaits us. 

To you in whom the Dharma reigns, 

Sim Seon, Peter 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear Sim Seon, Peter, 

Thank you for your wonderful letter. How are you? 
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You have too many wonderful words. You must cut your tongue. Then, you will understand 
everything. Also, you will understand your name, Sim Seon. Zen is O.K. First, your name is 
Sim Seon. Sim is mind; Seon is nature. Mind and nature—are they the same or different? If 
you say the same, you lose your tongue. If you say different, you lose your head. If you open 
your mouth, you are already dead. What can you do? 

Here is homework 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!” 

Mind called nature. So, which one is the correct Master? 

If you understand this kong-an, you understand your name. If you don’t understand, only go 
straight—don’t know. Put it all down, your understanding. Your understanding cannot help 
you. 

I hope you always keep don’t know, don’t check your mind, don’t check your feelings, don’t 
check your understanding, only go straight, get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. from the PZC secretary: “Seung Sahn” is our teacher’s name, but we address him as 
“Soen Sa Nim,” which means “Zen Master” in Korean. “Soen” is “Zen”; “Sa” is “Master;” 
“Nim” is an honorific article in Korean.  
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November 12, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Jim wrote that you seemed tired for a while, but that you later picked up 
again. That is good! Your presence is with me most of the time, as it becomes clearer, the 
absoluteness of the True Self. Living in a Zen Center with other beings who are headed in 
the same direction; i.e., finding the True Self, helps a great deal. We are put in situations and 
our practice and together action along this path give us greater awareness of True Self as we 
share that substance more and more together. 

Day by day and moment by moment, as the path unfolds before me, surrender of my 
opinion, etc., continues more and more. 

Your wisdom and great love for all beings also becomes more apparent to me and is a great 
source of courage and strength. There are no more fears. Dharma Teacher means only go 
straight ahead and save all people. Last Thursday night, when I gave Jonathan the book of 
letters to read, it was open to the letter I wrote you concerning my fears about becoming a 
Dharma Teacher. Now, I understand. 

Diana and I are here together today on the beach in the sun in our bathing suits, mind you! 
The ocean is bright and full of thundering waves that are very powerful and come in quick 
succession. It is a pleasant pause in our busy life—this letter to you has been brewing in me 
for some time. It is good to have the opportunity to visit with you and share in this way. 

We feel your Center in Berkeley is doing very well. Diana gave a wonderful Dharma talk on 
Wednesday night that was well received by a goodly number of people. Thank you for the 
moktak and beads, the incense, ginseng, and all your other kindnesses. You are very 
thoughtful. 

A young seventeen-year-old surfer, Mike, and I were talking here before Diana joined me. 
He, like Allan, is very close to the sea and is impatient to pursue this love and way to the 
fullest right now! This drive and energy to push straight ahead is the True Self force, but it 
does need a True Path to go on, and this direction is our job as parents and I believe we do it 
more by our own practice and proceeding down this path as an example to follow. The drive 
and energy is there; we don’t have to push that—just to show the way by our pursuit of it. 

Diana has been doing just this, so that her example has been a strong one for all. Her 
guidance has been straight and true. She is eager to have the temple in L.A. secured, and we 
will all feel relieved when that is settled. 

We are looking forward with joy to our coming time to be with everyone in Providence at 
the end of this month, and then soon, you will be back here with us again. We will have 
some new people who are eager to meet you. 
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I have done as you suggested, and my bowing has become no problem. My chanting and 
hitting the moktak are still subject to errors now and then, but it does not seem to be a 
problem to me. 

Is there anything you need that we can bring to you when we come to Providence? Do you 
need more medicine, etc.? 

The seagulls are being fed by a man on the beach. The waves have subsided a good deal, and 
the surfers have come in to get warm again. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Ezra 

P.S. All my Dharma friends send you good wishes. 
                                                                               —Ezra 

 

November 19, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

This is another letter, and you may choose which one—are they the same or different? 

We have just finished housemeeting, and Jonathan and Maggie are playing a duet on alto 
and soprano recorders—very pleasant sounds. 

Eric and Diana are playing ping-pong, and I was brushing my teeth and am going to bed. 
Minerva, the cat, was meowing furiously but muffled. So I got up and let her out of the 
closet where she was locked in accidentally. Jeff is writing on Louise’s postcard. 

My other letter is perhaps making too much—so I am sending this one as well. 

There is joy in the air here, and we are doing much together action—becoming cleaner 
potatoes. 

Kwan Sae Um Bosal 

Ezra 

 

November 23, 1977 

Dear Jin Am, Ezra, 

How are you and all the Berkeley Zen Center family? Thank you for your two letters. You 
asked if your two letters are the same or different. First, I hit you. Then, I say to you, you 
sent me three sheets of paper. Is this enough? Tell me! Tell me! 
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I read your letter. You are very strong nowadays. Before, I also got a letter from Diana. She is 
also very strong. You are strong and Diana is strong. That is wonderful! This means that the 
Zen family and your family are all strong and wonderful. 

You say you are doing together action and becoming clearer and finding your true self and 
helping each other. And, you say you are becoming cleaner potatoes. How wonderful it is. 
An eminent teacher said, “When you practice, practice, practice, then you understand your 
practicing by yourself. It is like when you drink water, you understand by yourself whether it 
is hot or cold.” 

I gave a lecture at the Cambridge Zen Center last week. At that time, I told them that 
everybody wants something. But, many people cannot get it. For example, somebody wants 
to become a famous musician. Somebody wants to become a famous painter. Someone else 
wants to be a famous artist. But, many people do not become famous. Bad karma appears, 
and, in Korean, we say “Do jung ha cha”—they get off the train along the way. Then, they 
drink, have sex, do many kinds of bad action. Finally, they lose this train. Then, they cannot 
get to the terminal. 

So, if you want to be famous, first, you must make your bad karma disappear. Then, you 
must not do jung ha cha, which means you can control your karma. That is perseverance. 
This word is very important. Then, if you want to do something, only go straight, and it will 
be possible. Then, you will get everything. So, I said to them, first, you must understand all 
your good and bad karma. Then, you must make all your karma disappear; then, you must 
clean your karma. Then, you must use your karma. Then, you can save all people from 
suffering. 

Somebody has good musician karma. But, he also has much bad karma. Then, sometimes, 
he is a very good musician, but sometimes, he is a very bad person. Why? Both his bad 
karma and his good musician karma are fighting. If his bad karma is strong, his musician 
karma cannot work. If his musician karma isn’t working, he’ll only do bad action. If he only 
does bad action, he cannot become a famous musician. So, first understand your karma, then 
make karma disappear, then clean karma, then, you can control your karma. Then, already, 
bad karma cannot appear. Then, you will only use your good musician karma, then only go 
straight, then soon become a wonderful musician. It is like this. 

So, we do together action, chant together, live together. It is very easy to make your bad 
karma disappear this way, and it is a shortcut to cleaning your karma, which means that only 
living by myself, do jung ha cha is very easy, but living together, do jung ha cha is very 
difficult. So, living together means each person is my good teacher, and each person teaches 
each other very well, and I am also their good teacher. The name for this is making same 
correct karma. Making same correct karma means already Great Bodhisattva, Great Love, 
and Great Compassion. 

So, I think you and Diana are very good train conductors. Maybe sometime, somebody 
wants do jung ha cha. But, you teach them that do jung ha cha is very dangerous. That is 
your responsibility. 

What you said about young people’s energy being very strong is correct. But, when you use 
your energy, there are three very important things: First, when should you be strong and 
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when should you be weak; when do you use it a lot and when do you use it a little? This is 
controlling your energy. When you drive a car, sometimes, you must use the accelerator and 
sometimes, you must use the brake. Next, you must control your direction. This is using the 
steering wheel. Third, what is your destination. 

So, most important is your destination. If you have no destination, then, you can control 
your energy, and you can control your direction, but it is like a homeless bird. So, for 
humans, what is the correct path is most important. If you understand the correct path, 
someday, you will attain the correct path. This is possible. Path is our true self. You said, 
“This drive and energy to push straight ahead is the True Self force, but it does need a True 
Path to go on, and this direction is our job as parents.” This is very wonderful. 

Also, you said, “Diana has been doing just this, so that her example has been a strong one for 
all.” That is correct. On your head, there are two eyes, ears, nose, and a tongue. These very 
important things come together on our head. We use this head to control the body. But, 
who uses this head? That is most important. Nowadays, the Berkeley Zen Center is 
wonderful. That means the head is wonderful, which is your true self becoming clear, clear, 
and mind light becoming very bright. 

I will be glad to see you again in Providence. You say that the new students want to see me. 
That is good. Also, you said your bowing is no problem. That is wonderful. This means a 
revolution in your whole life. 

You offered to bring me something from California, but you already have given me enough, 
so no thank you very much. 

Last, I have a question. How is your homework? Did you finish? Then tell me. 

Don’t lose don’t know, O.K.? That is very important. When you have don’t know, the blue 
sky, the deep ocean, the green tree, the high mountain, all things praise you. 

I hope you always go straight—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. 
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November 19, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I have just returned from the Dharma talk that you gave at the Cambridge Zen Center. As I 
drove home, I found myself remembering a story about a man who was hanging from a 
branch all night with both hands. He could neither climb back into the tree, nor could he let 
go. When morning came, he saw that the ground was just an inch below his feet. 

You spoke about the line that divides good karma from bad karma, good action from bad 
action, etc. I have been, during the last year, in this place about being ill and not being ill. In 
order to recover, I have had to think a lot about getting well. I have tried not to be attached 
to doing this, but at the same time, I do not want to die any sooner than I have to, because 
there is so much to do here. I also realize that keeping well is not the point; clear mind is the 
point. One will die sooner or later; that is not the question. You have taught me about this. 

You were in the hospital recently and were able to heal your accelerated heart beat. You gave 
attention to that. I have been giving attention to healing myself, by directing my mind to be 
clear and my body whole. But I ask myself: Should I just give the healing work up and go 
straight ahead and live from moment to moment? You spoke about controlling one’s karma. 
I cannot seem to let this all go. I am sure if I could, I would see that the ground is just under 
my feet. 

Thank you for your teaching. Is this letter just all thinking? 

Your friend, 

Jean 

 

November 24, 1977 

Dear Jean, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You asked, “Is this letter just all thinking?” You are correct. It is just all thinking. But, just all 
thinking is not thinking. If you understand this, just all thinking is truth. 

In your letter, you told the story about the man who was hanging from the tree by his arms. 
Your story and my kong-an story are similar. But, in your story, the next morning, this man 
did not die. He is very lucky. But, again, he will make good and bad karma. Good and bad 
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karma both wind around your true self and become tight. How do you get out of the good-
and-bad-karma coil? 

I will give you my kong-an: 

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. He is 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?” 

You must find a good answer for me. 

You said that I gave attention to healing myself, and you have been giving attention to 
healing yourself. But, what is attention? If you are attached to something and make 
attention, then it is very dangerous. You must pay attention! So, you must attain attention. 
Only thinking-attention means attached-to-something attention. Here is a good story for 
you: 

A student once visited a great Zen Master and asked, “Please give me one word for my whole 
life.” 

Then, the Zen Master said, “Attention!” 

The student said, “Attention? What does that mean?” 

The Zen Master said, “Attention is attention!” 

Then, the student said, “Attention is attention?” 

The Zen Master said, “If you attain attention, your whole life will be no problem.” 

Then, the student said, “Thank you very much,” but he didn’t understand. “Why only 
attention?” Then, he bowed to the Zen Master and went out. 

He returned to his home. On the way home, while he was walking, he was thinking, “What 
does this mean? Attention is attention?” While he was thinking this, he tripped over a rock 
and fell down. Then, in his head, like lightning came, “Attention is attention!” 

So, he attained attention; then he soon got up, faced the direction of the temple, and bowed 
to the Zen Master, saying, “Thank you very much.” 

If you put it all down, attention is not necessary. If you keep something in your mind, you 
must pay attention. You say you cannot let this all go. That is very dangerous. You must pay 
attention! If you don’t check your mind, don’t check your feelings, only go straight—don’t 
know, where is attention necessary? What do you want just now? What are you doing just 
now? When you are doing something, you must do it! Don’t think about life and death or 
anything. An eminent teacher said, “Without thinking, just like this is Buddha,” which 
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means you are Buddha. So, I say to you, don’t smudge your Buddha. You already have 
everything. If you make something, you lose everything. Attention! Attention! 

I hope you always 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. 
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November 19, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter of November 10. The teaching you gave me was very kind. Also 
painful. 

You said, “Your sitting Zen has not been correct; you don’t understand shikan-taza, and you 
didn’t listen to me.” 

That my practice has not been correct was really the most painful thing you said. I’m not 
saying this as a way of complaining about being scolded. Actually, I’m very grateful that you 
have such caring and concern for my practice that you take the time to write, scold, and hit 
me thirty times. I feel a lot of love in it. 

In the time I’ve been sitting, the only opportunity I’ve had for direct personal guidance from 
a teacher has been the week-long sesshins I’ve attended with Maezumi Roshi. And this just 
once a year for the last three years. Otherwise, there was no one to check up on what was 
going on with me. From my experience with this, I feel that the checking up is very 
important, so the student doesn’t end up way out in “left field”. 

“You don’t understand shikan-taza.” Okay. I don’t. Please teach me. I’ll try very hard to do 
whatever you say. 

“You didn’t listen to me.” I apologize. I felt I was listening and understanding. Apparently 
not, and so, I’ll try to do better. 

“I don’t like a monkey’s answer. I like your true answer. So, I hit you thirty times.” Ouch! 

Thank you for the koan, “Calling and answering. Two minds. Which one is the correct 
Master?” I’ll work hard to give my true answer. For now, my answer really is don’t know! 

How nice that you and So Un Su Nim are friends. His taking such a strong, personal interest 
in my practice has been wonderfully kind and helpful. It’s my hope that before I go to L.A. 
this spring that I’ll be able to spend a week of sitting and training with him. 

Thank you also for telling me about Ji Hak Su Nim. I’ll try to sit with him whenever 
possible. 

Please write to me again when you have time. 

Gassho, 

Virginia 
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P.S. Any idea of when you will be in Chicago to give us sesshin? 

 

November 24, 1977 

Dear Virginia, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Maybe my letter was painful to you. I am sorry. If your mind is clear like space, then how 
can pain appear? You still have smog in your mind, so my words are a hindrance to you, and 
pain appears. I say to you, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t make anything; don’t hold 
anything; then, anything is no hindrance, which is complete freedom. It is like clear space. 

You say you have attended sesshins run by Maezumi Roshi. That is wonderful. Maezumi 
Roshi and I are very good friends. He is a very good Zen Master. If you have time, training 
with Maezumi Roshi is very necessary. Practicing by yourself is not bad, not good, but 
sometimes, you don’t understand the correct direction. Then, you must visit a great Zen 
Master and ask him questions. This is very necessary. 

You still don’t understand shikan-taza. Shikan-taza is shikan-taza. O.K.? What more do you 
want? 

Your listening to me or not listening to me is not important. You want something. That is 
very dangerous. Put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. 

Next, when I hit you thirty times, you say, “Ouch!” Not good, not bad. So, I ask you: Form 
is emptiness; emptiness is form. You say, “Ouch!” Is it form or emptiness? Which one? Tell 
me! Tell me! If you hold onto this question for even a moment, you have already gotten hit 
thirty times again! 

Next, the Soeng Am Calls Master kong-an. You say don’t know. That is wonderful. This 
don’t know is better than me, better than Buddha, better than God. Only go straight—don’t 
know. You will get everything. No problem. 

Going to sit with So Un Su Nim for a week before you go to Los Angeles in the spring and 
trying to sit with Ji Hak Su Nim whenever possible are both wonderful ideas. Now, I will 
show you a very good kong-an. Maybe it will help you. 

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.” 
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The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? 

If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know, O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—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 don’t know when I will be in Chicago. When I go, I will tell you. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your letter. Linda and I are doing very nicely. We are not good, 
not bad. 

I don’t know what that monk attained. 

Linda says hello. She likes you and your letters very much. She does some babysitting now 
and yoga exercises every day. She plans to visit her parents in Phoenix, Arizona for 
Christmas, and will probably drop in on the Buddhists of the Jodo Shinshu sect (mostly 
Japanese-Americans) while she is in Phoenix. Namu Amida Butsu. 

I plan on coming to the Providence Zen Center for Yong Maeng Jong Jin sometime in April 
or May, 1978, after I quit my present job. I would very much like to meet a keen-eyed lion 
and practice bowing together, sitting together, eating together, chanting together, and 
opening eyes together. Linda and I plan to do some traveling next summer, and perhaps, 
after Yong Maeng Jong Jin, we may take a thirty-day retreat on the Appalachian Trail. 

In the meantime, I wow to practice sitting Zen, writing Zen, working Zen, eating Zen, 
sleeping Zen, electronics Zen—DON’T KNOW ZEN—ardently, save all beings, and meet 
you face to face. 

Have fun in the snow! 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

P.S. Thank you very much! 

 

December 1, 1977 

Dear Dale, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you? 

I read your letter. It was your best letter. Zen is going to simple mind from complicated 
mind. Your earlier letters were very complicated, but this letter was very simple. You say only 
don’t know, and, moment to moment, keeping Zen, which is clear mind. Also, you want to 
come to Providence Zen Center and do together action. Already, you have decided. That is 
already complete. 
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An eminent teacher said, “When you are beginning, already, you got Enlightenment.” This 
means only-go-straight mind. When you are checking something, already, you have lost your 
beginner’s mind. When you keep, always, everywhere, beginner’s mind, then you can see, 
you can hear, all, just like this, is truth. Spring comes; the grass grows by itself. Winter 
comes; white snow is everywhere. 

So, this monk attaining something means, just that time, his correct situation, which is 
everyday mind. When you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? Listen to me. This 
monk said, “I just entered this monastery. Please teach me.” 

“Did you have breakfast?” 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Then, wash your bowls.” 

When he heard these words, the monk was enlightened. What did the monk attain? 

What did the monk hear? Then, you will understand. Put it all down. Just like this is truth. 
O.K.? 

In your letter, you said Linda might visit the Jodo Shinsu sect. They try Namu Amida Butsu. 
“Namu” means “become one.” “Ami” means “infinite time”. “Da” means “infinite space.” 
“Butsu” means “Buddha,” which is Enlightenment. So, become one, infinite time, infinite 
space, and Buddha. So, Linda will visit there. That is very wonderful. 

Japanese people say that “Jodo” means “Pure land;” “Shinsu” means “True School.” Pure 
Land and True School. They say that is Nirvana. They think Nirvana is some place. They 
don’t understand that Nirvana is in our mind. If you attain your true self, if you want 
Nirvana, you have Nirvana; if you want hell, you have hell. Complete freedom. I don’t know 
if they understand the correct meaning. When you visit there, Linda, if they don’t 
understand, you must teach them. In true Nirvana, there is no word, no speech, no form, no 
name. To open the mouth is already a mistake, so if they talk a lot, you must hit them. 
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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day after Thanksgiving 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Nam Cheon Kills a Cat 

“You! Give me one word and I will save this cat! If you cannot, I will kill it!” 

Later, 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.” 

If JoJu had been there, he would have understood the situation clearly: that all sentient 
beings need to die first in order to be saved. So, he would have yelled “KILL”—and thus 
saved the cat’s life, because Nam Cheon would not need to really kill it, since one person 
understood what was necessary. 

When JoJu passed by, after Nam Cheon did kill the cat, he took his shoe and put it on his 
head, as he would at all funerals. 

A cause-effect thought has been with me for some time now. How incredibly artless our 
world would be with no suffering. Look at all the beauty that has come from pain—music, 
songs, dances…  There’s a part of me that exalts these forms, which would probably die out 
if we were all enlightened. I’d be totally bored listening to serene music all the day! 

Have a nice stay on the East Coast. 

Alicia. 

 

December 1, 1977 

Dear Alicia, 

How are you, Alicia? Thank you for your beautiful letter. 

First, Nam Cheon’s kong-an. 

You say, “KILL.” You understand more than JoJu and Nam Cheon. Very good. But, before 
you open your mouth, Nam Cheon has already cut off your tongue, and it has fallen to the 
ground. So, your understanding cannot help you. How can you save this cat? Tell me! Tell 
me! Only one word! 
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Next answer. Not good, not bad. You understand. You say funeral. What is the meaning of a 
funeral? You only explained. In Zen, explanations are not necessary. Explanations are all 
dead words. Live words are necessary. You must find live words. What is a funeral? 

Next, you say art comes from suffering and beauty comes from pain. That is correct. Pain, 
suffering. Then, art and beauty appear. But, what is true art? What is perfect beauty? The 
suffering comes from where? Who made pain? 

If you understand those original points, then you are complete. Your art will help many 
other people and give them great joy, and your beauty will give many people Great 
Happiness. Your suffering will give other people Great Love. Also, your pain will give other 
people Great Compassion. So, you will get the Great Bodhisattva Way. The Bodhisattva 
Way tastes like water. You say boring. 

I hope you already have boredom. If you keep boring mind, any place, any time will be no 
problem. So, only go straight—don’t know, soon get true boredom, finish the Great Work 
of life and death, and save all people from suffering.  

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Some days the wind blows fiercely. 
Some days not even a leaf moves. 

Liang Wu Ti built many Buddhist temples. 
Bodhidharma wasn’t impressed. 

Soen Sa Nim is building many Zen Centers. 
I am impressed. 

When the Dharma came from India, 
Endless pages of gobbledeeegook became “KATZ!!” 

Now that KATZ!! has come to America, 
What will it become? 

This is crappy poetry, but you understand my meaning. 

Your friend, 

 

(An Hanh) 

 

December 1, 1977 

Dear An Hanh, 

Some days mist rises from the ocean floor. 
Some days rocks hail from the sky. 
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Bodhidharma doesn’t know anything. 
Liang Wu Ti understands happiness. 

You make me a builder of Zen Centers. 
I only have two empty hands. 

Originally, no Dharma, no coming, no India. 
Lose tongue, there is no bone. 

In America, already everything is complete. 
All mountains are high. All rivers flow to the ocean. 

Your poem is very very wonderful. Even Buddha doesn’t understand. How can I understand 
your meaning? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 19, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter and for all your teaching. We all are fine at the Berkeley Zen 
Center. I like it here, and I think we have a strong practice. Today, we had a Zen Center 
meeting. Seventeen people came. We had a very good meeting. Diana taped it for See Hoy, 
so you will be able to hear it if you want to. We decided to have a weekend Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin once a month. BZC has sixteen members now! 

I am not sure I understand why checking after one month to see how I feel about staying is 
bad. Is it because I set a time when I would decide? Anyway, I didn’t do it. A couple of 
weeks ago, I realized that I wanted to stay. So, I am going to give up my apartment and get 
rid of a lot of stuff. 

I gave my first Dharma talk—snake Dharma talk. Many people liked this talk. Afterwards, I 
brought my snakes down. Everyone liked them, too.  

Euclid and Toby are fine. But all but one of my baby garter snakes died. They wouldn’t eat. 
I was sad, but I told Diana maybe they are great Bodhisattvas and did not want to kill 
anything. The vet told me many baby snakes are like this, so they die very soon. My last baby 
snake is eating, though. He eats worms. He is very strong. I named him Thoreau.  

Don’t worry, I always keep “I save snake” mind. At first, I chanted for Antigone, then for all 
snakes. Now, I chant for everybody, because it is not possible to leave anybody out. 

I don’t know about that man with the ashes. 

In the morning while we sit, the sky gets light; the chimes ring in the wind, and birds start to 
sing. 

What does my name mean? I am beating time to the music on the radio, finishing a letter to 
you. 

Love, 

To Hyang 

 

December 2, 1977 

Dear To Hyang—Maggie, 
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Thank you very much for your letter and for Stephen’s Dharma speech. How are you and 
your snakes? 

In your letter, you said that there are now sixteen members at the Berkeley Zen Center, and 
that you had a good housemeeting, and you are getting stronger. That is wonderful. And, 
you said you will get rid of your apartment and completely move into Berkeley Zen Center. 
That is very, very wonderful. 

I know your mind. Many young people’s minds are the same as yours: changing, changing, 
which means, first, they make a strong decision; then, the next moment, their decision is 
broken. Then, they make another decision, then change that. Changing, changing. That is 
not bad. It’s like a cloud in the sky. The cloud doesn’t understand itself and cannot keep its 
obligation to the sky. If it understood itself and its obligation, then it would understand the 
correct way, which means that in change, there is stillness; in stillness, there is change. 

In Buddhism, it is said, “Stillness is truth. Change is illusion. Truth has two aspects. First, 
unchanging. Next, following the situation. Illusion has two aspects. First, emptiness. Next, 
appearance.” 

When we combine the unchanging aspect and emptiness, we get the true-like-this gate. 
When we combine following the situation with appearance, we get the gate of appearance 
and disappearance. So, if you only keep changing, you don’t understand the just-like-this 
gate. Also, if you only keep just-like-this, then you don’t understand the appearance and 
disappearance gate. If you keep both, you can see each moment changing, changing, but, 
that is true just like this. This means you can control your situation moment to moment. So, 
only go straight—don’t know. Then, you will get the true just-like-this gate, and moment to 
moment, keep correct situation, which is the true gate of appearance and disappearance. 

So, we say stillness is change; change is stillness. If you only understand these words, they 
cannot help you. First, attain stillness; next, attain moment to moment, keeping correct 
situation. This is very important. So, we live together, bow together, sit together, chant 
together, eat together. We make together karma, which makes Great Bodhisattva, Great 
Compassion, and Great Love. It is like your snake-teaching. So, I say to you again, 
wonderful! Wonderful! Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings or anything. Only 
go straight—snake-teaching mind. O.K.? 

You gave your first Dharma talk. I heard from Diana that it was wonderful. I think you will 
become a great Dharma Teacher in the future. 

Next, you said your baby snakes died. Let’s look at this. Many animals live only a short time, 
then die. Buddhism says these animals took many beings’ lives in a previous life. So, now, 
they get a body and lose their bodies very quickly. So, Buddha said, “In a day and a night, 
‘Man Sa Man Saeng’—10,000 deaths and 10,000 lives.” So, keeping your correct situation 
moment to moment is very important. This is beyond time and space. If you have the 
present, you have past and future, and you have life and death. But, just at this moment, 
there is no present, no past, no future, also, no life and no death. So, this is freedom from life 
and death and freedom from time and space. We call that “Bol Lae Myoen Mok”. “Bol Lae” 
means “original”; “Myoen” is “face”, and “Mok” means “eyes”. This means your true self. In 
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your true self, everything already has it. So, if you don’t make anything, you will get 
everything. So, now, what are you doing? When you are doing something, you must do it. 

When your baby snake dies, you must try Kwan Sae Um Bosal for it, and also take care of 
your other strong snakes. You already have snake karma, so your mind-light channel and 
snakes’ mind-channel are the same channel, so if your mind-light is strong, then it will shine 
to the snakes’ minds, and you can save your snakes. 

You say at first, you chanted for Antigone, then for all snakes, and now, you chant for 
everybody, because it is not possible to leave anybody out. This is called Great Love, Great 
Bodhisattva, and Great Compassion. Wonderful! 

Next, you don’t know about the homework. This is correct. Only go straight—don’t know. 
Then, someday, the correct answer will appear. Don’t worry about it. 

I asked you, what does your name mean? You answered, “I am beating time to the music on 
the radio, finishing a letter to you.” This is like this, not just like this. Tell me again. If you 
don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. Put it all down. I will give you a hint: No 
meaning is big meaning. Don’t touch the fishing hook. If you touch it, you are already dead. 

I hope you only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, 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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December 4, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

How are you just now? There are some things I wanted to tell you about myself in interview 
this morning, but somehow, they didn’t seem appropriate just then. 

I understand “word-teaching” very, very well. I could probably write a book about Zen. But 
you and I both know that it would not be a very good book, even though many people 
would like it a lot. 

When I was only seven years old, I had a thought: I realized that thinking could never teach 
me about being—about life and death. For two years, I made a theory of non-existence, 
which worried my parents very much. Finally, I decided that non-existence was the same as 
existence from the standpoint of thinking—I didn’t understand either. 

So, I’ve spent the past fourteen years of my life knowing that I have to open my mind. I have 
tried many ways; the ones that have been available to me. I have used drugs a little bit, but 
they are just like every other incomplete path. Outside may become inside, but still 
outside/inside, self/other exist. Mainly, I have become “addicted” to thinking. I have always 
tried to use my intellect beautifully, making my theories like poetry. I have tried through my 
intellect to teach the Dharma, which I don’t understand, but which I know must be attained, 
to those who fill their heads even more indiscriminately than I do with hindering thoughts. 

My theories always point away from themselves, to an experience of reality beyond words. 
No I am here, trying to become unattached from the kong-ans which I have written! It is 
hard, and it must be done. 

I cannot give you any answers until I give you a good, before-thought answer. So, I seem very 
stupid. In fact, I am very stupid. Very stupid is very smart. I must get beyond smart/stupid 
and help save all people. I thank you for your continuing help,  

Stuart 

 

December 5, 1977 

Dear Stuart,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? What do you want? Money? Sex? Fame? Food? 
Sleep? Wonderful emotions? High intellect? Strong will? Which one? 
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Maybe those things are important. But, what is most important? What are you? Do you 
know you? If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Why are you thinking, 
thinking, thinking, thinking? Don’t use your energy. Only go straight with your energy—
one point—don’t know. That is most important. 

First, you must understand your true self. Then, you will understand everything. If you want 
to understand your true self, you must throw away your past life, your present, and your 
future. You said when you were seven years old, you understood emptiness. But, you must 
return to when you were three years old. Don’t hold anything. When you are doing 
something, you must do it—with a three-year-old’s mind. Throw your whole memory into 
the garbage. It is not necessary. Small understanding cannot help you. You must attain big 
understanding. 

During your interview, I already asked you, “This stick and you, are they the same or 
different?” Tell me! Tell me! If you are thinking, I will hit you thirty times. You must attain 
this. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your feelings; don’t check your understanding. Only go straight—don’t know. O.K.?  

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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November 20, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Thank you very much for introducing me to Diana and Ezra. I like them and everyone else 
here in Berkeley very much. When I first came up here, my job was to help Shim Gum Do 
start growing on the West Coast, and I thought living with Diana and Ezra would be good, 
because I could practice Zen with them. Now that their house has become the Berkeley Zen 
Center, I have two jobs. The most important is still to help Shim Gum Do grow, but now, I 
also want to help Diana and Ezra with the Zen Center. I’ll be very busy, but it will be good 
practice. Again, thank you. 

Something funny happened today. This morning, I was reading through the kong-an book, 
and I wondered why so many people wrote you letters. After all, you always say, “Only go 
straight—don’t know,” so why are letters necessary? Then, this evening, a situation came up, 
and I suddenly felt the need to write to you. Instant karma! 

As you know, Michael (Hae Gak) is living here at the BZC. When he first moved in, he was 
practicing hard and gave much energy to the Zen Center. About two weeks ago, though, he 
got a job in San Francisco and has been drifting away from us ever since, missing most of our 
practice. Today, though, was the worst. He was supposed to cook dinner tonight, but as of 
forty-five minutes before dinnertime, nobody had seen or heard from him, so we went ahead 
and made dinner ourselves. He came home five minutes before evening practice, completely 
unconcerned that he was late, and practice had a funny feeling to it. After practice, we all 
(minus Diana and Ezra, who are in L.A. now) sat down and talked. 

One thing he said, which he’s been saying for the last two weeks, is that he didn’t see why it 
made any difference whether or not he was here, as long as he was practicing wherever he 
was. We tried to explain to him that when you live in a Zen Center, it is very important to 
do together action, and that him doing his bows in San Francisco and us doing them here 
wasn’t together. Stephen also gave a good talk at our Zen Center meeting yesterday, saying 
that when you miss practice, it hurts the whole Center by causing a lot of unnecessary 
thinking, but none of this seems to have gotten through to him. Also, Michael says that the 
whole Zen Center “trip” is very artificial, and that he is more interested in something that is 
“real” and “simple”. While we had to agree that Zen Centers are “artificial” (they, like 
everything else, are made by our minds), to the rest of us, BZC is very “real” and very 
“simple”, and thus we had a hard time understanding his point of view. So, while we said a 
lot, I don’t think we accomplished anything. Finally, Michael said that he really didn’t care 
about anything anymore. Being the keen-eyed Zen students that we are, we immediately 
asked, “Then why do you care about ‘artificial’, ‘real’, and ‘simple’?” As you can imagine, this 
didn’t do much good, either. 
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We’ve tried everything we can, but it hasn’t helped. How can we help him? I think living 
here is very good for him. Also, it is very good for us—when he is here and practicing, he 
gives much energy to the Zen Center. And we all like him. But you know his karma—
changing, changing, changing. Tonight, he talked about leaving. We’ll talk again tomorrow 
night, when Diana and Ezra get back. I hope things will be better then. 

No matter what happens, this situation will be good for the Zen Center and for me. In my 
case, it has made me decide to practice harder. All my life, I have wanted to be a teacher and 
have taught people whenever I could (I thought it was very interesting that you named me 
“Hyeon Poep”, “Original Dharma”), but until I met Gwan Jang Nim and then you, I had 
nothing of importance to teach. Now, I’m faced with a situation in which I need to teach 
someone, but cannot see clearly enough to do it. Since coming to Berkeley, the cigarette man 
kong-an has been occurring to me more often as being a kong-an I could, with my karma, 
really come to grips with. (With most kong-ans, I simply don’t care about the answer.) But 
still, it didn’t mean much to me. Tonight, though, it became very real to me. I hope it stays 
real and helps me practice hard. 

This will also help BZC. As you say, a bad situation is a good situation. Whether Michael 
goes or stays, this will draw the Zen Center together and make it stronger. But, if he stays, he 
will give us much energy and make us very strong, whereas if he goes, he will make us strong 
but sad. So, how can we get him to stay? He is being a very good teacher to us, but how can 
we teach him? 

I know you will be too busy to answer this for a while, what with Yong Maeng Jong Jin, 
making new Dharma Teachers, and coming back to the West Coast. But Diana and Ezra 
will be out there soon and will talk to you about this too, so they can bring an answer back. I 
may be going down to L.A. in late December. If so, I’ll see you (and hopefully the new L.A. 
Center!) then. Otherwise, I’ll see you at the January Yong Maeng Jong Jin.  

I hope you are feeling very well and that everyone in the East Coast family is practicing hard. 

Respectfully,  

Jeff 

P.S. We’re finally getting some much-needed rain here. Very nice! 

P.P.S. Diana and Ezra just got back. Allen came back with them and has decided to finish 
school! We’re all very glad that he’s back. 

 

November 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Good news! Michael will continue to stay at BZC and is going to try and be here for practice 
more often. Yesterday morning, he led chanting, and last night, he cooked a very good 
dinner. Everyone was happy to have him back. 
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I learned an awful lot in the last few days. For the last two weeks, we have all been checking 
Michael, forming opinions about him. When he would miss practice, we would say “No 
good! This is very bad action!” When he didn’t show up to cook dinner Sunday night, it was 
too bad, and all of a sudden, my opinions and checking disappeared—I only wanted to help 
him. Later, when we all talked to him, I think everyone managed to put down their 
opinions, only wanting to help. And by the next day, Michael had fixed himself; we didn’t 
have to do anything, only put our opinions down. Before, I had an intellectual understanding 
of how opinions could get in the way of clear mind. Now, I see that not only do opinions 
create a hindrance for me, but that my opinions can be a hindrance to someone else! It has 
now become very important for me to do hard training and put down opinions, likes and 
dislikes, checking. I re-read the Temple Rules this morning, and suddenly, they make a lot 
more sense than they have in the past. How can I thank you and Michael enough for this 
teaching? 

Homework: A man drops ashes on the Buddha. I stand the Buddha on its head and bow to 
it. 

I look forward to seeing you in December or January. A letter from Louise says you are very 
healthy. That makes us all happy. 

Gratefully,  

Jeff 

Putting down all opinions,  
How can mind be a hindrance? 
When red comes, only red. 
Yesterday, it was raining;  
Today, the clouds break up and the sun shines down. 

 

December 5, 1977 

Dear Jeff,  

Thank you for your two letters. Your handwriting is very beautiful. How are you and the 
Berkeley Zen Center family? 

You already have good karma. You said I introduced you to Diana and Ezra. This is already 
you, Diana, and Ezra making the same karma from many previous lifetimes. In the sutras, it 
says if you pass somebody on the road and brush sleeves with them, you already have had the 
same karma with them for 500 generations. But you and Diana and Ezra live in the same 
house, do the same practice, live the same way, and all help other people. So, good and bad 
are all not from this life. In previous lives, you have already made the same karma, so you are 
happy, lucky; you fight, check, and help other people together. Most important is, if you can 
control your karma moment to moment, then you can make good and bad karma disappear 
and save all beings. But, if you cannot control your karma moment to moment, then your 
karma controls you, so not only in this life, but for numberless lives, your karma controls 
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good and bad, happiness and sadness everywhere, and it leads you around and around. This 
is called the Wheel of Suffering. In other words, the Ocean of Suffering. 

Therefore, you said you have two jobs: You want to teach Shim Gum Do, and you want to 
help the Zen Center. That means you already are a great Bodhisattva and have Great 
Compassion and Great Love. So, I say to you, wonderful! 

You talked about Michael. This is very interesting—a good example. There are three levels of 
people. This first level is low class people, who are people who cannot control themselves, so 
together action, living together, and practicing together is very important. Then, these 
people will only follow the sangha. Sometimes, if their likes and dislikes are strong, their 
karma appears, but if they continue to practice, then this strong like-and-dislike karma will 
get weak, and finally, there will be no hindrance to together action. Then, a lot of their 
karma will disappear, and keeping a clear mind moment to moment will be very easy. 

So, in that case, all the sangha is their teacher. Michael’s style is that sometimes, he is a very 
good person, and he likes together action and understands what the correct way is. But, 
sometimes, his bad karma appears, and since his head is very clever, his understanding-karma 
controls him, and he doesn’t like together action. Therefore, he says, “Practicing is not 
important; everything is O.K. So, I don’t care about anything.” This mind is very dangerous. 
Very clever people have this kind of opinion. This kind of person has many problems inside, 
but outside, they can justify anything they do. So, it is very important for this kind of person 
to do together action, make together karma, and make together clear karma. Then, inside 
and outside becoming one is possible. 

Next course—middle class people. If you can control yourself, together action is no problem. 
But, if these people go outside alone and hear or see something, their mind still moves. 
However, if they are only by themselves in a quiet place or in the mountains, then practicing 
alone is no problem. So, they can control themselves, but in a bad situation, their karma 
moves. This means that they can control their karma, but they cannot control their situation. 
Then, with hard training, they can get Dharma energy and control their situation and 
condition and any opinions of theirs. Then, they become, finally, a high-class student. 

This means that in any situation, alone or together, or a very bad situation, their mind does 
not move. In a bad situation, they do bad action together with others, but they only act 
together on the outside. Inside, there is Great Love and Compassion and Bodhisattva action. 
So, any place, any time, any situation, any condition is no hindrance. 

You said you want to teach other people. So, you must become a high-class student. I think 
you already are a high-class student. No problem. So, you can give good teaching to Michael. 
So, I am glad to hear that. Michael changed his mind and will continue to stay at Berkeley 
Zen Center. Michael going or staying, having a problem or not, together action or not 
together action, good and bad are all your good teachers. That mind is correct Zen student’s 
mind. You also said it. 

You said that if you keep your opinion, you cannot help other people. That is correct. So, I 
always tell you don’t hold your opinion, your condition, and your situation. Only follow the 
correct situation moment to moment. Then, you will get correct opinion and correct 
condition. This is called Correct Wisdom and Great Bodhisattva Action. If you have this 
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mind, the temple rules are not necessary. Temple rules are very important only for low-class 
students. Middle class and high class students use the temple rules to teach other people. At 
that time, they are important. 

Your homework answer is, “I stand the Buddha on its head and bow to it.” Then, this man 
says, “Oh, wonderful, wonderful! How are you, Dharma friend?” Then what? You cannot fix 
his mind. He likes your action; this means you and he are the same. How do you fix his 
mind? How do you teach him like this and just like this? This is most important. Give me a 
good answer. Hurry up! Hurry up! Time will not wait for you. 

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

Opinions are truth when you don’t hold them. 
Hindrance and no hindrance are not my job. 
How many colors are in the rainbow? 
The dog likes the bone. 
Children like candy. 
What do you like? 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, which is clear like space. If you like something, 
you must do it. Then, get it, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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November 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

It was wonderful to see you at the Cambridge Yong Maeng Jong Jin, and to be with the 
people there. 

In your Dharma talk on Sunday, you talked about the movie, Looking for Mr. Goodbar, 
about the heroine and how her life, her mind, were split. Many people say this about her. 

A long time ago, I lived in Haight Ashbury in San Francisco. During the day, I worked as a 
secretary. I was a good worker, and was always given extra things to do. They liked me very 
much, and even gave me two mornings a week off so I could take math courses (I made up 
this time by working at home on weekends, or at night). Every day, when I had finished my 
work and my schoolwork, I would smoke grass and take other drugs; about every two weeks, 
I would take LSD or mescaline or peyote. My boyfriend was a dope dealer. In many ways, I 
was like the heroine of the movie. But I was not two different people; my mind was not split. 
Certainly, the world of the office, the world of school, the world of my apartment, and the 
world of my parents were all very different, and the appropriate actions of one place were not 
the appropriate actions of another. But saying that I was split, or the movie heroine was 
split—that is the judgement of the observer. There was no good karma on this side and bad 
karma on that. It was all the same duck flying from one spot in the ocean to another, settling 
in none. So when people talk about the movie, and how the heroine is like two people, I 
want to say: No, you make two people. Let her be, and she will learn what actions fit 
together and what actions disrupt each other. In the movie, of course, she is killed. That is 
how movie tickets are sold. Once a man I had known for years as a pleasant friend suddenly 
turned on me violently. So that is how things happen, sometimes from strangers, sometimes 
from friends, usually when you’re not looking, yes? Nothing to do with single or double or 
triple lives. 

In your talk, you said two other things that touched me deeply. You talked about heavy 
drugs, about LSD and how it affects perception of time and space. I took much LSD many 
years ago. From my own experience of it, one thing is clear: Being stoned on acid is nothing 
like going straight—don’t-know mind. On acid, it is like your mind is literally bent; that is 
how it feels—bent and twisted until in your confusion, you don’t know up from down, left 
from right, now from then from will be. But this is confusion. It is like taking a straight 
piece of metal and putting it in a press and having it come out like this: 

 

The other thing—the other thing is wonderful; that is why I have saved it for last. 
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This Yong Maeng Jong Jin was not an easy one for me to sit. My first couple of Yong Maeng 
Jong Jins were involved mostly with proving to myself that I could do it. Goddam it, I was 
going to sit there! No matter how much it hurt! So there was a lot to think about, namely 
how brave and strong I was to endure so much pain. Those sittings were easy. The next 
couple of Yong Maeng Jong Jins, there was much involvement with other people, being 
aware of their needs, with what needed to be done, and doing it. So I could feel wonderful 
about how wonderful I was to be doing so much for other people. And also, I spend much 
time nostalgically anticipating how much I would miss my friends when I went to Kansas. So 
there was much to do and those sittings were easy. 

But this Yong Maeng Jong Jin was boring. Mostly, there was one thought: When will this 
end? When will the stick arrive back at the altar; why doesn’t this person get back to his seat 
faster; c’mon Mark hit the stick already I want to get up; I’m BORED; I want this to be 
OVER. And perceiving that this was ridiculous, the hope of hurrying up time, wanting time 
to pass—what nonsense. As a child, when I read a book, I would often count the pages I had 
left to read so I’d know when things would be over. Recently, sleeping in the same room as a 
ticking clock, I would hear a tick and then tense up waiting for the next one (c’mon hurry up 
and tick already I know you’re gonna do it just to keep me awake I’m gritting my teeth 
against the sound GAK there it is c’mon where’s the next one) and be unable to sleep. All 
this stuff with time, all this anticipation, setting up my future, like constantly living in a 
bubble of my own devising, continually manufacturing the bubble, impatient with its 
making, not knowing who the maker was. 

And then you said: Time and space become one; time is space; space is time. 

Yes. 

So no fiction that time and space are different. I am writing you a letter. When I drive, I 
drive. When a friend needs me, I am there. 

Here is a poem: 

A fist shatters glass. 
Where is outside? 
Where is inside? 

Nam Cheon will kill the cat unless someone says the correct word. What is the correct word? 

 

The man dropping ashes on the Buddha. When I meet him, I will know the answer. 

The man hanging from a rope. How can he save his life? 

Who made the rope? 

I hope you remain in good health and are strong in your body. 
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I will sit hard and practice hard. I will see you again. 

Much love,  

Judy 

 

December 6, 1977 

Dear Judy,  

Thank you for your heavy drug, heavy Yong Maeng Jong Jin letter. How are you?  

I’m also very happy with your Yong Maeng Jong Jin at Cambridge Zen Center. You are 
strong and a very good Zen student. 

What you said about drug mind is wonderful. Before, I told you that any action is neither 
good nor bad. Why do you do it? That is what is important. Why means having a direction. 
If this direction is correct, then any action is correct. Even bad action is correct. Correct 
means not dependent on good and bad. Somebody said this is the middle way. But, this is 
not the middle, and it is not left or right. Correct means complete freedom and perfect 
peace, which means Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

You already have correct karma deeply in your mind. This means keeping your correct 
situation moment to moment, so, when you take drugs, they are no hindrance. On the 
contrary, these drugs help your whole life. So, you are a great woman. This means that now, 
you are a wonderful Zen student. 

A movie is only a movie. But, a movie is correct. Movies are made from somebody’s ideas. 
Your ideas and my ideas and that movie maker’s ideas are all not correct. But, they are 
correct. If you say not correct, I will say correct. If you say correct, I will say not correct. If 
you make correct, I will hit you thirty times. If you make not correct, I will also hit you 
thirty times. What can you do? 

You said that drugs make your mind bend like this:  

 

I ask you, do you still have “bent” in your mind? If you have “bent”, your speech is correct. 
If you don’t have “bent”, your speech is not correct. Let it be. 

Next, you spoke about Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Your sentence, sentence, sentence are truth. 
Checking, checking, checking, checking are truth. You are a mathematician. So, I ask you: 
checking x checking x checking—then what? How many checking? Checking x 0 = what? 
Numberless checking x 0 = what? 
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Checking is not bad. Sometimes, “x 0” is very important. “x 0” means try, try, try mind. 
Then,  

checking x 0 = 0  Form is emptiness; emptiness is form. 

∴ checking = 0/0 No form, no emptiness (don’t be attached to 0) 

so (checking = checking) = (0=0) Form is form; emptiness is emptiness  

Therefore, 0 means anything is possible, which means that keeping a mind which is clear like 
space, you can get everything. I already told you, when you aren’t attached to 0, then 0 is 
complete freedom and perfect peace, which is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great 
Bodhisattva Way. So, I tell you, if your opinion, your condition, and your situation become 
0, then the correct opinion, correct condition, and correct situation appear. Checking, 
checking, checking—put it all down. Then, time and space x 0 is possible. Then, keeping 
correct time and correct space and correct situation moment to moment is possible. 

You said, “I am writing you a letter. When I drive, I drive. When a friend needs me, I am 
there.” Is this correct? 

Your poem is wonderful. Here is a poem for you: 

No fist, no shatter, no glass. 
No outside. No inside. 
A fist shatters glass. 
Very clear. Outside is outside. Inside is inside. 

For the Nam Cheon kong-an, you say:  

 

To Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, you say, “When I meet him, I will know the answer.” 
He will only hit you. What can you do? 

To the man handing from the branch by his teeth (you said “rope”—this is not correct), you 
said, “Who made the rope?” You are already dead. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, don’t check your mind, don’t check your feelings, 
don’t make boring, keep an empty 0 mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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November 30, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Hi! I hope this letter finds you in good health. 

I have written to you twice before. This will be a much briefer letter. 

I have been practicing Zen now for about three months. In answer to a question I asked you 
previously, you wrote that it’s O.K. when a woman comes and O.K. when one doesn’t. This 
is where I am at now. I realize that everything is O.K. I also realize more and more that 
things are the way they are and will be the way they will be. This has brought much peace of 
mind to me.  

Anyway, let me get to the point of this letter. Towards the end of 1978, I would like to go to 
Japan to practice Zen. I have even already started preparing for it. I am saving money for a 
plane ticket and will shortly be taking courses to learn Japanese. Please give me your opinion 
on all this and what you would advise me to do.  

I have one question for you which I ask out of curiosity. You may have heard the 
philosophical question, “If a tree falls in the forest, with no man or machine to record 
anything, does the tree falling make a sound?” How do you answer? 

Warmest regards and thank you,  

Jon 

 

December 8, 1977 

Dear Jon,  

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You say everything is O.K.; things are the way they are and will be the way they will be, and 
that this has brought you much peace of mind. This mind is a very dangerous mind. That is 
not bad, but very dangerous, which means you are attached to your feeling and to your 
intellect. Most important is this: Just now, what are you doing? You must keep don’t-know 
mind always and everywhere. Don’t be attached to don’t know. Only go straight. Then, 
there is no O.K., no peace. O.K. and peace mean you are attached to your feelings. 
Completely put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. O.K.? 
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Next, you say you want to go to Japan. Before, several of my students also had your style 
mind. If you already have a good relationship with a good, keen-eyed Zen Master in Japan, 
then it’s O.K. But, who understands why you are going to Japan? You say you have started 
preparing for your trip—saving money for a plane ticket and learning Japanese. But, what 
will you do when you get there? Where will you stay; whom will you meet; how will you get 
money? Only money for a plane ticket is not enough. First, you must do hard training and 
get Enlightenment; then, you can go to Japan. Why do you put your energy into learning 
Japanese and getting money? In the U.S., there are many great Zen Masters, and correct 
teaching is available at many Zen Centers. Also, there are many good Dharma friends. If you 
go to Japan, all the traditions and the culture are different, so you will have to use a lot of 
energy only to learn outside form. If you practice in the U.S., sitting is very easy. Then, if 
you understand Zen, going to Japan will be very easy—no problem. 

What is most important? You must find this. Japan, the United States, Korea, China—this is 
secondary—not important. The place where you are is not important. Also, to get 
Enlightenment, place and time don’t matter. If you practice correctly, then, if you hear one 
word, any place or any time, you can get Enlightenment. But, if you cannot correctly 
practice, which means you don’t understand your correct direction, then not only if you go 
to Japan, but even if you go to Buddha’s place, you cannot get Enlightenment. 

You ask, “If a tree falls in the forest, with no man or machine to record anything, does the 
tree falling make a sound?” Did you hear it? If you say you heard it, I will hit you thirty 
times. If you say you didn’t hear it, I will also hit you thirty times. What can you do? 

I hope you always are keeping a mind which is clear like space and only go straight—don’t 
know, 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 1507 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

730 

November 28, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

I am the student of Aitken Roshi’s who was at the Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the New York 
Zen Center, November 25–27. Aitken Roshi recommended that I go to your Zen Center. 

Thank you very much. I am grateful for the chance to meet with you. 

Where do you come from? 
I clap with both hands. 

There are a million sanghas. 
The sangha in Hawaii,  
The sangha in New York …   

There is only one sangha 
There is no sangha. 

When I heard you chant,  
I then knew where all Korean music came from. 

Chanting in the morning, chanting in  
the evening,  
The Kayageum sanjo plays for  
one moment. 

I awake to the silent bell 
in the morning. 

Soen Sa Nim, I am going to school here in Michigan. How can I keep practicing Zen? It is 
difficult because there is no group to practice with. I try to sit alone, but my gas still runs 
out. I hope to see you again. 

Aloha,  

Peggy 

 

December 8, 1977 

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

It was nice to meet you at the International Zen Center of New York. Nowadays, many of 
Aitken Roshi’s students visit our Zen Centers. Now, we are having a seven-day Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin. Joe L., who is also a student of Aitken Roshi, came to sit with us. They are all very 
good students, which means Aitken Roshi is a wonderful, great Zen Master. 

Your poem is very, very wonderful. Here is a poem for you: 

Coming and going empty-handed.  
The clapping sound comes from where? 
No ear, no sound, then what? 
Careful! Careful! Don’t touch the fishing hook. 

This thought—a million sanghas is no sangha — 
Immediately, the sleep-demon pushes head down. 
Sound of waves in Hawaii pulls all the sanghas’ minds. 
Noise of traffic in New York tears all the sanghas’ minds. 
Be clear! Be clear! 

Long ago, a great man saw a fish swimming in the water. 
Made “Oe San” melody—“Fish mountain”. (“Oe means “Fish”; 
Kayageum sanjo, yoeng san gok,  “San means “Mountain”.) 
     ta ryeong 
All come from that. 
Dung, dung, daeng, daeng, la, la, la, la. 

You are going to school. I’m glad to hear that. You said Zen practicing is very difficult. But, 
a good situation is a bad situation. You must understand this. You said your gas is already 
gone. But, your gas is inexhaustable. When you bow, when you sit, your inexhaustable gas 
supply appears. No problem. You must do it. You can do everything. If you make difficult, 
you have difficult. If you make no gas, you have no gas. If you make gas, you have gas. Never 
stop your car. Don’t check your mind and your feelings and everything. Only go straight—
don’t know. Then, your gas is like a geyser. No problem. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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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December 1, 1977 

Hello Soen Sa Nim, 

You cannot see me, but I am here. I say “How are you?” but it is not heard. How then does 
our Self-nature touch? Does a bow of “Gassho” suffice? 

You say, “Sim is mind; Seon is nature. Mind and nature, are they different or the same?” I 
am what I am. That is all. If you were not Soen Sa Nim, I would not be Sim Seon …   “Off 
with my head or my tongue if I open my mouth,” calmly I continue reading …  and remain 
silent one day to mourn my own death. I know what I know and I don’t know what I don’t 
know. No confusion enters. There is a time to offer understanding and a time to retreat in 
humility when we see our limits. 

You say these are “wonderful words.” But they merely come with being born with a poet’s 
essence. I cannot even resist that nature. It is as if a man or woman were born with one leg, 
they cannot hope for another to grow. Likewise, I cannot ungrow this nature. It is 
irreversible. Sometimes, it seems as a gift; other times as a curse. I try only to leave it alone 
and forget. Answer this letter and then put it all down. 

Excess words are like ornaments, holiday decorations, so you say, “You must cut your 
tongue.” Yes …   even better it would be if I cut off my mind and leave my innocent tongue 
alone. Yet the mind has no handle to catch and place on the cutting board. When I find one, 
I sever it immediately for both of us. Too late, just now these words failed …   

Homework: “Mind called Nature. So, which one is the correct Master?” The one who 
moments ago scribbled these writings. 

…  and yet at another level, I do not know. Don’t-know mind with no understanding just 
goes straight and true. These written words die seventeen years after spoken; our spoken 
sounds die sooner unless remembered by an empty mind. 

You are a great teacher in a great era in a great country, because you know that you don’t 
know. One thing we do know, is that reverent honor and respect towards those who have 
won permanence from where the “chariot of speech finds no track” is right action. 

In Dharma friendship,  

Sim Seon 

 

December 8, 1977 
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Dear Sim Seon—Peter,  

I hit you thirty times. Why are you dragging around a corpse? 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1511 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

732 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

I received your letter a few days ago. Thank you. Your guidance continually points to the go-
straight path. 

I was reminded the other day of something that I had witnessed when I lived in Rhode 
Island a number of years ago: It was the courtship ritual of a bird (a mockingbird, if I 
remember correctly). The bird flew out of a high tree limb and then stopped flapping its 
wings! It fell (more like dropped) towards the ground. Just a few feet before the ground, it 
opened its wings and landed gently. It repeated this several times. 

I thought of this experience after bowing one morning. With each bow, letting go, putting it 
down. Each bow a death (of the small self), a leap into the abyss, dropping like a stone, and 
yet floating down with feather lightness. And then leaping again. Like the courtship ritual of 
the mockingbird: a flight of death / a flight of love: the Bodhisattva Way, how wonderful it 
is. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

M 

P.S. Enclosed is $20.00 for a sitting robe. 

 

December 11, 1977 

Dear Mark,  

Thank you for your beautiful mockingbird letter. How are you? 

You are correct. Our practice is like mockingbird practicing. Up, down, up, down. This bird 
has a direction. So, up, down is moving, but this direction is not moving. 

A few days ago, I gave a Dharma speech. Somebody has a good dog. This man goes 
someplace, and the dog only follows its master. But, this dog cannot go straight. It goes 
around and around, from one place to another, then continues to follow its master. Finally, 
this master and the dog arrive at their destination. 

At that time, if the dog is strong and goes around by itself, it will lose its master. Then, the 
master will only want to follow the dog around and around. So, he will follow the dog and 
lose his destination. Our karma is like this dog. Our true self is the dog’s master. If you have 
correct direction, your karma sometimes appearing and disappearing doesn’t matter; this 
karma is only following your true self and direction. But, if your direction is not strong and 
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not clear, then your true self only will follow your dog-karma, so you lose your direction. 
But, this bird and your practicing have a strong direction and have correct destination. So, 
one more step; then, you are complete. I’m giving you one kong-an. Maybe it will help your 
direction.  

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? 

If you attain this, you are already a great Bodhisattva. If you don’t understand, 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, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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December 1, 1977 

Soen Sa Nim,  

Rain falls on the dark streets below. 

Thank you for teaching me about True Medicine at N.Y. Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

(You said, “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form. 
No form; no emptiness. 
Form is form; emptiness is emptiness. 
Which one is correct?” 

I said, “All are no good. Wall is white; mat is yellow.” 

You said, “Correct! Only keep this mind. This is True Medicine.”) 

Now, I take this medicine many times every day and am beginning to feel very healthy. This 
health means attunement: mind, body, universe work together and become one. 

Today, some fellow medical students asked me to be president of Medical Committee for 
Human Rights (MCHR). I want to help them learn about True Medicine. 

Yesterday, I got a really good haircut by a barber-master from Greece. 

For both the cat-cutting kong-an and the kong-an about the beautiful daughter who tempts 
the monk, I say the same thing: 

Put it all down! 

Still raining, 

Hae Mu Poep Sa 

 

December 11, 1977 

Dear Hae Mu Poep Sa—Matthew, 

Thank you for your beautiful True Medicine letter. How are you? 

You are wonderful. Now, you are a complete doctor. A complete doctor means both outside 
and inside, you are a complete doctor. You are going to medical school. This is the outside-
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doctor course. Also, you already attained “All are no good. Wall is white; mat is yellow.” 
This is the inside-doctor course. So, outside and inside are now no problem, which means 
that saving all people is possible. That is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great 
Bodhisattva Way. Only go straight—what are you doing now? O.K.? 

About the cat kong-an and the daughter kong-an: What is the correct situation at that time? 
You are attached to “Put it all down.” These are very dangerous words. Somebody is very 
sick. You are a doctor. “Put it all down” is O.K.? At that time, what is the correct doctor’s 
situation? You must understand this. Doctor means Great Love job, Great Compassion job, 
Great Bodhisattva job. If you put it all down, someone will die. O.K.? I say not O.K. 

So, you must give me a good answer. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. 
Don’t lose this medicine, O.K.? Don’t use “Put it all down.” Put-it-all-down medicine is 
medicine for people who think too much. You already have correct direction. One more 
step. Then, find the correct answer. Tell me! Tell me! Hurry up! Hurry up! 

I hope you always take correct medicine, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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November 24, 1977 

Dear Master Seung Sahn, 

You don’t know me, but Dropping Ashes on the Buddha has reached a group of friends and 
me in Paris. We are much impressed. We have a problem in Paris. There is a Zendo here 
(this is very delicate), as you probably know. But many of us are not at all satisfied with the 
Master (we have tried and tried). In fact, he is considered a hindrance to Buddhism by many 
people, and it is quite serious. Because Paris needs desperately another Zendo, Koan study, 
and, as you put it, “a keen-eyed Zen Master,” I am writing you to ask if you know of one 
who could come to France. It would be better if he spoke French, but if he only speaks 
English, we are three who speak fluent English and French and could translate for him until 
he learns the language. 

For five strenuous years, I studied with Eido Roshi and Soen Roshi in New York before 
coming back to Paris last year, so I am also writing to Eido Roshi to ask him the same 
question. I hope this is not doing too much, but there is such a desparate need here that we 
do not want to leave any stone unturned. 

In the meantime, we have our teaching by your book, Suzuki Roshi’s Zen Mind, Beginner’s 
Mind, and all the Sutras—and of course, our Zazen and every-day-life practice. But 
sometimes, we need guidance, thirty hits, and a sangha and a strong Zendo atmosphere, 
which I, for one, really miss (is this attachment?). 

We would be forever grateful for anything you could do to help, and I hope you will excuse 
our bothering you, especially as you know none of us. But for the Dharma and all sentient 
beings …   

With a deep bow and Gassho,  

Elizabeth 

P.S. Would you be interested in having Dropping Ashes on the Buddha translated into French? 

 

December 11, 1977 

Dear Elizabeth,  

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is wonderful; thank you very much. 
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Many people think Zen is special. Zen is not special. If you make “Zen is special”, you have 
a problem. Also, you want a keen-eyed Zen Master. That is very important. But, what are 
you? If you only go straight—don’t know, this don’t know is better than a keen-eyed Zen 
Master, better than Buddha, better than God, better than anything. If you don’t believe 
these words, if you meet a keen-eyed Zen master, or Buddha, or God, this cannot help you.  

Long ago in China, when the seventh Patriarch Hoay Hyang Zen Master first met the sixth 
Patriarch Hui Neng, he asked him, “Please teach me the Dharma.” 

Hui Neng said, “Where are you coming from?” 

“From Seung Sahn mountain.” 

“What thing comes from Seung Sahn Mountain?” 

He was stopped—don’t know. He asked nothing else, but returned home and stayed there 
for eight years—only go straight—don’t know. Then, he finally got Enlightenment. He 
returned to Zen Master Hui Neng and said, “If you say ‘thing,’ it is not correct.” 

Hui Neng understood that he got Enlightenment. Then, he gave him Transmission, and he 
became the seventh Patriarch. 

Very simple. Not difficult. If you believe in yourself 100%, you already are complete. What 
need do you have of a keen-eyed Zen Master? A keen-eyed Zen Master is not outside, but is 
inside you. 

You say you want to leave no stone unturned. That means you want something. If you keep 
a mind which has cut off all thinking, your mind and Buddha’s mind—how are they 
different? Your eyes and Buddha’s eyes—how are they different? When you see the sky—
only blue. Buddha sees the sky—it is also blue. Do you believe it? Then, why are you 
thinking? Why do you want something? 

Eido Roshi and I are very good Dharma friends. You studied with Eido Roshi for many 
years. That is wonderful. 

You say you have teaching by my book, Suzuki Roshi’s book and all the Sutras, your Zazen 
and everyday life practice, but that sometimes, you need guidance, thirty hits, a sangha, and 
a strong Zendo atmosphere. Not good, not bad. But, if you are thinking, which means 
making something, these books and Sutras and all Buddhas are demons. If you cut off all 
thinking and only go straight—don’t know mind, even a dog barking, a chicken crowing are 
better than those books and sutras. You want a guide. This is very important. But, if you 
want a guide, you cannot find a guide. 

Before, in China, the great layman Su Dung Pa went to Sang Jin Zen Master, the number 
one Zen Master in China, and asked him, “Please give me a Dharma speech.” 

Then, the Zen Master said, “Why do you like dead speech? You must ask nature for the 
Dharma.” 
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So, if you have Great Faith, Great Courage, and Great Question, which means 100% don’t-
know mind, then, the sun, the moon, trees, and mountains are all your true guides. 

You already sent me a letter. I also am sending you an answer. 

This result has already appeared. This result is not from this lifetime. Already, in numberless 
previous lives, you and your friends and me and my students have made the same karma, 
which is from Zen primary cause. We are planning to visit Europe next May with a few of 
my students. So, this is an unusual occurrence—not an accident. Your karma and our karma 
is already determined. When we visit Europe, we also want to visit you.  

I hope you always go straight—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 have a student at the Berkeley Zen Center whose name is Stephen Mitchell. Please ask 
him about translating the book into French. Before, he talked about getting a translation. 
Here is the address. 
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December 4, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

Thank you for your wonderful poem. You asked, “What is before no nostril snot and the 
universe?” You already understand. 

I read the Providence Newsletter and read that George and Bobby have received your Inga. 
That is very special. Sherry will arrive on Friday for the Inga ceremony and my thoughts also 
will be with you all in Providence. I will not attend this next weekend, but that’s O.K., as 
Sherry will tell me all about it and also I will see you soon. 

While Sherry and I bow and sit every morning, every Wednesday evening, we are doing the 
same and inviting other people to join us. We have had one person sit with us regularly on 
Wednesday, and so we are starting to share our practice. 

My twenty-one day sitting with your pine needles was O.K.—lots of dirty laundry got 
washed again. The log cabin was high on a hill in the middle of the bush. The weather was 
quite rainy, so I had to spend a lot of my spare time cutting wood to keep the place warm. 
There were lots of mice around eating my candles (not cat-food) and scurrying about while I 
was sitting. Also, the geese were flying south, and the rabbits, deer, and partridges could be 
seen when I went on walks in the woods. 

I started out being very rigid about my fasting, but after two weeks had a little bread every 
day to keep my stomach intact. I had some concern about losing too much weight, as I had 
to go back to work as soon as I finished the retreat. As it was, I lost about fifteen pounds in 
two weeks—actually, I did not make enough pine needles and soybeans, and so only had 
enough for one teaspoon every meal instead of two tablespoons every meal. 

Also, after one week of sitting, I became very angry with you. I realize that Zen is nothing 
special and is only everyday mind, but the realization of this had the effect of downgrading 
the practice of Zen when in fact, the practice made the realization possible. 

During this period, several recurring fears occurred. I kept starting the car regularly, so that I 
was sure I could get out when the twenty-one day period was over. Also “time passing” 
seemed to be very important, as well as constant thoughts of Sherry and my two daughters. 
However, I could also see these as very real attachments that acted almost like magnets. 

Well, there are many insights and much dirty laundry that was put through the wringer. But 
nothing special. 

Also, I think that for me and for many people, death is a very big hindrance. Maybe “no fear, 
no hindrance” comes when there is no longer any fear of death. I don’t know. 
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I hope that you will come and visit us in Toronto sometime soon and that you are taking 
good care of youself. 

Today, the clouds covered the sun and the snow fell to the ground. 

Love,  

Sang Jin, Lawlor 

 

December 11, 1977 

Dear Sang Jin—Lawlor,  

Thank you very much for your wonderful letter. How are you and your daughters? 

I also heard about you from Sherry. We just finished the Master Dharma Teacher 
Certification Assembly and Buddha’s Enlightenment Ceremony. You were not here; I was 
very sad. Next time, don’t make me sad, because I love you very much. I read your letter. 
You are a wonderful and strong student. 

George and Bobby are wonderful students. But, you are better than they are, because they 
cannot eat pine needles. You already finished twenty-one days. After seventy-nine days, then, 
you also are the same as George and Bobby. Maybe. 

On your retreat, I think the mice, geese, deer, partridges, and rabbits were your very good 
Dharma friends and your very good teachers—better than me. These animals have a strong 
direction—only-go-straight, only do it. How wonderful they are! Better than humans. So, I 
think you learned a lot from them. So, I say to you, these animals are better than me, better 
than Buddha, better than God. 

You ate pine needles. This is very difficult practicing. Your mind when you began: Already, 
you were Buddha and a great Bodhisattva. This action was not only for you. Already, many 
people have said, “Wonderful! Before, I only read the kong-an book and thought that only 
Soen Sa Nim could do that. But now, I see that other people can.” So, your action has 
already taught many people. You finished a twenty-one day retreat. That means your mind-
light shines everywhere to other students’ minds, which means, as I often say, Great Love, 
Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

In your letter, you said you became angry with Zen. When you are angry, you must have Big 
Anger, not small anger. If you have Big Anger, Zen Masters, Buddha, God, and everything is 
afraid of you. Then, you must kill all these things. Then, your anger will disappear, which 
means that in your mind, you have Zen, so there is anger. If you have no Zen, then anger 
disappears. Do you know what is Buddha? Ma Jo Zen Master said, one day, “Mind is 
Buddha; Buddha is mind.” The next day, he said, “No mind, no Buddha.” No mind, no 
Buddha, then no Zen. You are attached to Zen, so you are angry. You must understand No 
mind, no Buddha, no Zen, then, no problem, also, no anger. I think you already experienced 
that. So, you say, finally, not special, nothing. 
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But, also, if you are attached to not special and nothing, then, this nothing and not special 
demon will kill you. Careful. Careful. Very careful. Don’t make nothing. Don’t make not 
special. Moment to moment, what is your correct situation? What is the purpose of your life? 
What are you doing now? Those questions are very important. If you make something in 
your mind, you have a problem. Put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know. You must 
finish your homework. Sometime, you must eat mind meal. There are ten gates. If you pass 
all ten gates, you can make anything—no hindrance. But, if you haven’t yet passed them, 
you must always take don’t-know medicine. This medicine can digest all your karma, also, 
all your complicated headache sickness. Also, your eyes, your ears, tongue, body, mind will 
become as clear as Buddha. Then, you are Buddha. What more do you want? 

You are already a lawyer. What is a correct lawyer? You already understand. Bad is bad; good 
is good. Correct cause and effect. This means if you make something, it hinders you. If you 
don’t make anything, you are already complete. You already said, “Today, the clouds covered 
the sun and the snow fell to the ground.” Wonderful, wonderful lawyer! 

I hope you only go straight—correct lawyer’s mind, which is clear like space, 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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Dear Soen Sa, 

 you hit me seventy-nine times! 
So I sit. What is it that it is  before it is 
 before I, my, me—is. 
 I can’t change that. 

 Where is peace and clarity of mind. 
my road to it seems hard. To find some silence—to hear some deafness. 

Today, overshot & worn 
the sky refused me— 
the brick sidewalk 
spoke redundantly,  
the snow covered me but couldn’t protect. 
my color pictures were black & white. 

My mind has seemed so cluttered 
 with shit, it isn’t funny …  

Speaking when not told & the such. 
 Backwards, forwards 
 Dreaded lines …  

The dead cock crows twice— 

love you love you love you, Love. 

donna 

P.S. If naked women run North to South 
       1. What is she wearing? 
       2. How will she get there? 
       3. & where the hell is she going? 

 

December 11, 1977 

Dear Donna,  

Somebody got hit 79 times. 
No feeling. 
Still has I, my, me. 
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I can’t change that. 
Don’t know already changed that. 

What is peace and clarity? 
What color is the sky? 
Already, you understand. 
Your mind is empty, then only reflect. 
There is no I, my, me. 
No subject/object. No inside/outside. 
It is like a clear mirror. 
Red comes, red. White comes, white. 
Only become one. 
Again ask you: What color is the sky? 
Only this. 
If you don’t understand, ask yourself 
What am I? 
Don’t know. 
Only go straight—don’t know. 
This don’t know fixes I-my-me sickness. 
Very simple. Very easy. 
Only go straight—don’t know. 
Always, everywhere.  
10,000 rivers have 10,000 moons. 
10,000 miles of no clouds, 10,000 miles of blue sky. 

Love you love you love you much love you, love.  

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. You don’t know naked women. 
       There is no 1, no 2, no 3. 

P.S. from PZC secretary: We address Zen Master Seung Sahn as “Soen Sa Nim.” “Soen” 
means “Zen”; “Sa” means “Master”; “Nim” is the honorific particle in Korean. 
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January 7, 1978 

Dear Anthony,  

How are you and your family? Happy New Year. Thank you for your letter and invitation. 
We will be leaving for Europe April 10 and will come back May 10. I do not know when we 
will visit your country. Stephen Mitchell planned out the trip. Maybe he sent you a letter. 

In your letter, you say you are very busy reading and writing. That is wonderful. That is your 
school job. School job is outside job; your original job is your inside job. If you have your 
center; if you have your correct direction, any action is no problem. But, if you have no 
center and direction, a good situation is a very bad situation, and a bad situation means 
much, much suffering. So, you must find your center and correct direction. That is most 
important. 

Money, fame, sex, family, and going to school are all important. But those important things 
cannot help your true self. When you find your center and correct direction, then those 
things support your true self. 

Here is a kong-an for you: 

Everyday mind is the Path 

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

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

“Then, should I try to keep it or not?” 

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

“If I do not 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 like space, clear and void. So why do you make right and wrong?” 

JoJu suddenly got Enlightenment. 

So I ask you, what did JoJu attain? 

If you attain this, then your family, your job, your school, your everyday life is all truth. If 
you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Then, this don’t know is you; don’t 
know is your family, is your job, is your school; don’t know is your everyday life. 
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I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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December 28, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

How are you? Ira and Kathy tell me that your body is not bad these days. That’s good. 
Before, I was always worrying. Now, not so much. 

Soen Sa Nim, I have a big problem. What-am-I-problem. You told me to do mantra, but 
one day, “Gate, gate, paragate…” became “What am I?” They are the same. Now, I only do 
kong-an. 

Sometimes, I’m lazy, but then my thinking becomes very strong and then the kong-an comes 
by itself. Last night, I became completely crazy. I could not sleep for a long time, because 
everything was a big question. Very much pain in the beginning, then my muscles in my 
stomach became tight and my breathing was sharp and fast. I only wanted to see myself. I 
could not break anything. The universe is made of dry, crumbly paper. My mind is dry, 
crumbly paper. I cannot break through. I cannot break through. Many tastes of my 
childhood come and I feel very small and tight. But it will not break; I try, try, try but it 
won’t break. I think you understand my condition and my situation. 

Can you help me? I can come to the Zen Center in Providence for a few days if you think 
this is necessary. I think I only need a letter or short interview from you. 

I am writing, but I am not writing! What is this? 

Love,  

Peter 

 

January 7, 1978 

Dear Peter,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? Happy New Year. 

In your letter, you said you have a problem. I understand your karma. Listen to me. Your 
karma means mantra is better than kong-an. You say mantra and kong-an are the same. This 
is the big problem. So, I hit you thirty times. You must understand not same, not different. 
If you say same, I will say different; if you say different, I will say same. Same and different 
are thinking. I say to you, only go straight—mantra. This is your best way. If you correctly 
attain mantra, then 1700 kong-ans are no problem. 
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If mantra and kong-an are the same, why do you say, “Now I only do kong-an.” All the 
problems you talked about in your letter are from this. So, you must return to mantra. Only 
go straight. Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check anything. Only 
go straight—mantra. Then no problem. Also, sleep will be no problem. 

The Heart Sutra says, “No attainment with nothing to attain.” What does this mean? Tell 
me! Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—mantra. Don’t make anything. 
Then, you will get everything. O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—mantra, keep a mind which is clear like space, 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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December 29, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Happy New Year (or sad, either is enough). I must be away on the seventh, so 
I won’t see you for some time. 

I’m enclosing some pictures of the Dharma room I set up at my house. Since it is not 
possible for me to move to the Zen Center, I decided to make a center move to me. The 
county in which I live has over one million people and four universities, so I have high hopes 
of finding people. If Providence could send me the mailing list for N.Y. (other than the city 
of N.Y.), it may help. In the meantime, I bow, chant, and sit every morning and sit and 
chant every night (I will be in charge of Friday night at the International Zen Center of New 
York beginning January). 

At home, I practice chants by using a tin can and wooden spoon as a moktak. I’m told it 
sounds rotten, but to me, a moktak is a moktak (and besides, I turn my hearing aid off). 

I know there have been some problems in N.Y., but this is just “growing pains.” In Karate, 
we say, “No pain, no gain.” Every time I bow, every time I chant, every time I sit, I know 
that N.Y. will grow strong; I know there will be a center in my area, and I know that your 
great work will thrive and save all people. How do I know? KATZ! 

Every morning, I bow, chant, and sit; every evening I sit and chant. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Bob 

 

January 6, 1978 

Dear Bob,  

How are you and your family? Happy New Year. Thank you for your letter and beautiful 
pictures. 

In your letter, you say that every morning you bow, sit, and chant, and every evening you 
chant and sit at your little center. That is wonderful. You are already a Dharma Teacher. 
This is correct Dharma Teacher’s job. Lawyer is your outside job; Dharma Teacher is your 
inside original job. But originally, there is no inside or outside. So lawyer’s job and Dharma 
Teacher’s job only become one. You already understand. That is your correct direction. 
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You have no moktak, so the sound is not so good, so I am sending you a moktak. You and 
your friends make a Zen Club, then sometimes go to the International Zen Center for 
together action and Yong Maeng Jong Jin. That is very important.  

You say the Zen Center in New York has problems, but that these are growing pains. This is 
correct. Now, the International Zen Center is only a name, but in the future, the true 
International Zen Center will appear. Then true light will shine everywhere and become 
world peace. 

I hope your center grows and grows, that it helps many people, and also your don’t-know 
mind grows, becomes clear like space, then soon finish the Great Work of life and death and 
save all people from suffering. 

Finally, you said KATZ! How many pounds is it? 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. Louise will send you a list of people from the mailing list. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

That monk attained this. 

Thank you for your letter. You are a very perceptive and encouraging old lion and I look 
forward to meeting you next spring. 

Zen is Zen; practice is practice. How could I speak of things going well or poorly? In the 
morning, breakfast, and after work, supper. Just this. 

Thank you also for the “Happy Holidays” card from the Providence Zen Center family. It is 
hanging prominently on the living room wall. 

What vows must Linda and I take to become official lay Buddhists? We have been 
vegetarians for several years and also take the four Bodhisattva vows when we sit. 

Linda has taken your instructions concerning the Jodo Shinsu Buddhists with her to 
Phoenix, where she is visiting her parents, but I doubt that she will hit anyone. We visited 
there three years ago. The priest said very little, just chanting, ringing a gong, and lighting 
incense. After the service, there was much talk about the history of Buddhism and other 
things in “Sunday School.” The priest alone was quiet and seemed very aware. Maybe Linda 
will say too much and he will hit her! 

How did Yong Maeng Jong Jin go over December? I bow to you and your students as I sit. 

Take care. I promise to go straight and save all beings. Thank you for your great concern. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Dale 

 

January 6, 1978 

Dear Dale,  

Thank you for your letter and incense. How are you and Linda? Happy New Year. 

Your kong-an answer is, “That monk attained this.” What is THIS? I hit you thirty times. 
Your answer is like this: Here are some sweet things, many different kinds—honey, banana, 
sugar, apples. But, you only say sweet. What kind of sweet? You only say this. What is 
THIS? 
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Zen is Zen; practice is practice. This means understanding sweet, but what kind of sweet? 
What is Zen? What is practicing? So, I say to you, understanding cannot help you. You must 
correctly taste. Then, you will attain banana sweet, sugar sweet, honey sweet, apple sweet. 
O.K.? 

To become a lay Buddhist, you must take the Five Precepts and attend Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin. You must write our Director, Louise Stanton, and she can explain this to you. 

Next, you say that Linda visited a Jodo Shinsu priest. That is wonderful. Before you can 
correctly hit, you must correctly attain your true self. This is very necessary. Then hit is not 
hit. Then hit is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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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SANE MIND, CRAZY MIND 

(New Haven Zen Center, March 10, 1977) 

One day after a Dharma Talk at the New Haven Zen Center, a student asked Seung Sahn 
Soen-sa, “Does Zen have a concept of sanity and insanity?” 

Soen-sa said, “Crazy mind is crazy mind. Sane mind is sane mind.” 

The student asked, “What is crazy mind?” 

Soen-sa said, “Sane people have a different mind from crazy mind. Crazy people say sane 
people are crazy. So what is crazy mind? All people are crazy. If your mind is attached to 
something, already you are crazy. How much are you attached? If you are too much 
attached, ordinary people will say you are crazy. But if you are even a little attached, you are 
also crazy. What is not crazy mind? I ask you.” 

“Don’t ask me!” said the student. 

Soen-sa said, “So there is attachment mind and no-attachment mind. If you are attached to 
something, the name for this is crazy. Why crazy? Crazy people only go straight one thing. 
They don’t think about anything else, and if other people try to tell them something 
different, they don’t listen. ‘Only my way, only my way. Other people—I don’t care.’ 
Someone takes off all his clothes, runs in the street—this is crazy. Someone takes a knife, 
attacks a policeman—this is crazy. He only cares about his mind and his own action. Only 
one mind. He is attached to something. 

“One of my students works at a Jewish nursing home. A few days ago someone set a fire at 
the nursing home. When the police came they asked him why he set the fire. He said, ‘I 
don’t like this nursing home.’ So the police checked and found that the man had set several 
fires, all at Jewish-owned stores. So they sent him to a psychiatrist to check his mind. His 
consciousness was a little separated. His consciousness doesn’t like Jewish people, so he only 
set fires at places owned by Jews. When they asked him why, he said, ‘I don’t know why I 
don’t like Jewish people, I just set fires.’ This is crazy. So the police decided the man was 
crazy, and could not go to jail. 

“Crazy action means not correct mind. This man’s consciousness was very attached to 
something. So his consciousness was only working this way, this way. Other ways, it wasn’t 
working. A mind which goes strongly only one way is crazy. If it is a little wider, it is not so 
crazy. Wider still, not crazy. If your mind is clear like space, then you are completely sane. 
Crazy mind is very narrow, only narrow. 

“Another of my students is doing a 100-day retreat at the Providence Zen Center. He only 
tries a mantra, stays in one room, except to go to the bathroom, and only eats cold food, rice 
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and seeds. There is no heat on the fourth floor, so it is very cold. Before this he became 
crazy. When he was at the university he took a lot of LSD and other drugs. Then one day he 
decided, ‘I don’t like my life, I don’t like my true self. What is this? What is this world? 
What is human?’ If he took drugs he felt very good. If not, he was thinking, thinking, 
thinking, he could not control his mind. So he kept taking drugs. 

“So then he went to the Esalen Institute in California. Some people would give him food, 
but he could not decide whether to eat or not. He would take a piece of food, put it back, 
take it again, put it back again—finally after five minutes he would eat. If he tried to talk he 
would take three minutes to say one sentence: ‘I… like… you.’ His consciousness was 
already broken, each consciousness was acting separately. Sane mind means sixth 
consciousness, seventh consciousness, eighth consciousness all act together. Before we were 
chanting Kwanseum Bosal. Sometimes your mouth is chanting Kwanseum Bosal but your 
mind goes to New York, to Los Angeles, to your home! But then—‘No good, come back, 
why are you going around up there.’ This is eighth consciousness. So at that time, separate 
action. Sometimes a crazy person can see things. He doesn’t care about anything else. Other 
people say, ‘This man is crazy!’ He doesn’t care what other people think about him. His 
seventh and eighth consciousnesses are very strong, and his sixth consciousness is not 
working. Other people have a strong seventh consciousness, weak eighth and sixth 
consciousness, so they become crazy. So sane means, sixth consciousness, seventh 
consciousness, eighth consciousness all act together. This is one mind. 

“Next, Zen mind. When sixth, seventh, and eighth consciousnesses all become empty, this is 
clear mind. One mind and clear mind are different. If you are practicing with a mantra—om 
mane padme hum, om mane padme hum, om mane padme hum—then your sixth, seventh 
and eighth consciousnesses only go straight om mane padme hum. This is one mind. But 
clear mind means completely empty mind. Then there is no consciousness. The Heart Sutra 
says, ‘Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva when practicing deeply perceives that all five skandhas are 
empty.’ This means form, feelings, perceptions, impulses consciousness are empty. Your 
consciousness is also empty, so your sixth, seventh and eighth consciousnesses are completely 
empty mind. If you keep this style mind, then your eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body and mind 
are all empty, so the Heart Sutra says, ‘No eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no 
mind, no realm of eyes and so forth until no object of mind.’ Then your mind is completely 
no mind. No mind means no feeling, no Buddha, no God, nothing at all. Your mind is clear 
like space. Then if you keep this mind you can see correctly, you are not crazy. This mind is 
like a clear mirror. Red comes, the mirror is red. White comes, the mirror is white. Then if 
you keep this mind you can see something. The wall is white. Outside it is dark. Inside it is 
bright. You can smell correctly, taste correctly. Salt is salty, sugar is sweet. So your eyes are 
big eyes. Your ears are big ears, your nose is big nose, your body is big body, your mind is big 
mind. Big mind. If you keep big mind, you are already Buddha. This is sane mind, O.K. 
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742 

Don’t Make Death; Don’t Make Life 

(NHZC—March 10, 1977) 

One day after a Dharma talk at the New Haven Zen Center, a student asked Seung Sahn 
Soen Sa, “Do you have to go through the pain of death before you experience empty mind?” 

Soen Sa said, “I ask you, where are you coming from—from death or from life?” 

The student said, “From life.” 

Soen Sa said, “From life? Where do you come from? Death or life?” Then he laughed. “So 
don’t make death. If you make death, you have death. What is death?” 

The student said, “Ego?” 

Soen Sa said, “What is ego? This is water, O.K.? Now its temperature is maybe 65°. If you 
reduce the temperature to 20 °, it becomes ice. If you raise the temperature past 212 °, it will 
become steam. If you see water, then as the temperature changes, this water form appears 
and disappears, appears and disappears. But H2O does not appear and disappear. Ice, water, 
steam are only form. Name and form are changing, but H2O does not change. If you 
understand the temperature, then you understand the form. So, it’s like this.  

What is your true self? These are your hands, your leg, your body, also your car, your home, 
your family. So, this is your body. Your body has life and death. But your true self has no 
life, no death. You think, “My body is me.” This is not correct. This is crazy. So, you must 
wake up! 

Steam, ice, water are all H2O, but if you are attached to water and the water becomes ice, 
then you say the water disappears. So it is dead! Raise the temperature; the water is born 
again! Raise the temperature again, the water disappears and becomes steam; the water is 
again dead! So, don’t be attached to water. This is only form. Form is emptiness. Form and 
name are emptiness. Form and name are always changing, changing, nonstop. But name and 
form are made by thinking. The sun does not say, “I am the sun.” The moon does not say, “I 
am the moon.” You say “Sun”; you say “Moon”. So name and form are emptiness, all made 
by thinking. 

If you cut off all thinking, then you understand H2O; then you understand your true self. 
But if you are attached to H2O, you also have a problem. You cannot correctly use water, ice, 
and steam. This is very important. 

So first, you must cut off all thinking, become complete empty mind. Then next, just like 
this. You can use water; you can use ice; you can use steam. You can use your true self. Then 
you can use life and you can use death. 
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743 

Soen Sa Nim’s Dharma Talk Before Going to the Hospital 

During the July, 1977 Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the Providence Zen Center, Louise Stanton, 
Director of the Center, introduced Soen Sa Nim and explained that he had just been to the 
emergency room at Roger Williams Hospital to have his heart monitored. The doctors found 
that his heart was beating irregularly (he had “premature ventricular contractions”), perhaps 
due to the medicine he was taking for his diabetes. They decided that Soen Sa Nim should 
enter the hospital later that day to begin taking insulin under supervision. Soen Sa Nim then 
gave the following Dharma Talk: 

How are you? I am not sick, but everyone is very sick, so you have many problems. I have no 
problem. 

Before, Buddha went to the Himalaya Mountains. He checked this life and he asked, “What 
is life? What is old age? What is sickness? What is death?” He did not understand these 
things, and he wanted to understand so he went to the mountains. There, he met many 
yogis, who practiced much like yogis do today. 

There were five great yoga masters there and by practicing, they could live for a thousand, 
two thousand, or three thousand years. Sometimes they would go into the fire, sometimes 
into cold water, sometimes onto a bed of nails, sometimes pierce their arms with needles. So 
Buddha did very hard training and learned all this. But, the great yogis, even after living for a 
long, long time, would finally die. Buddha mastered yoga, but he still didn’t understand 
what is life, what is old age, what is sickness, what is death. So finally, he sat under the Bodhi 
tree for six years, only going straight—don’t know, only don’t know. “What is life? What is 
old age? What is sickness? What is death? Don’t know.” 

Then one morning, he saw a star in the sky. Then, his don’t-know mind exploded, and he 
said, “There is no life, no death. This body has life and death, but my true self has no life, no 
death.” He understood this. This is Buddhism. 

So, we come here and sit Yong Maeng Jong Jin. There are no interviews. Everyone wants 
interviews, but the Zen Master is sick, so no interviews, only hard training and short 
Dharma talks. But interview, no interview—it doesn’t matter. “We sit” means, “I want to 
understand; I want to attain my true self. Why? I have many problems: money problems, sex 
problems, many kinds of problems. Where do these problems come from? From me. O.K.? 
Only from me.” You are young, so you have more problems. When you get old, you have 
fewer problems. 

A few days ago, a strong student of mine, Mr. Ku, came to visit. He is seventy years old. He 
came to visit his daughter, and was very happy to visit Plymouth Rock with Bobby and 
Louise and see where America began. After supper, we were sitting by the ocean, and I asked 
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him, “You are a Buddhist, and you are already seventy years old. What did you get? What do 
you understand? What did you attain?” 

He said, “Nothing.” 

He is president of a famous company. His home is the best house in Seoul. Some of his 
children are living in America, some in Korea. His brother owns a famous food company. He 
and his family and his children are all very rich, very high class. So, I said to him, “Your 
daughter has a very good house; she is very happy.” 

He said, “I don’t know. Very good home? Happy? What kind of happy? I don’t know.” He 
said, “What is correct happiness?” 

He understands what is correct happiness. He is seventy years old. In his life, he’s had many 
good things; many things have happened; much has appeared and disappeared. Up, down, 
up, down. Finally, he will soon die, but when I ask him, “What did you attain?” he said, 
“Nothing.” 

But this nothing: What kind of nothing is this? I don’t know. Understanding nothing and 
attaining nothing are different. Understanding nothing means you still have a problem. If 
you attain nothing, no problem. If you attain nothing, then your house is correct; your mind 
is correct; your nature is correct. This is attaining nothing. Understanding nothing means 
my life is like a cloud, like lightning, like dew. Everything is changing, changing, changing. 
All form is changing. So, everything equals nothing. This is understanding nothing. Form is 
emptiness; my life is nothing. If you attain nothing, there is no form, no emptiness. But, if 
you say, “No form, no emptiness,” this is also thinking. If you correctly attain nothing, there 
is no speech, no word. Then what? Form is form; emptiness is emptiness. Only just like this. 
If you say “Nothing,” you don’t understand nothing. 

If you are seventy years old, and somebody asks you, “What did you attain?” then what is a 
good answer? 

(A student hits the floor) 

Not bad. If you have no hands, then what? So, I ask you, before you were born, you had no 
eyes, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind. Now you have eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, 
mind. In the future you will die, and again have no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no 
body, no mind. Then what? Then what are you? This is very important. What are you, you 
know? If someone answers with a hit, this is not bad, not good. But, if you have no body, 
how can you hit? Hit means understanding emptiness. If you correctly attain emptiness, then 
what? 

So today, I went to the hospital to have my heart checked. My heartbeat was like dancing: 
boom, boom, boom. Very interesting. When I was having my heart checked, I thought 
about Louise’s car. Its engine goes clunk, clunk, clunk. So, I told Louise, “My body is like 
your car. Soon, it will be necessary to change it.” 
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If you have an old car, you must soon change it for a new one; otherwise, you’ll have to keep 
paying a lot of money to have it fixed. So maybe I won’t fix my car; maybe I’ll soon change 
my car. No problem. 

So, Zen is not difficult. This morning, Jerry came to visit me with his friend, a musician 
from Washington, D.C. His friend is a famous musician, but he has a problem. He has a 
sickness in his ear. He is afraid of losing his hearing. Jerry wanted to know how to help him, 
so I told him, “You must tell your friend to try this mantra; then, his bad karma will 
disappear. If you try this mantra, then your bad karma will disappear; then maybe you will 
meet a good doctor, have a good operation; then, you can hear. In your last life, you played a 
lot of music, so now in this life, you are also a good musician. This is very wonderful. But, 
you also have bad karma from your last life—sex karma, money karma, much bad karma. So, 
your bad karma is pushing down your good music karma, so your music karma can’t grow; 
you can’t become famous. If your bad karma disappears, then your music karma will grow, 
grow, grow, and you will soon become famous. 

“Or, maybe this style is possible. You have bad karma, so you have this sickness. But, karma 
is not good, not bad. How do you use your karma? 

Once, Vimalakirti was sick. This is Bodhisattva sickness. While he was sick, many 
Bodhisattvas, many monks came and visited him and had Dharma combat with him. 

If you change your bad karma, you may have the same sickness, but how do you keep just-
now mind? If you keep a good mind, then you have a good sickness. If you keep a bad mind, 
bad sickness. So, how you keep your mind is very important. If you keep a good mind, then 
your bad karma disappears. So, your sickness is good; your sickness also helps other people. 
Then together, many people get good karma, more strong good karma.” 

So, I told Jerry to teach this style. If you don’t make your bad karma disappear, you have a 
problem. If you make your bad karma disappear, then it doesn’t matter what you are doing 
or what kind of job you have, you all make the same karma. 

In Korea, I have a friend who is very clever. He understands all kong-ans, Zen, Buddhism; 
he understands many things. But people don’t follow him. Everyone thinks, “I don’t like this 
man.” But, there is another monk, Hae In Sa Ju Ji Su Nim, who doesn’t understand so 
much and is not clever, but he has many Korean students. “Ah, he is number one, Kun Su 
Nim!” This monk’s face is not so good; he is very quiet, but many Korean people like him. 
Why? Same karma. Before life, he also made the same karma; this life he makes the same 
karma. How do you make the same karma? If you only keep your opinion, your condition, 
your situation, only me, only me, then other people will think, “I don’t like your idea.” You 
cannot make the same karma. If you want to make the same karma, you must make your 
opinion, your condition disappear. Then any place is no problem. Moment to moment, you 
can follow the situation. 

But, if you keep your opinion, your condition, your situation, you cannot follow the 
situation. “I don’t like this. I like this. My situation is this. I am Kun Su Nim! Why are you 
doing this!” This style. So, moment to moment, following the situation is very important. 
You cannot follow the situation if you keep your opinion. So, a musician, teacher, doctor, 
everyone is the same. So, it is necessary to make the same karma. If you make same karma, 
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same action, same practicing, if you always follow the situation, then everyone will say, “Ah, 
this is good.” 

Before, Mu Bul went to Korea. Other people went too, but they had a very strong “I am” 
style, so other people didn’t like this. But he only followed the situation, did together action, 
slept together with the monks in the Kun Bang, did everything together, so he had no 
problem. So, my Korean friend always understands too much. He is very clever and thinks, 
“My idea is always correct; your idea is always no good.” So, he is clever, but no one follows 
him. 

So, I told Jerry to explain to his friend about the six roots, six dusts, and sixth, seventh, and 
eighth consciousnesses. This means our mind is like a computer. If this computer is working 
correctly there is no problem. But, if you keep your opinion, your condition, your situation, 
it cannot work correctly. Already, there is dust in it; it can’t work. Sometimes it works; 
sometimes it doesn’t work. So, how do you clean your computer? 

Yong Maeng Jong Jin means cleaning your computer. Then, 1 + 2 = 3. “Where are you 
coming from?” Hit. “Is this correct?” “Downstairs.” You soon understand. This computer is 
nothing computer, clear-like-space computer. White paper. Your mind is completely white, 
completely empty, then completely clear like a mirror, only reflecting. Red comes; the mirror 
is red. White comes; the mirror is white. No problem. So before, Po De said, “Light comes; 
hit light. Dark comes; only hit dark. Buddha comes; only hit Buddha. Eminent teacher 
comes; only hit eminent teacher.” Always, don’t hold Buddha; don’t hold eminent teacher; 
don’t hold light; don’t hold dark. Throw everything away. Then, always empty. So, it’s very 
important that your opinion, your condition, your situation disappear. So, I told Jerry to 
teach his friend this. Then, if he cleans his computer and takes out all the dust, then his 
music is also like a computer. 

In Korea, they use the abacus. A friend of mine teaches at a commercial high school, and I 
visited him once at school. One of his students would hear the numbers, and his hand would 
automatically move and do the calculations, very quickly and correctly, better than 
electricity. So, our mind is very interesting. Our mind can do anything, not just Zen. Magic 
is possible if you want magic. Everything has time and space, so if you understand correct 
time and correct space, anything is possible. But what is this mind? This, people don’t 
understand. 

“I am a magician. I am this. I can do everything. But what is this mind? I don’t know.” 

So, what is original mind? Don’t know, yah? So, our Zen is very high-class teaching. 
Original teaching, primary point teaching. If you understand this, then you can check 
anything, understand anything. 

So, I want to have interviews with you, but I cannot. I’m going to the hospital. Maybe I’ll 
change my body, maybe not change my body. So, I will give you these ten gates, “Your 
Mind Meal.” Mind meal means if you check the kong-an, then your mind appears. 

So, everything is changing, changing. But, if your mind is changing, no good. Only go 
straight—don’t know, no changing, O.K.? Then your mind is enough mind. Then any 
situation is no problem. If you keep enough mind, then any situation, any place, any time, 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1538 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

no problem. This is a very simple word. Don’t make anything; then, you will get everything. 
So don’t make anything. Only go straight, O.K.? Thank you very much. 
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744 

A Conversation with Zen Master Seung Sahn 

December, 1977, Tahl Mah Sah 

•What is Zen? 

What are you? 

•(Silence) 

Do you understand? 

•I don’t know. 

This don’t-know mind is you. Zen is understanding yourself. 

•Is that all Zen is? 

Isn’t it enough? 

•I mean, there must be a final understanding or illumination that a Zen Master has in order 
to be a Zen Master. 

All understanding is no understanding. What do you understand? Show me! 

•(Silence) 

O.K., what is one plus two? 

•Three 

Why didn’t you tell me that? (Laughter) What color is the sky? 

•Blue. 

Very good! (Laughter) The truth is very simple, yah? But your mind is complicated; you 
understand too much. So you could not answer. But you don’t understand one thing. 

•What? 

One plus two equals zero. 

•I don’t see how. 
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O.K. Suppose someone gives me an apple. I eat it. Then, he gives me two more apples. I eat 
them. All the apples are gone. So, one plus two equals zero. 

•Hmmm. 

You must understand this. Before you were born, you were zero. Now, you are one. In the 
future, you will die and again become zero. All things in the universe are like this. They arise 
from emptiness and return to emptiness. So, zero equals one; one equals zero. 

•I see that.  

In the elementary school, they teach that one plus two equals three. In our Zen elementary 
school, we teach that one plus two equals zero. Which one is correct? 

•Both. 

If you say “Both,” I say “Neither.” 

•Why? 

If you say both, then the space ship cannot go to the moon. (Laughter) When only one plus 
two equals three, then it can reach the moon. But if one plus two also equals zero, then on 
the way, the space ship will disappear. (Laughter) So I say, neither is correct. 

•Then, what would be a proper answer? 

“Both” is wrong, so I hit you. Also, “neither” is wrong, so I hit myself. (Laughter) The first 
teaching in Buddhism is “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” This means that one equals 
zero; zero equals one. But who makes form? Who makes emptiness? Both form and 
emptiness are concepts. Concepts are made by your own thinking. Descartes said, “I think; 
therefore, I am.” But if I am not thinking, then what? Before thinking, there is no you or I, 
no form or emptiness, no right or wrong. So even “no form, no emptiness” is wrong. In true 
emptiness, before thinking, you only keep a clear mind. All things are just as they are. Form 
is form; emptiness is emptiness. 

•I’m afraid I still don’t understand. 

If you want to understand, already, this is a mistake. Only go straight ahead and keep don’t-
know mind. Then, you will understand everything. 

•What is Enlightenment? 

Enlightenment is only a name. If you make Enlightenment, then Enlightenment exists. But 
if Enlightenment exists, ignorance exists, too. Good and bad, right and wrong, enlightened 
and ignorant—all these are opposites. All opposites are just your own thinking. The truth is 
absolute, beyond thinking, beyond opposites. If you make something, you will get 
something. But if you don’t make anything, you will get everything. 

•Is Enlightenment really just a name? Doesn’t a Zen Master have to attain the experience of 
Enlightenment in order to be a Zen Master? 
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The Heart Sutra says that there is no attainment with nothing to attain. If Enlightenment is 
attained, it is not Enlightenment. 

•Then, is everyone enlightened? 

Do you understand no attainment? 

•No. 

No attainment is attainment. You must attain no attainment. So, what is attainment? What 
is there to attain? 

•Emptiness? 

In true emptiness, there is no name and no form. So there is no attainment. If you say, “I 
have attained true emptiness,” you are wrong. 

•I’m beginning to understand. That is, I think I am. 

The universe is always true emptiness. Now you are living in a dream. Wake up! Then, you 
will understand. 

•How can I wake up? 

I hit you! (Laughter) Very easy. (Laughter) 

•Would you please explain a bit more? 

O.K. Can you see your eyes? 

•In a mirror. 

That is not your eyes; it is only their reflection. You eyes cannot see themselves. If you want 
to see your eyes, there is already a mistake. 

•But when you were a young monk, you had the actual experience of Enlightenment. What 
was this experience? 

I hit you. 

•(Silence) 

O.K. Suppose we have before us some honey, some sugar, and a banana. All are sweet. Can 
you explain the difference between honey’s sweetness, sugar’s sweetness, and banana’s 
sweetness? 

•Hmmm. 

But each is a different sweetness, yah? How can you explain to me? 
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•I don’t know. 

But you could say, “Open your mouth. This is honey; this is sugar; this is banana.” 
(Laughter) So, to understand your true self, you must understand the meaning of my hitting 
you. I have already put Enlightenment into your mind. (Laughter) 

•You mentioned clear mind. What is that? 

We can talk about three separate minds. The first is attachment mind. This is called losing 
your mind. Next is keeping one mind. The third is clear mind. For example, you are 
standing in a train station and suddenly, there is a loud whistle blast. You are startled out of 
yourself. No self, no world, only the whistle. Or, if you haven’t eaten for three days and 
someone gives you food, you gobble it down without thinking. There is only eating. Or 
when you are having sex, there is only the good feeling, the absorption in the other person. 
This is losing your mind. But afterwards, when you stop having sex, your small, selfish mind 
is just as strong as ever. These are attachment actions. They come from desire and end in 
suffering. 

•What is keeping one mind? 

When someone is reciting a mantra, there is only the mantra. He sees good, and there is only 
“Om mani padme hum.” He sees bad, and there is only “Om mani padme hum.” Whatever 
he does, whatever he sees, there is only the mantra. 

•Then what is clear mind? 

Clear mind is like a mirror. Red comes, and the mirror is red; white comes, and the mirror is 
white. When all people are sad, I am sad; when all people are happy, I am happy. If your 
mind is without any attachments at all, if you have no desires for yourself, but only want to 
help all people, that is clear mind. So the mind that is lost in desire is small mind. One mind 
is empty mind. Clear mind is big mind, which is infinite time and infinite space. 

•It’s still not completely clear to me. Could you give another example, please? 

O.K. Suppose a man and a woman are having sex. They have lost their minds and are very, 
very happy. Just then, a robber breaks in with a gun and says, “Give me your money!” All 
their happiness disappears, and they are very scared. “Oh, help me, help me!” This is small 
mind. It is constantly changing, as outside conditions change. 

Next, someone is doing mantra. His mind is not moving at all. There is no inside or outside, 
only true emptiness. The robber appears. “Give me money!” But this person is not afraid. 
Only “Om mani padme hum, om mani padme hum.” “Give me money, or I’ll kill you!” He 
doesn’t care. Already, there is no life and no death, so he is not in the least afraid. 

Next is clear mind. This person always keeps the Great Mirror mind of True Compassion. 
The robber appears. “Give me money!” This person says, “How much do you want?” “Give 
me everything!” “O.K.” and he gives the robber all his money. He is not afraid. But his mind 
is very sad. He is thinking, “Why are you doing this? Now, you are all right, but in the 
future, you will have much suffering.” The robber looks at him and sees that he is not afraid, 
that there is only motherly compassion on his face. So, the robber is a little confused. The 
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person is already teaching him the correct way, and maybe some day, many years from then, 
he will remember and be able to hear. 

Clear mind is the mind of absolute love. It is perfect freedom. If you have selfish desires, 
your love is not true love. It is dependent on many conditions; if these things change, you 
suffer. Suppose you love a woman very much, and she loves you. You go away on a trip, and 
when you return, you find that she has taken another lover. Your love changes to anger and 
hatred. So, small love always contains the seeds of suffering. Big love has no suffering. It is 
only love, so it is beyond joy and beyond suffering. 

•What do you do with your freedom? 

When I am hungry, I eat. When I am tired, I sleep. (Laughter) 

•What kind of formal practice would you recommend to beginners?  I know that at your 
Zen Centers in America, your students do sitting meditation for several hours each day. Is 
that necessary? 

Meditation is important. But what is most important is how you keep your mind, just now, 
from moment to moment. Body-sitting isn’t necessary; it is only one kind of outside form. 
What is necessary is mind sitting. True sitting means cutting of all thinking and keeping a 
mind that doesn’t move. True Zen means becoming clear. When I asked you “What are 
you?” you didn’t know. There was only don’t know. If you keep this don’t-know mind when 
you are driving, this is driving Zen. If you keep it when you are playing tennis, this is tennis 
Zen. If you keep it when you are watching television, this is television Zen. You must keep 
don’t-know mind always and everywhere. This is the true practice of Zen. “The Great Way 
is not difficult; just don’t be attached to distinctions. If you can let go of your own likes and 
dislikes, then everything will become perfectly clear.” 

•Is it important to have a teacher? 

Very important! Many people practice on their own and come to think that they understand. 
They think that they are great enlightened Bodhisattvas. But that is only their own thinking. 
So, it is necessary to visit a great Zen Master and win his approval. Otherwise, the blind will 
be leading the blind, and everyone will fall into a ditch. 

In the Zen school, we have many kong-ans. Kong-ans are like tests, or like fishing hooks. If 
your mind is not clear, the baited hook will drop into the pool of your mind and all your 
thinking will appear. And you will touch the hook and be caught. But, if you have attained 
true Enlightenment, seventeen hundred hooks can go into your mind and you will have no 
hindrance. The hook drops into clear water and comes out of clear water. No fish. 

•But what if someone can’t find a Zen Master? 

Then, they can always write to me, in care of the Providence Zen Center, 48 Hope Street, 
Providence, RI 02903, U.S.A. 

•Are there any kong-ans they could try to answer, to test their minds? 

The first two kong-ans in our school are ones they might try. 
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Buddha said that all things have Buddha-nature. But, when someone asked Zen Master JoJu 
if a dog has Buddha-nature, he said “Mu” (“No”). I have three questions: 
1. Buddha said yes. JoJu said no. Which one is correct? 
2. JoJu said “Mu.” What does this mean? 
3. I ask you, does a dog have Buddha-nature? 

A monk once said to JoJu, “I have just arrived at your temple. Please teach me.” 

JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

The monk said, “Yes.” 

JoJu said, “Then go wash your bowls.” 

The monk was suddenly enlightened. 

My question is what did this monk attain? 

If you want to understand the answers to these kong-ans, you will never understand. But if 
you only go straight and keep don’t-know mind, then the answers will appear by themselves. 
And when your mind becomes completely clear, you will be able to answer any kong-an 
without hindrance. 

•Thank you very much. 

You’re welcome. 
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DEAR SOEN SA NIM, 

 
[small mirror glued to the letter] 

WITH LOVE, 

YOUR STUDENT, JAMES 

 

December 19, 1977 

Dear James,  

The Sixth Patriarch, Hui Neng, said,  

“There is no Bodhi tree.  
Clear mirror has no stand. 
Originally there is nothing. 
Where can the dust alight?” 
 
Bodhi is true emptiness. 
Why do you make a stand? 
Why do you make something? 
Don’t smudge your mind. 
What can you do? 
Don’t touch the fishing hook. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S.  
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December 12, 1977 

Roshi, 

Got your address from Grove Press. I understand you have organized other Zen Centers 
throughout the U.S.A. 

I am most interested in being informed of locations and programs of same, especially those, 
if any, nearer Michigan than Rhode Island. Also, if possible, might you have a directory of 
some sort, of Zen Centers in the U.S.A., so I might find locations in Michigan or contiguous 
states? 

I have been sitting Zazen now for about a year on my own. Find it really tough (so who said 
Zazen is supposed to be a rose garden?), and thought that the community support that one 
might find in an organized center might really be of benefit to my work. 

In the last two to three months, have given myself the koan “Mu” to work on. I am not sure 
exactly where I am going with it, but between knocking my head against it and doing my 
best to get my legs, my recalcitrant occidental legs, into the lotus posture, it’s most 
challenging. 

Thank you, Sir, and most respectfully,  

Jerry 

 

December 26, 1977 

Dear Jerry,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You got my address and sent me a letter. That is 
wonderful. 

There is a small group of our Zen Center students in Toronto. Perhaps this is closer for you 
than Providence. If you want to, and have the time, you may go there for sitting, but it is not 
a regular Zen Center and is only a small club. Enclosed is a Newsletter with our Zen Center 
addresses. 

If you want correct sitting, you must come to our Zen Center for a three-day or seven-day 
sitting Zen, which is called Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Then, when you return to your home, 
sitting Zen will be no problem. To sit by yourself is possible, but very difficult. It is like 
learning to drive a car. First, someone teaches you; then, you can drive by yourself, only go 
straight. 
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You said that you use the “Mu” kong-an. That is wonderful, but this “Mu” kong-an is a very 
difficult kong-an. If you only go straight—“Mu”, then this kong-an is a very easy kong-an, 
so I ask you a question about the “Mu” kong-an: 

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? 

If you understand the correct answer, then send it to me, please. If you don’t understand, 
then only go straight—don’t know, always and everywhere. This is very necessary. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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. The best way is to move into a Zen Center and do together practicing.  
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14 December 1977 

Dear Master Soen Sa Nim,  

Would you kindly excuse my bad writing English and my wasting your precious time? 

I have read your marvellous book, Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, and I have gotten the 
certainty of the truth of your “teaching-no-teaching.” 

I have read a great number of books about Zen, but much too! I am still at the same joint. 
But your book has struck me, so I write you. 

Would you kindly answer my letter, if that does not disturb you, with advice from your hand 
for beginning my practice of Zen, koan, etc. …  and how to persevere in Zen. 

I would like to regard you as my teacher, if you agree. Perhaps, alas! I shall never see you, 
because I am married and have no possibilities or money for traveling afar. But I hope I shall 
be able, from time to time, to receive your so valuable instructions. 

With my respectful thanks, yours very kindly,  

Jacques 

 

December 26, 1977 

Dear Jacques,  

Thank you for your beautifully written letter. How are you? 

You said you have read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is wonderful. Also, you said you 
have read many other books about Zen. Not good, not bad. I think you understand much 
about Zen. Understanding means that your mind is very complicated. Your mind is 
complicated, so your understanding has many directions, and you cannot find your true way. 
Zen means that complicated mind becomes simple mind. If you want to become simple 
mind, you must throw away all your understanding and become iron-head, which means 
cutting off all thinking. Then your mind, my mind, the iron, the tree, the rocks all become 
one. But, this becoming one is also not correct, because cutting off all thinking is before 
thinking. Before thinking is without speech: no one, no many, no Buddha, no God, no you, 
no I, no iron. If you open your mouth, this is already a mistake. Then, what is this? If you 
don’t understand, then only go straight—don’t know. Then, this don’t-know medicine will 
fix your complicated mind, and then you will become simple mind. 
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Don’t-know mind is already cutting off all thinking. Cutting off all thinking is before 
thinking. Before thinking is your substance. Your substance is universal substance. Universal 
substance and your substance becoming one is called primary point. So, don’t know is not 
don’t know; don’t know is primary point. Primary point’s name is don’t know. Somebody 
said, “Primary point is mind, Buddha, God, Nature, Substance, Absolute, Holy, Energy, and 
everything.” But, primary point has no name, no speech, no word. Only when, at the time of 
keeping don’t know, I ask you: The mountain and you, are they the same or different? Tell 
me! Tell me! 

If you say the same, I hit you thirty times. If you say different, I hit you thirty times! What 
can you do? 

I hope you keep don’t-know mind always and everywhere, which is being 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. 

P.S. We are visiting Europe in May. At that time, I would like to see you. My student 
Stephen Mitchell has the itinerary. If you would like to meet me, please send a letter to him, 
so arrangements can be made. Here is his address. 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1550 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

748 

December 14, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

How are you? Probably just arriving in California now. I hope you had a good trip. 

You asked me last night after the show how I liked it. I said “Not bad, not good,” but this 
was already after thinking. What I really meant was wonderful. It was wonderful to be there, 
even incomplete music was wonderful. It is only incomplete mind that makes like/don’t like. 
“Not bad, not good” is my incomplete mind. 

Last night, after I got home, I went to sleep. In a little while, the phone rang and woke me 
up. Later, it rang again. Then, very late, the man upstairs who is a musician and singer 
started playing his music very loud. So, I did not have a good night’s sleep. When I woke up 
this morning at twenty to eight, I didn’t even remember hearing the alarm go off earlier, so I 
missed morning practice and saying good-bye to you, Diana, and Ezra. Already bowed three 
times. 

Sometimes, I think about living in a Zen Center, how much stronger practice would be. But 
I have New York karma right now, and I do not think a living-together Zen Center is 
possible here now. There would have to be Big commitment from everybody. Still, our 
center is getting stronger, as I’m sure you know. It is wonderful to have a Zen family. 

I have other friends who do not practice Zen. When their minds are confused, I talk to them 
about putting it all down—desire, anger, ignorance—and just going straight. They hear, but 
they do not want to practice, and practice is very necessary. Many attachments—sex, drugs, 
etc. So, I must just keep practicing and keeping my mind clear moment to moment, 
eliminate all attachments and help save all beings. 

This brings me to my homework, dropping ashes on the Buddha kong-an. My answer is, 
wipe them off. If you say this is not correct, I hit you. 

You say this man is very attached to emptiness, so maybe he will again drop ashes. So, I must 
check this man and make sure he knows temple rules about no smoking. If there is not 
already a sign for the door (NO SMOKING), I must make one, so that new people coming 
to the Zen Center know the temple rule. 

Ashes are only ashes. 
Great Compassion is Primary Point. 
Green leaf, brown table.  
It is raining; outside, everything is wet. 

I hope you have a good stay on the West Coast, and I hope to see you soon. Hello to Diana 
and Ezra. 
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Love,  

Ja Seong 

 

December 26, 1977 

Dear Ja Seong, Judy,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

In your letter, you talk about the show, but the arrow has already passed downtown. You say, 
“Not good, not bad.” That is not good, not bad. Why are you checking, checking, checking? 
If you are not holding anything, then bad is complete; good is complete; not good, not bad 
is complete, everything is complete. If you are holding something and you say this is 
complete, this is not complete; only speech is complete. Speech and words do not exist, so 
don’t make anything; don’t hold anything; then, you are already complete. You can see; you 
can hear; you can speak—everything is complete. 

You could not come that morning for practicing and saying goodbye to me, Diana and Ezra. 
Not good, not bad; don’t worry. I understand that you are a strong and wonderful student. 

Next, you understand New York karma. If you understand New York karma, then it is 
possible for it to soon disappear. Also, you said you want to live in a Zen Center. That is 
wonderful. You, Sunny, Carole, and Maureen have good karma. Very good karma means 
sometimes bad karma. When I, My, Me disappear, then there is very good karma; when I, 
My, Me appear, there is very bad karma, which is not only this life’s karma, but already 500 
generations of continuing karma which is brought here. So, in the future, and in the future’s 
future, for numberless lifetimes, this karma will connect. Therefore, moment to moment, 
when you are having meetings, when you are practicing together, when you have any 
together action, how you keep just-now mind is very important. This makes primary cause; 
then, in the future, you will have the result. If you keep Great Love, Great Compassion, then 
you are a great Bodhisattva, but if you keep I, My, Me, then you will not get out of the 
ocean of suffering. 

I hope that all of your opinions, your conditions, and situations disappear. Then, you can 
help each other become one and only go straight. Then, you can keep the correct situation 
moment to moment, and the name International New York Wonderful Zen Center is 
possible. You must repeat the above portion of this letter to Sunny, Carole, and Maureen. 

Your ideas of living in a Zen Center and doing together action are wonderful. You must do it! 
One strong person, the whole world is strong. One clear mind, the universe is clear. One 
idea complete, everything is complete. Your idea is complete, so don’t change your idea. You 
Must Do It! It is very necessary. 

You said sometimes your friends’ minds are confused, and that they have many 
attachments—sex, drugs, etc. If your practicing is strong, your mind light will spread to your 
friends.  
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Already you said, “So I must just keep practicing and keeping my mind clear moment to 
moment, eliminate all attachments, and help save all beings.” That is already being a great 
Bodhisattva. Only go straight, O.K.? 

Your homework is not good, not bad. You already understand your true way, but this man is 
very attached to primary point, so any action, any word, he hits you. You must read the 100 
titles in Dropping Ashes. One title will help your answer. You must find it. But, if you want 
to find it, then you cannot find it. Only keep don’t-know mind; then, one title will appear 
by itself and help you. 

I hope you only go straight, 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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December 20, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

I am delighted to learn that you will definitely give teisho at our Koko An sesshin, and that 
you would like to visit the Maui Zendo. I suggest the following arrangements: 

I will meet your plane, PAA Flight One, at 11:45 A.M. on January 8. I note that you are 
busy that day and the next, so how about your giving teisho at our Koko An sesshin on 
Tuesday morning at 10:00? That would be January 10. We could arrange to have you picked 
up and returned. 

As to your visit to the Maui Zendo, how about your coming over on the afternoon of 
Tuesday, January 10, say around 2:00 P.M. (or earlier), meet with the students informally 
for supper, and then hold a Zen meeting with them that evening. You could structure the 
format any way you like. Tuesday evening happens to be our class night when I talk about 
some aspect of Buddhism, or we have a question-and-answer period. We usually sit for 
twenty-five minutes, then have a class until almost the end, then sit again for five minutes 
and recite the Four Vows. The entire class period is two hours, from 7:00 to 9:00 P.M. 

You could then stay the night in my quarters, join the residents in their schedule the next 
day, and fly back to Honolulu in the afternoon of the 11th, so that you could get a good rest 
before flying back to the Mainland the next day. A better idea would be a sightseeing 
excursion with Maui Zendo members on the morning of the 11th, a picnic somewhere at 
noon, and then a flight back to Honolulu. There would be room for one or more attendants 
at the Maui Zendo, if you do not come alone. 

I suggest you book your ticket to Kahului, Maui, when you buy your ticket to Honolulu. In 
this way, you can get a reduced fare. We will reimburse your extra cost for the Maui portion.  

If your flight to the Mainland on the 12th is around noon or later, then you could stay an 
extra night on Maui and make connections the morning of the 12th quite comfortably. 
However, if your flight to the Mainland is during the morning, then it might be easier for 
you to return to Honolulu on the afternoon of the 11th. In any case, you can give me your 
itinerary when we meet on the 8th, and I can telephone the information to Maui. 

Here at Maui, we will plan on your being here the 10th, unless I hear from you otherwise. At 
Koko An, we will plan on your teisho the 10th. I know all members will be excited and 
pleased at the prospect of your visit, and I share their delight. 

Nine bows,  
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Robert Aitken 

 

December 26, 1977 

Dear Aitken Roshi,  

How are you? Thank you for your letter. Your plan as described in your letter is wonderful, 
but I don’t understand the form of your style teisho. In Korean form, the name is Gao 
Ryung, which is similar to teisho, so before teisho, please teach me your style. 

While in Hawaii, I will be travelling with one American student and four Korean students 
who would also like to visit the Koko An and Maui Zendos. Is this possible? The Korean 
students are Buddhists but not Zen students, and will only visit your temple. Accomodations 
for their entire stay while in Hawaii have been arranged for by the Korean temple in Hawaii. 

I am looking forward and am happy to be visiting your Zendos. This is the result of five 
hundred generations of same karma, so thank you very much for your invitation. 

Your student, William Merwin, said that you, Maezumi Roshi and I teaching together would 
be very powerful and benefit many people. Therefore, I am glad to be visiting and practicing 
with you. This primary cause from numberless generations will continue this together action 
and vow of Great Compassion, Great Love, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S.  
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December 13, 1977  

Dear Soen Sa Nim,  

S.S. writes, “I hit you thirty times. Why are you dragging around a corpse?” 

…  Sim Seon responds,  

Why do you bring an umbrella with you when it is raining? Or, why do you fly in an 
airplane on a long journey? 

It is not practical to stop the rain or leap through space by thought alone. 

If I were an angel or if you were a god, we would have no need to drag around a corpse 
which uses the form of speech or writing. I hit myself. You hit yourself. Katz. Don’t know. 

i thank you Dharma Teacher,  

Sim Seon 

post script: much of the time the corpse still drags me around. 

 

December 27, 1977 

Dear Sim Seon,  

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Your answer is not good, not bad. Still corpse speech. 

In Zen words, there are two kinds: Dead words and live words. Dead words means 
opposites-thinking; live words mean there is no subject, no object, no inside and no outside. 
Inside and outside become one. It is like someone once asking Dong Sahn Zen Master, 
“What is Buddha?” 

At that time, Dong Sahn Zen Master is weighing flax, so he answers, “Three pounds of flax.” 

So, at that time, someone asked him this, and at that time, his mind and three pounds of flax 
become one. 

When you cut off all thinking, at that time, you can see, you can hear, all, just like this, is 
truth, which is no subject, no object—complete absolute. When you see the sky, what? 
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When you see a tree, what? You already understand. I want your live words, so again, I ask 
you, Why are you dragging around a corpse? Tell me! Tell me! If you cannot tell me, don’t 
make thinking. Only go straight, O.K.? 

This don’t-know medicine for your mind can fix anything. You understand too much. 
Understanding cannot help you. Put it all down. You must understand your true way. If you 
don’t understand your true way, then you are a corpse. If you use don’t-know mind, the 
corpse will become alive and find your true speech.  

I hope you always and everywhere only go straight—don’t know, which is clear like space, 
soon find your true way, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 
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December 17, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello! Ellen and I decided to stay here and move into PZC January 15, instead of going back 
to California, so we feel very good. We have very similar karma, and it almost dragged us on 
for another round of suffering, but one night, we ended up talking to Louise and Bobby, 
then later to each other; then, everything got clear. So this return to “correct direction” has 
broken a long pattern for the first time, and we are relieved. Both of us feel a deep gratitude 
to you, and realize all the more how fortunate we are to have met with your teaching style. 
Seeing how much suffering your teaching has spared us, I understand better that it really is 
possible for people to help each other. 

Looking forward to seeing you, Soen Sa Nim, when you return…   

Sincerely, 

Trula and Ellen 

 

December 27, 1977 

Dear Trula and Ellen, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You said you are moving into PZC. That is wonderful, wonderful, very wonderful. Finding 
the true way is very difficult, but very easy. One mind appears; everything is lost. One mind 
disappears, and everything is complete.  

Rain comes down, the ground is wet. Only go straight. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

You are truly useless …  how can I tell 
 ye …  there are no ways. 
Today, there is much snow with Earth 
  She seems to run amuck. 

Somebody got hit seventy-nine times 
No feeling ???? 
  no feeling? 
 feeling that has no feeling? 
 don’t know …  

What is memory? 
 memory then. memory when. 
 stored in here; stored over there 
 All is …  
 Those in sea …  remember nothing— 
 have no memory. Mere fish of Tao …  
 Shine light, they come 
  Shut light. They wander 
 no memory of place of light!! 
 may your light wander in Tao, unseen. 

Donna  

 

December 27, 1977 

Dear Donna, 

Thank you for your wonderful poem. How are you? Here is a poem for you: 

Somebody got hit seventy-nine times. 
No feeling. Rocks Head. 
Complete Rocks Head already Buddha 
But not complete, only feeling is no feeling 
Finally said don’t know, Wonderful! 

 
Don’t-know medicine maybe fix 
Somebody’s no-feeling sickness. 
What is correct direction? 
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What do you want? 
What are you doing now? 
Don’t make anything. 
Only go straight—don’t know. 

 
In don’t know there is everything 
But, if you want something, lose everything. 
So only go straight—don’t know. 
Then already you are complete 
And have everything. 

 
Don’t know is clear like space. 
Clear like space is like clear mirror 
Red comes, red; white comes, white 
All just like this is truth 
Sky is blue; tree is green. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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December 21, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I know you’re in California but you’ll get this when you get back. It was so 
good to see you last weekend! I am very glad that I took the Five Precepts, so now I’m really 
your student. And I’m happy that I’m coming to live in the Zen Center this spring. When I 
decided it was very clear to me that this is what I need to do: I think now I need a strong 
practice with other people. My parents understand why I want to leave college for one term 
and come to Providence, but my other relatives don’t. They tell me I am running away from 
my responsibilities at college, and they don’t want to understand about Zen. (They are very 
strong Christians). They are very concerned about this, and also about my taking the 
Precepts, and I am upset too, especially because I respect them very much, and I know they 
care about me. How can I help them understand? I am sitting and bowing every day now, 
and my practice feels very strong. At school, many of my friends are curious about Zen and 
ask many, many questions. There are a few people who might even be interested in sitting 
with me every day, during the winter. So I think it will be very good for someone from the 
Zen Center to come and give a talk, so maybe more people will want to practice together. 
Here is a poem for you: 

Through the window, there is only snow tonight. 
On the ground, only snow 
In the air, only snow: 
Is it falling to the ground 
Or to the sky? 
In my eyes, only snow 
And in every snowflake 
I see you 
Me 
Everyone! 
Falling into drifts, 
Sparkling in the lights, 
Cold and wet on my face. 

I hope you had a good trip to California and back, and that everyone there and at 
Providence is well. See you soon—I miss you. 

Love, 

Do Mi, Barbara 

 

January 2, 1978 
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Dear Do Mi, My Baby Student Barbara, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. Happy New Year to you. How are you? I am also very 
happy because you became my student. Also you said that in the springtime, you will come 
to PZC to practice with everyone. That is wonderful. 

Your family is only attached to Christian energy, but you already understand what is the true 
way. Also, you think about how to help them; this mind already is Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. When your practicing is strong, then your 
mind light will shine to all your family. Your family and you already have together karma for 
500 generations, which is primary cause. Now the result is your family. In the future, for 
numberless times, you will have together action, so now, moment to moment, how to keep 
clear mind is most important.  

Clear mind is clear mind-light wave. Strong practicing, then clear mind-light wave will shine 
into all your family’s mind, and they will understand your correct way and follow you. It is 
like a television station and television set having the same channel. The channel is the same, 
so the picture is the same. Your family and your karma is the same, which means your mind-
wave channel is the same. The television station signal is strong, so this strong wave becomes 
strong. This is Dharma energy. Then, your Dharma energy can shine to your family, and 
then it is possible to control their minds.  

So, moment to moment, keep clear mind and only go straight—strong practicing. This is 
most important. Then, someday, your parents and family will all follow you. 

You said you do bowing and sitting every day, and that many people like your practicing. 
That is very good. You also said you want someone to give a Dharma speech there. This is 
wonderful. Ask our Director, Louise Stanton. Then, Louise will help you. We have many 
Dharma Teachers at PZC. 

Your poem is very very wonderful, and I am sending you my New Year poem. Maybe this 
poem will help Christian energy. 

Snow is white 
Sky is white 
Ground is white 
The moon is white 
Mind is white 
Everything is white. 

Snow makes everything 
Sky makes everything 
Ground makes everything 
The moon makes everything 
The mind makes everything 
Everything makes everything. 

The white dog playing 
Playing on the snow 
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Snow is dog; dog is snow. 
Dog and snow become one. 
Where is dog? Cannot find!! 

Somebody said, “Originally nothing.” 
The snow, the sky, the ground, 
the moon, the mind 
the everything comes from where? 

WHITE? 
Who made white? 
You? I? No, No!! 
No you, no I. 
 
Snowman Dharma said, “don’t check anything.” 
Snow is white. 

I hope you are 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. 
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December 9, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your letter and continued assistance. 

I see how I am attached to my feelings. But I am only starting now more and more to go 
straight—don’t know. I am tired of trying to figure out things. 

I must admit I was a bit distressed at first when you said that going to Japan is not 
important. I felt that there, conditions are most conducive to practicing Zen. Having lived in 
Israel for two years, I am aware of the problems of living in a different culture. So I ask you, 
what do you suggest I do? I must stay where I am till next September because I have a lease. 
But I am prepared to give up my secure lifestyle in order to get Enlightenment. 

What do you think of Kapleau’s temple? 

Sincerely, 

Jon 

 

January 3, 1978 

Dear Jon, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You said you are tired of trying to figure things out, which means you don’t know what is 
most important. Place, money, time—which one? Most important is correct practicing. If 
you have correct practicing, then time, place, money are not important. If you want correct 
practicing, you must come to a Zen center, practice together, and you must find the true 
way. That is very important. 

If you are a high-class person, then you can only hear one word, then get Enlightenment. If 
you are middle class, then only one week of correct practicing, then get Enlightenment. If 
you are a low-class person, then ninety days of correct practicing, then you can get 
Enlightenment. So, thinking, thinking, thinking is no good. An oriental proverb says, “One 
action is better than 10,000 thoughts.” Thinking cannot help you. You must do it. 

If you want to study at Kapleau’s temple, that’s O.K. Here is our Newsletter. You must 
come to one of these Zen Centers, but our head temple is in Providence. If you have 
questions, you must ask our Providence Director, Louise Stanton. 
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Do you know: The bone of space eats the moon. If you don’t understand, only go straight—
don’t know. This don’t-know medicine fixes all your mind sicknesses. 

I hope that you only go straight—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. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your dog/master letter. How are you? 

In your letter, you asked me about JoJu’s dog. If I were JoJu, I would have considered 
cutting that monk up into little pieces—although he’s hardly worth the effort. Some people 
mistake JoJu’s answer and say, “JoJu said that a dog does not have Buddha-nature.” This, as 
Yuan Wu says, is like adding frost to snow. Just by opening his mouth, that poor monk had 
already dropped into Hell; JoJu just didn’t want to follow him there. So using his mind-
sword, JoJu said, “Mu!” and stopped that Hell-bound train before it was too late. 

Now, if you ask me this question: “Does a dog have Buddha-nature?” I might chase around 
and around after my tail looking for an answer—but you know a dog chasing his tail has 
motion, but no direction. BOW-WOW! 

Yours in the Dharma, 

M 

 

January 3, 1978 

Dear Mark, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? Happy New Year to you. 

Your dog letter is not good, not bad, but much thinking, thinking, thinking. I will hit you 
thirty times!! Again, I ask you: 

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 it mean? 

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

You must answer these three questions. This is very important. Thinking, thinking is no 
good; you must believe in yourself 100%. Many words are not necessary, just one point, 
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O.K.? If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t make anything; don’t 
hold anything; don’t check anything. 

I hope you only go straight—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. 
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January 13, 1976 

Dear Bobby, 

It was nice that you called the other night. I wish we lived closer so we could be together 
more often. 

I washed the painter’s pants and they did shrink some. You’re right; they are really 
comfortable. Thank you. 

I don’t understand your 100-day meditation at all. I wonder what you’re looking for. Aren’t 
you satisfied with yourself? I think you are great. You love people and they love you. Why 
aren’t you satisfied with yourself? I just don’t think you need much improvement. Don’t you 
think you are a good person? I’m not trying to criticize; I just don’t understand at all what 
you’re trying to do. 

I hope you find what you want. Please take care of yourself. 

Love, 

Sally 

 

January 19, 1978 

Dear Sal, 

The world is full of suffering. How can it be stopped? Every human being has a seed of 
compassion and wisdom that must be very carefully nurtured. It is our responsibility to find 
this seed and do everything we can to make it grow. 

First, you must believe that you have this seed. Then you must ask yourself with all the 
strength you have, “What is this seed?” If you truly search for it, you will understand that 
everyone is just like you. Everyone has it. You will have no more desire for yourself; you will 
only want to teach everyone how to find their seed. 

Enlightenment is believing in yourself. Enlightenment is finding your seed. But your job is 
not over yet. Your mind must become strong enough to be totally wise and compassionate 
moment to moment in any situation. This is much more difficult then attaining 
Enlightenment. 

So, I must do a rigorous practice now, so the seedling isn’t washed away in the flood, or 
withered in a drought, or plucked by desire. 
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I hope you understand this. There is nothing esoteric or mysterious about what I am doing. 
Soen Sa Nim teaches some very simple techniques which help you to become strong. I feel 
that after being his student for more than five years, I am ready to try this long retreat. Don’t 
worry Sal; I will be O.K. 

Thanks for your big sister letter. I’m looking forward to seeing you in May. 

Much love, 

Bobby 
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—from the November, 1977 Newsletter 

The following is a new section of the Newsletter. It is the first in a series of pieces about Zen 
Master Seung Sahn, the Zen Centers he directs, and aspects of our practice. 

One evening, a student asked Zen Master Seung Sahn, “Why did you come to this country?” 

He answered, “Inside, it is light; outside, it is dark.” 

Zen Master Seung Sahn, whom we address as “Soen Sa Nim”, which means “Zen Master”, 
has been teaching Buddhism in America since his arrival here in 1972. He has founded seven 
Zen Centers and nine Buddhist temples, which operate under his direction. Soen Sa Nim 
teaches in the Chogye tradition of Buddhism, the predominant school of Buddhism in 
Korea. The Chogye Order differs from the Japanese Buddhist tradition, in which there are 
many separate schools with different aims, in being a single school with the aim of 
Enlightenment. The Chogye School encompasses the full range of religious practices and 
expression, with Zen at the core. 

Soen Sa Nim was born the son of a wealthy Christian family in what is now North Korea. 
He tried his hand in radical politics in the Korean underground, and then in academics at 
Dong Guk University in the field of philosophy, and found both lacking as means in 
themselves either to see the world clearly or to be effective in helping people. A brief 
encounter with Buddhist teaching in college led him to study under Zen Master Ko Bong, 
the most demanding Zen Master in Korea, in the late 1940’s. After a year of intensive 
meditation training, Soen Sa Nim received “Inga”, recognition of personal awakening, from 
a number of eminent Zen Masters, and then went to visit Ko Bong Soen Sa Nim.  

“The mouse is eating cat food, but the cat bowl is broken. What does this mean?” Zen 
Master Ko Bong asked him.  

Soen Sa Nim had never been stumped before. When he finally answered fifty minutes later, 
he received Inga and Transmission, approval from Ko Bong Soen Sa Nim to the title of Zen 
Master. 

In the following years, he was instrumental in the reorganization of the Chogye Order, 
which had lost much of its strength and identity during the Japanese occupation. In 1965, 
Soen Sa Nim went to Japan as the official representative of the Chogye School and founded 
thirteen temples for both Korean and Japanese students. 

He came to America with the same job: to build a new Buddhist tradition in this country. 
Under his guidance, a practicing Buddhist community, composed of both Korean and 
American students, is growing and becoming organized. Soen Sa Nim now divides his time 
between the temples and Zen centers on the East Coast and the West Coast, conducting 
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intensive meditation sessions, answering correspondence with students around the world, 
and offering guidance in the establishment of a new tradition of American Buddhism. 

“Your Dharma mission is the whole world.” 

“ ‘Se gye il hwa’—The whole world is a single flower.” 

The first was said by Zen Master Ko Bong when he gave Transmission to Soen Sa Nim. The 
second was written using Korea’s national flower, the hybiscus, as a pen, by Zen Master 
Mang Gong, Soen Sa Nim’s Grand-Teacher, just after the end of World War II. These two 
statements together describe Soen Sa Nim’s work. 

About these statements, Soen Sa Nim said, “When the Buddha held up a single flower on 
Yong Sahn Mountain, 1200 people were silent. Only Mahakasyapa smiled. So, Buddha said, 
‘I transmit my utmost Dharma to you.’ 

“Our teaching is like this. There are many religions, like many parts of the hybiscus. If your 
mind is complete, then any religion is O.K.: The whole world is complete. But, if you hold 
your own opinions, then you cannot perceive that the whole world is already a single flower. 
So, you must find your beautiful flower. If you attain your original flower, you will get 
complete freedom. Then, you will have Great Love, Great Compassion, the Great 
Bodhisattva Way, and world peace.” 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1571 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

758 

December, 1977 

Head Dharma Teacher George Bowman gave this talk one recent Sunday evening at the 
Providence Zen Center. 

On our drive up to cut wood at Ju Ji Su Nim’s parents’ woodlot, we saw a hawk in a tree by 
the side of the road. I remembered a time in my life when I was very interested in falconry. 
Training a falcon, or teaching a wild animal, is very much like sitting Zen, or training our 
minds to be able to pay attention to what we are doing. Many times in our lives we find 
ourselves overcome with our own pettiness and selfishness. We completely lose track of what 
it means to pay attention and go straight. So training a falcon is very interesting.  

The falcon I trained was a Lanner falcon, and was a bird that I got after being interested in 
falconry for a long time. There’s a whole training schedule you use to train the bird, and I 
wanted to do it according to the method medieval falconers used. 

The first thing you do is you put the bird in a very quiet, darkened room and you let it get 
fairly hungry. At first you open the door just a little bit and stick your head in, so that the 
bird gets used to seeing the head of its master. If, at this point, you step in to the room, the 
bird, upon seeing its master, will just completely freak out, “bate off.” So there’s a period of 
maybe two or three weeks, or in the case of sitting Zen, one week or one lifetime, depending 
on what kind of strength we have as students, where if this bird, or if our small mind sees its 
master, it’s unable to handle that at all. It’s constantly bating off or freaking out; it just wants 
to get out. 

Then after maybe two weeks you offer the bird some food. And gradually, slowly, slowly, 
slowly, slowly the bird gets used to seeing its master, just seeing its master. And then, 
gradually, after two or three more weeks, you come up maybe five or six feet from the bird 
and you offer it some meat. It can handle the presence of its master a bit more. And then 
after that you come into the room and the bird will take some meat out of your hand. And 
then after that, you get the bird so it will sit on your glove. And after that, you train the bird 
so you can walk around the room with it on your glove. And after that you continue 
practicing— you get so you can walk around the house with the bird on your glove and it 
won’t freak out when something happens—when there’s a loud noise or sudden movement. 
And then you get so that you can actually take the bird outside; you and the bird become 
stronger and stronger together, and then you gradually train it to fly from a stump to your 
fist on a long cord. And you continue working with it, continue working until it will fly to 
your fist free, without taking off. And the bird becomes stronger and stronger, in terms of 
working with its master, in terms of learning a certain job. 

So after a lot of practice the bird learns how to dive on a lure that is spun around on the end 
of a line. Finally the bird is released to hunt—to do what it knew how to do from the 
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beginning. Only this time the bird is not doing it for itself. The bird does its original job for 
its master. 

Zen practice is really very much like that. I remember the first Yong Maeng Jong Jin I sat—I 
was climbing the walls. And after I sat for a while, maybe two or three seven-day Yong 
Maeng Jong Jins—for me it took a long time of just sitting with myself—I started to calm 
down enough so that I could accept that I was going to stay for a week in this room with 
myself. But my mind would move all the time, at the slightest disturbance, at an ice cream 
truck going by or somebody moving—any little thing would make my mind move.  

But practicing means keeping a not-moving mind, means being able to sit like this bird on 
its master’s glove without bating off when things happen—being able to keep a not - moving 
mind, moment to moment. You can keep it while you’re sitting, and when thinking comes 
and thinking goes, still behind all of this thinking there is not-moving mind. And you can 
keep it more and more during your life, during the day, moment to moment, keeping this 
mind. 

We say over and over again that Zen mind is everyday mind, that Zen practice is not 
something special. And I always want to say this more and more, because the more I practice, 
the more it becomes very clear that this really is the truth—that our practice is not special. 
Our practice is just our everyday life, and all of the kong-ans we study in our school are 
nothing more than examples of predicaments people get into in their everyday life. And 
practicing with a kong-an, or with a mantra, is nothing more than learning how to be 
attentive throughout your life, all the time. And when you are able to do that, then formal 
practice becomes less important and less necessary. I think there are times for all of us when 
very severe and very bitter training is necessary as a part of our formal training. But the more 
you do that, the more that you see there’s nothing special that comes out of that at all. And 
the more you see that then it is very necessary just in your daily life to keep that mind. 

It’s possible to spend a long time on a retreat, or doing formal sitting, and sooner or later you 
can learn how to do that—and then what? Spend the rest of your life in a cabin? So when 
you reach that point in formal training, the question becomes very obvious—what are you 
doing this for, anyway? Why are we doing all of this training? The point of the practice really 
is just to put it down, put everything down, all the expectations. And paying attention, 
giving yourself to any situation you find yourself in in your life. 

So our practice is very simple: It means giving yourself 100% to every situation that you find 
yourself in. And I find in my own life now that I’m unable to do that. So it’s very clear why 
I’m here. And what could be a more absurd situation than to spend a week sitting all day 
long in a room staring at the wall? But our training means that if you can give yourself to 
that situation 100%, you know, wholeheartedly, then maybe, in your everyday life in the 
situations you find yourself in, maybe you can give yourself to those situations too. When 
you are thirsty, drink. When you see thirsty people, give them water. 
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—from the December, 1977 Newsletter: 

This continues our new section of the Newsletter about the Zen Centers under Soen Sa 
Nim’s direction and aspects of our practice. 

The Providence Zen Center was the first Zen Center established by Zen Master Seung Sahn 
in America, and is the head temple for the Chogye Order of Buddhism in this country. Soen 
Sa Nim came to Providence in 1972 when he was visiting the East Coast. Some fellow 
Koreans living in the area encouraged him to settle here. So he got a small apartment in the 
racially-mixed area on Doyle Avenue and went to work repairing laundromat machines to 
support himself. 

Dr. Leo Pruden, Professor of Eastern Religions at Brown University, heard that a Korean 
monk was living in the vicinity and went to visit. Through their common knowledge of 
Japanese (Soen Sa Nim knew almost no English), Professor Pruden became the link between 
Soen Sa Nim and his first American students. Soon afterwards, several students moved into 
the apartment. Soen Sa Nim learned English and the students learned about Zen sitting 
together around the kitchen table, translating the basic teachings of Buddhism. “You like; I 
like” was one of Soen Sa Nim’s common expressions, the vehicle for absorbing a totally new 
life—style, language, and culture.  

The number of steady students grew slowly, while many filed through to meet Providence’s 
first resident Zen Master. The phone was in the little Dharma room; a rock & roll band 
practiced in the upstairs apartment, and neighborhood kids stuck their heads in the windows 
and yelled, “It’s voo-doo!” The small core of students grew to seven, then ten, about half of 
whom lived in the three-bedroom apartment, saving all their money for a more adequate 
permanent home for the Zen Center. In May, 1974, six students and Soen Sa Nim moved 
into the rambling funeral parlor here on Hope Street and set about the prodigious task of 
tearing down walls, putting up walls and ceilings, pulling up pipes and linoleum, cleaning 
interminably, shaping the building to the needs of the growing community. 

To keep the sometimes struggling community cohesive, as people lived and practiced as a 
group, Soen Sa Nim slowly introduced more structure into the formal practice and the 
organization of the Zen Center. In Korea, the bulk of the teaching of Buddhism and 
maintenance of temples is done by monks. However, after a short time in this country, Soen 
Sa Nim saw that the number of American monks would be small, so he turned his attention 
and energy to preparing lay students to do this job, and gave them the title of Dharma 
Teacher. Once a week, a Dharma Teacher or someone who would become a Dharma 
Teacher, would give a simple talk on Zen. Soen Sa Nim gave talks in the morning and 
evening about many famous kong-ans or about incidences with his American students. Many 
of these episodes are in Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, Soen Sa Nim’s first book in English. 
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Meanwhile, branch Zen Centers had begun as well. Cambridge Zen Center opened in June, 
1974; New Haven Zen Center began in the spring of 1975. Early in 1976, the Tahl Mah 
Sah Zen Center began in Los Angeles; the Shim Gum Do Zen Center started that May. Our 
newest Zen Center is in Berkeley, and began as a residential Center just three months ago. 
Soen Sa Nim has traveled to each Zen Center, conducting Yong Maeng Jong Jins and 
providing his usual unflagging encouragement as each of the new Zen Centers struggled 
through the early phases of establishing itself. 

Providence now has over twenty students who practice every day together, most of them 
living in the Zen Center. Three of these are children, nine, eleven, and twelve years old. 
Several parents of some of the other students have begun to practice with the carpenters, 
nurses, clerical workers, contractors, house painters, bus boys, students, doctors, and old-age-
home residents who form the backbone of the group. 

Overseeing the operation of the Zen Center has gradually become the job of the five 
Directors, a group of older students who have become familiar with and coordinate different 
areas of the Zen Center. As branch Zen Centers have grown, the work to be done here to 
keeps things coordinated has grown markedly, and after four years of people earning money 
to be able to offer their time free to work at the Zen Center, there are now two full-time staff 
members supported by the Zen Centers to do some of this work. Providence has also become 
known to many students from all over the country, who have gathered for ceremonies and 
special retreats, and who have given the position of Head Temple special meaning. That 
tradition will continue, with plans in the future for longer retreats and other special 
functions a Head Temple must provide for a growing number and range of practicing 
students. 
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—from the December, 1977 Newsletter news section: 

After five years of teaching in this country, Soen Sa Nim now has two students who have 
finished all the kong-ans in our school. Hae Soeng Poep Sa, George Bowman, and Poep Um 
Poep Sa, Barbara Trexler, have received Soen Sa Nim’s official sanction, called “Inga”, to 
teach kong-an practice. 

Kong-an means, literally, “seal”. In the Orient, each person of note has their own seal, and 
they use it as a fool-proof method of identifying a decree they send out, by stamping so that 
half the stamp appears on the original document and half appears on the copy. When there is 
a question about the authenticity of a document, the seal on the document is tested to see 
how much it matches up with that of the original. If the two halves match up exactly to 
produce an individual’s personal seal, then everyone understands without a doubt that the 
copy is true to the original. “Inga” is simply recognition of the veracity of the student’s 
practice.  

For all of Soen Sa Nim’s students, this is a most exciting, encouraging, and noteworthy 
event. Both George and Bobby have received the title of “Ji Do Poep Sa”, as will anyone else 
who passes all the kong-ans. “Ji” means to point to; “Do” means the sure path or the correct 
path, so “Ji Do Poep Sa” means someone who, not only by their words and formal teaching, 
but also by all their actions, is teaching the Dharma. In English, they will be called “Master 
Dharma Teachers.” 

People who become Master Dharma Teachers may then go to other Zen Masters and have 
Dharma Combat with them. If these other Zen Masters give them Inga too, then they can 
return to Soen Sa Nim, and if he gives them Transmission, they will become Zen Masters. 

If someone becomes a Ji Do Poep Sa, then after a Providence seven-day Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin, there will be a special assembly to certify this person. First, the Ji Do Poep Sa will give a 
short talk. Next, anyone from any of Soen Sa Nim’s Zen Centers, and any of his students 
may come and ask them a question—have Dharma Combat with them. This is called “Ji Do 
Poep Sa Jung Myoeng So Cham”. “Jung Myoeng” means “certification” or “verification”; 
“So Cham” refers to an assembly at a temple. So this will be called a Master Dharma Teacher 
Certification Assembly. 
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— from the January, 1978 Newsletter—George Bowman’s speech from the Master Dharma 
Teacher Certification Assembly: 

(Lifting his fist in the air, then touching the floor with his fingers) 

One year is 365 days. Perceive this world. Ten shoes are five pairs. 

When you sit Zen, don’t know Zen. When you learn the Path, don’t know the path. This is 
don’t know. Just this is past, present, future, and the marrow of all the Buddhas. It is all the 
Sutras’ original point. 

If some clever person perceives this point, it is like a dragon finding water or a tiger deep in 
the mountains. Then heaven and hell, coming and going are no problem. 

But you must understand that this is only a small part of the Path. Saying this means that all 
the eminent teachers of the East and West are not yet able to get the whole Path. 

Someone may hear these words and become angry and uptight. This person might come 
here and say, “Georgie, why do you make all these words—what did you get?” 

I would answer, “KATZ!” 

Spring will come next year; flowers will bloom everywhere. 

(students then came forward and asked questions) 

If there are no more questions, I want to offer one last word. If you want to understand 
“Spring will come next year; flowers will bloom everywhere,” you must hear the stone dog 
barking. 

Tonight is December 7th, 1977. 
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—from the January, 1978 Newsletter—Barbara Trexler’s speech from the Master Dharma 
Teacher Certification Assembly: 

(Holding up the Zen stick in the air, then hitting the floor) 

“This” is just like this. 

(Holding up the Zen stick in the air, then resting it on the floor) 

“This” is just like this. 

If you understand “this”, then you understand the rivers, the mountains, the trees, the sun, 
the moon, the stars, the sky, all sentient beings, all come from “this”. 

You must understand that Rinzai’s KATZ, Ku Ji’s one finger, JoJu’s MU, Ma Jo’s “No 
mind, no Buddha,” Dong Sahn’s “Three pounds of flax,” Un Mun’s “Dry shit on a stick,” 
Pai Chang’s five-hundred-generation fox, Duk Sahn’s carrying his bowl and last word, Hok 
Am’s “Bodhidharma has no beard,” Nam Cheon’s killing the cat, Hyang Eom’s “Up a tree, 
hanging by your teeth,” Kyong Ho’s cow with no nostrils, Mang Gong’s “Ten thousand 
Dharmas return to one; where does the one return?” Ko Bong’s “The mouse eats cat food, 
but the cat bowl is broken,” Seung Sahn’s “Dropping ashes on the Buddha,” all return to 
“this”. 

Maybe someone will appear and say, “I understand ‘this’.” This stick will hit this person 
thirty times. 

Because “this” is not dependent on understanding or not understanding. 

But if you want to attain “this”, your head must become a mass of iron with no holes. How 
can your head become like iron? You must crush your eyes, your ears, your nose, your 
tongue, your body, your mind, and pour melted iron into your head. 

Then what? AAAAAAAAAAH! 

The elephant is afraid of the mouse; the mouse is afraid of the cat; the cat is afraid of the 
lion; the lion is afraid of the elephant. (Making circles with her finger) Around, around, 
around. 

(students then came forward and asked questions) 

The Mahaparinirvana Sutra says, “All formations are impermanent. That is the law of 
appearing and disappearing. If both appearing and disappearing disappear, this stillness is 
bliss. But this world is full of suffering and problems. How can you become still and attain 
this bliss? How can you save the countless millions of beings? 
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KATZ! 

(Holding up the Zen stick in the air, then hitting the floor. Holding up the Zen stick, then 
resting it on the floor.) 

Hit the floor, sound. Don’t hit the floor, no sound. 
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—from the January, 1978 Newsletter: 

The Cambridge Zen Center began in June, 1974, when two of Soen Sa Nim’s students, 
Stephen Mitchell and Lynn Woodcock, decided to move with another student, Kevin Bell, 
to a house on Fayerweather Street in Cambridge. A few weeks later, Soen Sa Nim moved in 
and stayed with them for the rest of the summer. At this time, he was beginning to learn 
English and was formulating much of the language of his teaching that we use today. 

Depending on the circumstance, Soen Sa Nim began introducing aspects of the formal 
practice to the students, such as the formal eating style, using four bowls. As legend has it, 
this was medicine that was not always easy to swallow. In the case of learning the formal 
eating style, the medicine was the tea used to rinse our bowls that we then had to drink …  

Gwang Jang Nim, the Master of Shim Gum Do (Zen Swordmanship) and an old student of 
Soen Sa Nim’s, moved into the Fayerweather Street house along with two other Master 
Swordsmen. Larry Rosenberg, a long-time Walker-of-the-Path and University Professor, 
Linc Rhodes, Jerry Shrair, Dae Ja Switzman, and others all contributed their presence to the 
Zen Center.  

Due to the disturbance that the chanting made with the neighbors, the Zen Center moved to 
Gray Gardens East Street in Cambridge. In a short time the Zen Center underwent a 
renaissance at its new location. Soen Sa Nim attracted many keen-eyed Zen Students, some 
of whom moved in or became members. At the Dharma Talks, it was standing-room only! It 
was not unusual for fifty people to appear for a Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

As the organization grew, some of the strong students were sent to other parts of the world 
from the Cambridge Zen Center. Two students were sent to help establish the International 
Zen Center of New York, and two others packed their bags for Korea to do hard monastic 
training. At this point, the Zen Center was weakening structurally. There were fewer 
experienced students around because of the expansion of the other Zen Centers, and many 
people who had hoped for a stay-at-home Zen Master stopped supporting the Center. And 
once again, there were problems with the neighbors. 

But just as the lease was expiring and there was talk of having a “store-front Zen Center” (or 
maybe no Zen Center at all), a third wind of energy came from a few old students and a few 
new students. After a lot of looking, a new house was found on Ashford Terrace in Allston. 
People got used to being confronted with a new kong-an: “Why is the Cambridge Zen 
Center in Allston?”  

Mark Houghton was appointed as the Head Dharma Teacher, Peter Harrington as the 
Director, Dyan Eagles as the Secretary, and the Housemaster is now Terry Foudriat. 
Presently there are nine people living at the Center and we are interested in making another 
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leap, even though we are on good terms with the neighbors. Soon, we would like to buy a 
house. 
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February, 1978 

At a Dharma Speech at the end of the November Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the International 
Zen Center of New York, Zen Master Seung Sahn told the following story: 

In the countryside of Korea, people used to come together for big markets that lasted several 
days. Once a young man went to sell his vegetables and buy some rice. While he was there, 
he saw an old monk just standing completely still in the sun for five minutes. The monk was 
wearing wintertime clothes, and they were old and torn. It was summer, and the sun was 
very hot—Korean people don’t like this sun—but this old monk just stood still for five 
minutes. 

The young man thought as he watched him, “This old monk, is he crazy? Does he have no 
consciousness, only standing still like this?” So afterwards, when the monk started walking 
around, the young man went up to him and said, “Excuse me, I would like to know why you 
stand still in the sun for five minutes.” 

The old man looked at him and said, “Lunch time.” 

“Lunch time? Who is having lunch?” 

The old monk showed him the inside of his robe—there were little animals, parasites, like 
lice. “If I move, they cannot eat, so I only stand still while they take lunch.” 

The young man thought this monk must have a wonderful mind, to be so kind to little 
animals, so he asked him if he could become his student. 

The monk looked at his face and said, “Not possible.” 

“Why not possible?” asked the young man. 

“Why do you want to become a monk?” 

“Well, I don’t like married life. I want to find the correct way. You say you give lunch to 
these small animals, so I have this very strong feeling that maybe this is the correct way. So I 
like you, so I want to be your student.” 

“Maybe,” said the monk, “maybe. Where do you live?” 

“My parents are dead, so I stay at my brother’s house. I have no place of my own; I want to 
come with you.” 

“O.K.,” said the old monk, “come.” 
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Then they went walking up deep into the mountain for a long time, until they reached a 
small grass house. 

In Korea, kitchens are outside of the house. In the kitchen there is a big pot, on a stand, with 
fire under it. The pot is made of steel, very heavy. It has two parts: one side for water and 
one side for rice. So, in this house, the pot and the stand were broken. Fixing the pot means 
pouring a little water into the bottom of the pot and making sure it settles exactly in the 
middle of the bottom of the pot.  

The monk said to the young man, “You must fix this pot and stand.”  

When he had finished, the young man said, “Master, I have fixed the pot.” 

So the old monk went to check and said, “No good! Again!” and he dumped the water out. 

The young man thought, “This Master has very keen eyes, so maybe he sees some mistake.” 
So, he tried again, this time being very careful and checking the level of the water in the pot. 
When he had finished he said, “Master, I have correctly fixed the pot.” 

“O.K., I will check.” So the Master went to check the pot and again he said, “No good! 
Again!” and dumped the water out.  

The young man was very confused. “Where is my mistake? I don’t understand. Maybe it is 
outside the pot; maybe the stand is not correct.” So this time, he prepared the pot and 
checked all around the outside, the counter area, making sure everything was clean and neat. 
When he finished he said, “Master, I have fixed the pot—it’s very wonderful, very beautiful!” 

“No good!” said the Master, and dumped the water out. 

The young man did not understand. “Maybe the pot is good, but the kitchen is no good,” he 
thought. So next time he fixed the whole kitchen—the ceiling, the floor, everything. When 
he finished, he called to the Master, “Master! I have fixed the whole kitchen!” 

“Oh, that’s wonderful! I will check,” said the Master. He went to the pot. “No good!” and 
turned it over again. 

This happened four times, five times, six times, seven times, eight times. Each time the 
young man thought, “What could it be this time?” and each time the Master answered, “No 
good!” and dumped the water. Now this man is getting angry. Finally, the ninth time, the 
young man thought, “I do not like this Master; this is the last time!” 

So he just set the pot on the stand and said, “Master, I am finished!” 

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” said the Master. 

This Master was testing his mind. Zen is not dependent on anything. You must be 
dependent on yourself, whatever your own lifestyle is. But what is your own style? If you 
keep your opinions, your condition, your situation, your correct style cannot appear. So this 
Master tested his mind. Before, each time when the student fixed the pot, “Maybe this will 
pass; maybe this will pass”—much thinking. The last time, no thinking. 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1583 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

Also this Master tested his perseverance mind. “This young man likes me, but how much 
does he understand his true self?” Usually, people try maybe four, maybe five times; then 
they say, “I don’t like you!” Then they go away. Try, try, try, is very necessary. Then some 
time the Zen Master will say, “Oh, wonderful!” 

Only this mind—try, try, try—is very important. Try, try, try means persevere. So you must 
only go straight—try, try, try. Then you will get your true way. 
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—from the February, 1978 Newsletter: 

International Zen Center of New York  

One day about four years ago, two Korean women were having lunch in New York City 
when they happened to meet two Korean monks. After respectful introductions, the women 
told the monks of a group they had formed to practice Buddhism together. Admiring their 
ardent sincerity, one of the monks, Zen Master Seung Sahn, gave them his address and 
assured them he would help them. Zen Master Seung Sahn arranged to have a young monk 
from Korea come to New York to establish a small temple. The group rented an office space 
in a bank building near Times Square where they set up their temple. 

In January of 1975, Zen Master Seung Sahn asked two of his American students, Lincoln 
Rhodes and Gerry Shrair, who were living in the Cambridge Zen center, to go to New York 
and look for a suitable space in which to establish a larger temple to be used by both 
American and Korean students. His students came to New York and moved into the bank 
office building to live and begin their search for a new location. 

They rented a vacant loft, which had formerly been a window shade factory, near fashionable 
Grammercy Park and, along with two of Soen Sa Nim’s other students and Soen Sa Nim 
himself, began to convert this empty floor into a beautiful Dharma Room and living space. 
Gradually, new students began to attend daily practice. 

In February of 1977, the International Zen Center moved to its present larger location, a loft 
owned by Miss Sun Ock Lee, a professional choreographer and Dharma Teacher of Soen Sa 
Nim’s. 

The International Zen Center isn’t a residential Center; therefore, a responsibility for 
running and maintaining the Center falls on all of our members collectively. Each member is 
responsible for some aspect of our practice together. We invite anyone who visits New York 
to come and practice with us. 
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Zen Master Seung Sahn’s New Year’s Poem 

1978 

New Year said, “Merry Christmas.” 
Old Year said, “Happy New Year!” 
Christ said, “God nature everywhere.” 
Ma Jo said, “Everything has Buddha-nature.” 

Sixth Patriarch said, “Originally nothing.” 
Bible said, “Be still; know that I am God.” 
Still is God; nothing is Buddha. 
Still is nothing. 
Is God Buddha? NO! NO! 
No stillness, no nothing. 
No God, no Buddha …  Then what? 

Ice snake eats the sun. 
Kapok horse crushes the earth. 
God around, around, around 1978 times. 
Buddha around, around, around 2522 times. 

East window is bright. 
West picture smiling is clear. 
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London 
January 9, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Richard, my husband and I are so looking forward to meeting you when you come here in 
the spring. It is a nice time to come to England, and I am now trying to arrange some good 
meetings for you in Oxford and Cambridge as well as London. 

When we were in New Haven a little over a year ago, we went to your zendo and met 
Stephen and became instant friends with him, which was delightful. Then we read your 
book and found it very helpful and good. Before you arrive, I would very much like to begin 
to communicate with you, if I may, so that we are not strangers and can make real contact 
straight away. Stephen has suggested that to start with, I should perhaps make a comment on 
the kong-an given to you yourself—the mouse eats cat food, but the cat-bowl is broken. But 
if I am able to make any comment on this, it is only because like Huang Po, the 
“compassionate grandmother” of Lin-chi, you make the whole thing clear, at least insofar as I 
have understood it. 

The first part of your answer, “The sky is blue; the grass is green,” seems to refer to one’s 
state when one has settled into one’s “true, immovable self”. This is when reality is where I 
am, and the whole outer world is appearance, and it is no longer made up of the powerful 
separate entities we think we see when we ourselves are not real. To be in the state summed 
up by your answer, “The sky is blue; the grass is green,” is to know an unbelievable 
happiness. It is to see the Suchness of all things. To touch the wood of my desk is a miracle. 
Wherever one is has the same flavour. There are no barriers. Whatever the situation is, I can 
respond to it freely. In this state one really sees the truth of such statements as “There is no 
spiritual knowledge that I must seek,” for what spiritual knowledge can there possibly be 
about finding out that existence, just as it is, is Nirvana? That form is void and void is form. 
This state has nothing to do with knowledge, because it is a state of becoming alive. Whereas 
the world was dead before, because it was only there for my own use and had no meaning in 
itself, now it is of total significance, and everything is equally significant. A stone in the road 
has the same significance as a person, in this state of absolute seeing. 

This state happened for the first time to me some years ago. It came out of the blue, when I 
knew nothing of Buddhism (and I have always been glad of that), and it lasted about three 
and a half days. I thought it would last for ever and was desolate when it went. That’s what 
set me searching until I discovered Buddhism, and in particular, Zen. Since then, it has often 
come back briefly, but nowadays my need for it is less. Two or three years after that first 
time, I was introduced to Yasutani Roshi, who was visiting London, and told him about it. 
Later I was told that he had lodged a certificate(!) of satori in my name in Kyoto, but we did 
not keep in touch. 
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When the grass is green and the sky is blue all things are right, and there is nothing to attain. 
And yet you had a bit more to answer to that kong-an. It seemed to me, when I thought 
about it, that you had not thrown away language in your answer. When grass is green, there 
is still something. When the world is appearance, there is not much, but there is still 
something. And I think the naming is at fault. For instance, when I call something life and 
something else death, these are my names for them, and such names have no real substance. 
When I call myself Anne, the same thing. The same with green grass and blue sky. It doesn’t 
really matter if I call a mouse a mouse, nor does it matter if I live from the ephemeral world 
of labels which I have built up in my mind—in fact, I must do so, because I am a human 
being—but what does matter is that I should realise that my named world is just that, a 
named world which is fundamentally complete mystery, and that I should not confuse the 
label with reality by ever thinking that saying the sky is blue is capturing the whole thing. 
The sky is blue. To be a human and know this is the most marvellous thing in the world. 
There is no need for any other teaching. But to say it is blue and think that that is a total 
answer is near, but not near enough. For me a little while ago it was blue. Now it just is. So 
when you answered “just like this”, you explained it all. At least as far as my understanding 
now goes. 

I would be most grateful for your comments. Also I would be very grateful indeed for a 
kong-an (although I am afraid I have no training in Zen dialogue and might well have to 
explain it at length). If you feel that giving a kong-an might be difficult because you don’t 
know me, I will understand, but for a long time I have wanted to correspond with a 
master—like a puppy wanting to ease his growing teeth by gnawing something hard—and, 
however arrogant it may sound, I have never yet found anyone (except the old Ch’an 
Masters) who is hard enough. 

I would like to say one other thing about that which may now sound extra-ordinary, but 
loyalty to life brings me to say it. I do not really need a teacher. Life itself is my teacher and is 
as hard and true as a diamond. I have learned to trust its dealings with me and would not 
want any other teacher. But what I would like so much is to be tested by a Master—to 
understand and be understood. To have realisations confirmed and confusions pointed out. 

I shall be in India from the 30th of January to the end of February. If there is any chance 
that you could reply to this before I leave, so that I could take it with me to study, I would 
be most grateful 

With very best wishes, 
Yours sincerely, 

Anne 

 

January 20, 1978 

Dear Anne, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your husband Richard? 
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Stephen has told me much about you, so I think you are a wonderful student. I also am 
looking forward to meeting you in England. 

You came to the New Haven Zen Center and met Stephen and you read my book. Already, 
you and I have had good communication, and not only in this life. Already, five hundred 
generations before, you and I were together practicing and saving all people from suffering. 
Also that is primary cause, and we are now again going to meet together in the springtime, 
practice together, and turn and play the Dharma Wheel together. How wonderful it is! That 
is dependent origination and result. This result again becomes primary cause for numberless 
generations. We are going to do together action, so how you keep just-now mind moment to 
moment is very important. The name for this is Bodhisattva Samsara. 

Next, you talk about kong-ans. Kong-ans are not special. If you make special, you have 
special, but this special cannot help you. If you keep correct situation moment to moment, 
all 1700 kong-ans are no problem. With the mouse kong-an, if you understand the correct 
situation moment to moment, it is also no problem. You said many times that the sky is 
blue; trees are green. That was my style before I finished the mouse kong-an. Not good, not 
bad. We say this is only like this, not just like this. Just like this means keeping your correct 
situation moment to moment. When you are hungry, what? You say this sky is blue; trees are 
green. That is not enough. You must eat. Not the sky is blue; trees are green. This is the 
correct situation when you are hungry. 

You said, “Just as it is, is Nirvana—that form is void and void is form. This state has nothing 
to do with knowledge, because it is a state of becoming alive.” I hit you thirty times! If you 
open your mouth again, you lose your tongue! In just as it is, there is no subject, no object. 
Outside and inside become one. When you see the sky, what? When you see a tree, what? 
When you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? If you are attached to something, 
you lose the moment-to-moment correct situation. The name for this is just as it is. You only 
explain “just as it is”. This is called understanding. Understanding cannot help you. You 
must attain “just as it is”. So you say, “When grass is green, there is still something,” which 
means you are attached to something. Being attached to words and using words are different. 
Being attached to words means hindrance. Using words becomes Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. We have four kinds of like this: 

1. Without like this: True emptiness, silence, complete stillness. 

2. Become-one like this: True Nature, Katz, hit, etc.  

3. Only like this: The sky is blue; trees are green. Spring comes; the grass grows by itself, etc. 

4. Just like this: Just doing it is the truth. When you are hungry, eat; when tired, sleep. Three 
pounds of flax, dry shit on a stick, etc. 

Example: Here is a bell. The question is, is this a bell or not? If you say bell, you are attached 
to name and form. If you say not a bell, you are attached to emptiness. A “Without like this” 
answer would be only silence. We say that answer is like a mute who has had a dream. A 
“Become-one like this” answer would be only “hit” or “Katz.” We say you only understand 
one; you don’t understand two. An “Only like this” answer would be “The sky is blue; the 
trees are green,” or “The wall is white,” or “The bell is yellow.” This answer is not good, not 
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bad, but we say it is like scratching your right foot when your left foot itches. The “Just like 
this” answer would be to ring the bell. That is a 100% correct answer. No subject, no object. 
Outside and inside become one. The bell and you are in the correct relationship, which 
means you understand the correct situation. 

You met Yasutani Roshi, and he sent his certificate of satori to Kyoto. That is wonderful. 
You already understand just like this. We say just like this is keeping your correct situation. I 
will give you a kong-an, the Mumonkan’s thirteenth: “Duk Sahn Carrying His Bowls.” 

One day Duk Sahn came into the Dharma room carrying his bowls. Seol Bong, the 
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, the 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. 

The 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? 

3. How was the Master’s speech different from before? 

Tell me! Tell me! 

If you understand these three questions, then you understand just like this and the mouse 
kong-an. If you do not understand these three questions, then you do not understand just 
like this and the mouse kong-an. Only go straight—don’t know. Don’t make anything; 
don’t hold anything; don’t attach to anything; don’t check your feelings; don’t check your 
understanding; don’t check anything. Only go straight—don’t know; then, you are already 
complete; you are already a great Bodhisattva. 

So I say to you, only go straight for 10,000 years! Nonstop! Try, try, try! 

I hope you always keep a don’t-know mind, become clear like space, attain Enlightenment, 
and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. When we go to Europe, Stephen will not be able to be with us. Diana Clark, Director of 
the Berkeley Zen Center and a Dharma Teacher, will be managing the arrangements for the 
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trip. If you have any questions, please contact her. She also will be getting in touch with you 
prior to April 10 when we will be leaving from New York. 
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767A 

February 4, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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February 23, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

 

Do you understand this? What is this? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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March 12, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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March 17, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

 

Your answer is wonderful. But you are a monkey. 

Again I ask you, what is this? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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April 3, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Sorry to be late answering. 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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April 12, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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April 22, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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April 26, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 10, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I am in Arizona visiting my parents, but after May 17, I will be in Washington. 

Have a good trip, 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 

 

June 5, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

I want a picture answer. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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June 28, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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July 19, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

 

Your answer is wonderful. You are almost done. One more step. This is like this. What is 
just like this? You must fix your letter of April 3. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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August 25, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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P.S. 
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September 16, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your answer is not bad, very good, but this is 350°, not 360°. 

What is form is form; emptiness is emptiness? 

I give you a hint. The Temple Rules say, “The Great Round Mirror has no likes and 
dislikes.” 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 1, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 
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November 3, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

Your answer is very good, almost done. 99%. Only 1% more is necessary. What is just like 
this? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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November 6, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

 

Clouds come, …  clouds. Airplane comes, …  airplane. 

Respectfully, 
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Merrie 
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November 7, 1977 

Dear Merrie, 

How wonderful your answer is! Wonderful, wonderful—very wonderful! 

Now you understand just like this. Understanding just like this very easy; keeping just like 
this very difficult. 

I hope you always keep just like this, 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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768 

Paris, France 

Dear Master Seung Sahn, 

Thank you very much for your long and interesting reply to my letter. Of course, when one 
writes to a Zen Master, one must be prepared for anything, and especially the unexpected. 

So thank you for putting me squarely in front of myself. I hesitate to say anything more but 
will explain what your letter made me see. After leaving Roshi, Sangha and Zendo in New 
York, I suppose I have felt quite alone and without support—because I must admit that the 
Zendo life is a kind of security. One feels so protected, as in a womb, so that it becomes a 
tremendous attachment in spite of the training oneself. My experience in France is certainly 
a test of my strength, courage, and faith; and I feel that this experience of sitting alone and 
having small sesshins alone has been strengthening, deepening and no doubt necessary—deep 
karma, quoi! 

We wanted the Master not only to help ourselves, but also all the sentient beings who are 
suffering in this disturbed country. But surely, when the time is ripe, zendo and Master will 
arrive. 

We will be so happy to meet you and your students in May. What a beautiful Karmic 
happening! 

Thank you again for taking so much trouble with your answer. I am deeply grateful. 

With most sincere respect and Gassho, 

Elizabeth 

P.S. Will write to Stephen. Thank you for his address.—E 

P.P.S.—24 December 

As you see by the date I answered ten days ago. Since then, a very important question has 
arisen. It’s very weird, and I have been wondering how to word it. Will try: 

One cuts off all thought—all conception of one and other—all idea of opposites—love/hate, 
is/is not, etc., etc. One’s mind becomes like a bright mirror—no stain. It reflects everything, 
but no trace is left. Blue sky is blue sky, red flower, red flower. When you are sad, I am sad. 
When you are glad, I am glad. What bothers me, or perhaps frightens me is: 

In remaining perfectly still and bright, in abiding no-where, is there a distinction between a 
thought of love and the feeling of love? Because it would seem to me that this would not be 
an appropriate state to attain—the lack of love. For instance, the other day I was reading and 
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came upon the familiar phrase, “The Blessed one,” and I was filled with joy, gratitude, and 
love. I would hate to think that such feelings which overwhelm me from time to time are 
delusion. But perhaps it all has to be dropped—I do understand the transcending of 
opposites. And have had the experience of someone doing or saying something to upset me 
most dreadfully, but if I go into my hara and rest in my mind, the upset will vanish, and all 
becomes cleared again. But the above question remains. 

Please excuse me for not using a typewriter, but I do not own one. The last letter was typed 
by a friend, but I do not want to do it that way now. 

Again, thank you so very much. 

With all very best wishes for a beautiful 1978. 

Elizabeth 

 

January 21, 1978 

Dear Elizabeth, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you? 

Many people want happiness, but they do not understand true happiness. Money, sex, 
family, home, car—these may give us happiness for a short time, but all these things do not 
exist. They are changing, changing, changing. When we are living in this world, these things 
seem important, but what is most important? If you attain what is most important, then you 
will get true happiness. You already understand most important, so you try sitting Zen and 
want to understand your true self. That is wonderful. Zen is not difficult. If you make 
difficult, you have difficult. If you keep your correct situation moment to moment, then you 
are already complete. The name for this is Zen. 

You said you keep all your energy in the hara. That is only a part of Zen. If you are attached 
to keeping energy in the hara, you lose something. Keeping energy in the hara is not good, 
not bad. Don’t be attached. So I ask you: Before you were born, you had no eyes, no ears, no 
body, no mind. Then where do you keep your energy and your true self? Where do you stay? 
If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know, O.K.? 

You ask me if there is a distinction between the feeling and the thought of love. I hit you. 
What do you say? Is it thought or feeling? Tell me! Tell me! If you are holding something, 
you don’t understand correct love or correct thought. If you only go straight—don’t know, 
you attain correct love and correct thought. So I say to you, don’t check your feelings; don’t 
check your mind; don’t check your understanding. You say red comes, red; white comes, 
white; someone is happy, I am happy. If someone is angry, are you also angry? You must 
understand this: When you are hungry, what? When someone else is hungry, what? If you 
understand this, you attain Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way.  

I hope you only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years, keeping a mind which is clear like 
space, finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all people from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. When we go to Europe, Stephen will not be able to go with us. Diana Clark, Director of 
the Berkeley Zen Center and a Dharma Teacher, will be managing the arrangements for our 
trip. If you have any questions, please contact her. We will be leaving New York about May 
10, going first to Rome, then Poland, Germany, England, and then to Paris on May 4 until 
the 10th. It will be wonderful to see you then! 
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768A 

2 January, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim: 

Thank you for your letter of December 26. We have been in sesshin here on Maui, so I 
couldn’t answer sooner. 

The ritual of teisho is very simple. The attendant comes to your room with incense. He 
knocks, and you call for him to enter. He enters, and the two of you bow together (standing 
bow with gassho.) He then leaves the room, and you follow. Just inside the door of the dojo, 
he stops, and you bow to each other again. You then go first (ahead of him) into the dojo, 
and go directly to the altar, making one standing bow there with gassho. He comes up to 
your right and passes you the stick of incense. You accept the incense and offer it to Bodhi 
Dharma (our main altar figure). Then you give another standing bow with gassho and turn 
back around the bowing cushion (oops, I forgot, no bowing cushion at Koko An; it is too 
crowded). You just back up at this point, and on signal you make three bows to the floor 
(carpet) together with all members. Our bows are somewhat slower than Korean style. After 
the three bows, you make one standing bow with gassho, then go to your seat, which is a 
chair at the back of the room. There, you make a second standing bow with gassho and sit 
down. The members also sit down. When you feel that they are settled and you are ready, 
you raise your hands at gassho, and everyone recites “On Opening the Dharma”. Following 
this, you give your teisho. 

My style of teisho is to take up a koan from the Mumonkan and to present each point of that 
koan in my own way. I hope that I stretch students who have not had experience and enrich 
the insight of those who have had a glimpse. I have been taking up the cases in order. This 
sesshin, I will present Cases 42, 43, and 44. I always repeat Case 1 on the first day. 

Would you please take up any matter you wish, a classical koan or your own koan, and 
present each point in your own way? I usually speak about twenty or twenty-five minutes 
(longer for Case 1), and you may speak longer or shorter, as you wish. 

Your signal to end your talk is your gassho. The monitor then leads the Shigu Seigan Mon, 
and after the third round, you stand and walk forward to the altar and make three bows to 
the floor with all members. You then stand, make two standing bows with gassho, and leave 
the dojo and return to your room. The attendant follows, and just inside your door, you and 
he bow to each other. He then leaves, and you are off duty. 

If you wish to use a written text, you wrap your book in a furoshiki of some kind and hand it 
to the attendant when he comes to the door. He picks up the book (which you wrap up 
again during the Shigu Seigan Mon) from the lectern when you leave and returns it to you 
with your bows in your room, after it is all over. 
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Your Korean students will be welcome to visit the Maui Zendo when you hold your meeting 
with students, or at some time when you are there, or both. They would be welcome to 
accompany the group when you go sightseeing. At Koko An, they would be welcome to 
attend your teisho during sesshin. 

Your American student would be welcome to accompany you at your Koko An appearance 
and to come to the Maui Zendo as an overnight guest. There is room for two in my quarters, 
so he could stay there with you, or if you prefer privacy, he could sleep in the office which is 
nearby. In the latter case, it would be good if he could bring a sleeping bag, but if this is not 
convenient, then we can find blankets for him. By the way, it is warm during the day (75 
degrees) but cooler evenings and early mornings. Bring a rain coat. 

You will enjoy meeting Dr. and Mrs. Duke Cho Choy, my very old friends and students, in 
Honolulu. He is a children’s doctor, and she has been active in social welfare, besides raising 
their four children. They are second-generation Korean-American, and speak a little Korean, 
especially Dr. Choy. 

I too feel an affinity from the remote past in our association. I look forward very much to 
seeing you and to hearing your teisho. The students are very excited about the chance to be 
with you. 

With prayers for your safe trip, 

Chôtan 
Robert Aitken 
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769 

December 28, 1977  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? It was very nice to finally meet you at the Berkeley Zen Center during the 
December Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I have many questions, and I was wondering if you might 
be able to reply to a few before the January Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

During the interview, I asked you about the conflicts between scientific study and Zen 
practice. You answered that non-attachment to thinking is the key, and I understand that. 
But I would like to talk about the problem a bit more, because I think a reconciliation of the 
two would be marvellous, and because for me, sometimes it seems hard to do science without 
being attached—research can be most extraordinarily seductive. 

Scientists, as I see it, try to build a view of the universe based on consistent, repeatable, 
communicable experience. The view is necessarily conceptual. It also is thoroughly imbued 
with the idea of physical causation, but primary causes must always be assumed and are often 
highly abstract. Maybe there’s not much problem when one is dealing with very “external” 
problems such as the nature of a chemical compound or a physiological response, but what if 
one is investigating questions that point directly at the self, such as the biological evolution 
of human beings or the nature of the consciousness? How does one reconcile the highly 
conceptual world-view of the scientist with the Zen view? I know one has to be careful not to 
confuse concepts with the experience to which they apply (sort of like maps and territories), 
but at the same time, the concepts are part of experience. How can this be resolved? Maybe 
the only answer is for me to hurry up and try to get enlightenment. What do you say? 

You asked me if I understood “form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” My answer is, “no 
form, no emptiness,” but also, “form is form; emptiness is emptiness.” So maybe I 
understand “form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” But what I really want is not to 
understand it. This reminds me of your asking me, “This stick and you, are they the same or 
different?” Well, you got me (and I got me) to say “yes”, and I sort of saw it as “yes”, but it 
certainly didn’t stay with me. I don’t wish to give answers I don’t believe in really, but it sort 
of seemed as if that was what you wanted. What’s going on? It’s something like the story of 
Mun Ik. What would the Zen Master say if Mun Ik had answered that the rocks were 
outside his mind? Perhaps, “You’d best wear armor, since you’re bound to fall over them.” 

Finally, about the homework you gave us (the monk of the cold rock and rotten wood). 
Well, if the monk is not the male equivalent of Pass-a-Million, he should burn his hut down 
and leave, saving his patron the trouble. Of course, whatever he does, the action should be 
aimed at helping to enlighten her, not to show her how big a rock he is. 

I look forward to meeting you again in January. Take care. 

Sincerely, 
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Eric F. 

 

January 21, 1978 

Dear Eric, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You wanted my answer before the January Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin, but this is very late because you sent the letter to Providence, and I was in 
Los Angeles and then in Hawaii. Your letter followed me around and around, so this is very 
late. I am sorry. 

When I read your letter, I thought it was very interesting. You talk about science and Zen. 
When I was in high school, I studied technical science, so before I became a monk, I thought 
like you. At that time, I had many questions. I thought about how to make this universe 
from 115 elements. The 115 elements come from where? I had a big question, and so I asked 
my teacher. My teacher said all elements come from “mu guk”, which means nothingness. 
Then I did more thinking. If they are from true nothingness, how do these elements appear? 
Then my teacher gave an example: Sunlight has no color until it touches a drop of water, 
and then it makes a rainbow. But if we have no eyes, how can we see the rainbow? If one 
hundred people see this rainbow, then there are one hundred rainbows, but if nobody is 
there, then there is no rainbow. When you see a rainbow, you have a rainbow. 

So at that time, I understood, and my teacher brought a machine which had many colors. 
When it went around, there was no color, but when it stopped, there were many colors. So 
at that time, I thought, “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form.” I understood this, but at 
that time, I couldn’t understand no form, no emptiness. Low-class scientists only understand 
1 + 2 = 3. But middle-class scientists understand 1 + 2 = 0. High-class scientists ask who 
made 1; who made 2; who made 0? These things come from where? We have consciousness, 
but this consciousness is like a computer. Somebody needs this computer. The computer 
does not work by itself. Somebody controls the computer. Something controls our 
consciousness. This consciousness controls science. Then, this something controls science 
and consciousness. 

Consciousness is 1 + 2 = 0. Science is 1 + 2 = 3. So “something” means sometimes make 0, 
sometimes make 3. This means something is consciousness; something is science. Its name is 
the Absolute. Science and consciousness are opposites. But these opposites are from 
something. So something is not science, not consciousness, but has consciousness and has 
science. So I say to you, if you attain Something, you understand consciousness and 
understand science. The name for this is Zen. 

So, I ask you: What is Something? Another question: 1 + 2 = 3. 1 + 2 = 0. Which one is 
correct? Maybe you hit the floor. Then I say to you, “You understand one, but you don’t 
understand two.” At that time, what can you do? If you understand, you are a high-class 
scientist and Zen student, become one. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t 
know. Many words are not necessary. Don’t check your understanding. Don’t make 
consciousness. Don’t make science. Then already you are complete, which means if your 
consciousness is working correctly, then you understand science. 
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You talked about the story of Mun Ik and of the monk of cold rocks and rotten wood. These 
are very good stories. This story and your homework may help your science and practicing 
Zen, but if you keep these stories in your mind, they will trip you and you will fall down. So 
watch your step! Put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years—nonstop. 
Try, try, try! 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, become clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, become a high-class scientist, soon get Enlightenment, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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769A 

Saturday, 31 December, 1977  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It was wonderful to visit you at Tahl Mah Sah last week. Thank you for the presents you 
gave my mother. I did not come back the next day because my cold got worse. I have been 
sick all week, but I am finally getting better. 

For Christmas I got two books for learning Korean. I have started to read them. Korean is 
very interesting, very different from English. I like learning languages, so I will have a good 
time with these books. 

The snakes are fine. Ezra looked after them while I was in L.A. After I got back, I did not go 
to work one day, because I was sick. I took Euclid and Toby out, and they stayed in bed with 
me a long time. Usually they crawl away. They like to crawl up the bedposts. Then onto the 
window sill, then up the window, looking for something to curl around. Then they lose their 
balance and fall off. 

You want me to become a Dharma Teacher. Please tell me, what is a Dharma Teacher?  

You asked me what my name, To Hyang, means. My answer is: My name is To Hyang.  

Have a good time in Hawaii. I hope your body continues strong. 

Love, 

Maggie—To Hyang 

P.S. Diana will deliver this to you—special delivery letter. If you look closely at the pictures 
she has of me and Jonathan playing recorder, you will see that Toby is around my neck. 
Tonight while I was typing the minutes of last night’s housemeeting, he was also around my 
neck. I got a bookkeeping book to write down the Zen Center money in, and this evening I 
went to orchestra. I feel fine. I hope you do too. See you in a couple of weeks. 

Love, 

Maggie 

 

January 4, 1978 

Dear To Hyang, Maggie, 
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Thank you for your letter. How are you? I was happy to see you when you came to Tahl 
Mah Sah, but when you didn’t come the next day, I was worried about you. You said you 
could not come because your cold got worse. That’s too bad. 

Your mother liked the beads. That is wonderful. 

You said you are learning Korean. That is very very wonderful. This fall we will visit Korea; 
if you understand Korean, the trip will be more meaningful. 

Your snakes are fine snakes. That’s good. Do you know snake mind? Only liking snakes is 
not bad, but you must understand snake mind and snake karma and help save snakes. This is 
most important. You are my wonderful student: you already understand what is the correct 
way, correct opinion, and correct situation. 

You asked me what is the meaning of Dharma Teacher. I ask you: What is Dharma? If you 
don’t understand, you cannot become a Dharma teacher. If you understand, then it is 
possible for you to teach Dharma. Checking, checking mind has problems. Only-go-straight 
mind has no problems. When you are thirsty, you must drink water. When somebody is 
hungry, you must feed them. Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings. All your 
actions are for all people. That is very important. 

One mind appearing is already a mistake. One mind not appearing and not disappearing is 
already complete. If your mind is complete, then everything is complete, so I say to you, only 
go straight. Don’t hold anything; don’t check anything; don’t make anything. The name for 
this is Dharma Teacher. O.K.? 

You answered me, “My name is To Hyang.” So I ask you: What is To Hyang? 

Thank you for wishing me a good time in Hawaii. 

I hope you always keep clear 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. Ah, your picture is wonderful, but if you only like snakes, your snake will kill you. But 
you must save snakes, then teach snakes. This is very necessary. 

You are a wonderful Money Master. 

Here are some Kido pictures, some old, some new. 
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770 

December 24, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I was fortunate enough to be at the Providence Zen Center during Thanksgiving. It was 
wonderful to stay with people who were living Zen, which I suppose is the only way to truly 
practice Zen; i.e., not just sitting Zen. I didn’t speak with you then, but now I have some 
questions. 

All my life I have wondered what will happen when I die. When this body is gone, where 
will I be? Sometimes this question goes very deep, and I feel lost and uneasy, because I don’t 
know at all what will happen when I die. At these times I feel that there is no answer at all to 
the question. Is keeping this deep questioning a way of keeping “don’t-know mind?”  

Also I wonder about training. It was easy to train hard at Providence, since everyone else was 
training hard, too. But at home, it is not so easy. There are many things to be done, 
obligations to be met, temptations to be overcome. What is the relationship between training 
and practice? Or, to paraphrase my question, is it sometimes necessary to set aside other 
obligations in order to do training? To what extent should this be done? 

I have a poem: 

Listening to Mozart 
I look out the window. 
Wonder of wonders! 
The sky is blue. 
How nice to be home. 

I hope that you are well. I thank you very much for all your teaching—“kindly bent to ease 
us,” as the Tibetan Buddhists say. 

Sincerely, 

Eric P. 

 

January 22, 1978 

Dear Eric, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You sent your letter to Providence, but at that time 
I was in Los Angeles at Tahl Mah Sah, and it followed me there, but then I went back to 
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Providence and then to Hawaii, and now here I am in Berkeley. So this letter followed me 
around and around, so my answer is late. I am sorry. 

Your letter talks about death. But you have no life and no death, so why do you make death? 
You are already dead! So I ask you, are you dead or alive? Tell me! Tell me! If you are 
thinking even one moment, my stick will hit you thirty times! Be very careful. 

Also, you asked me about the relationship between training and practice. I ask you, what is 
training; what is practice? If you make something, you have many betweens. If you don’t 
make anything, you have no betweens, which is becoming one. So don’t make training; 
don’t make practicing; don’t make between. Only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check 
your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t check anything. 

Also, you talk about obligation. This is a very wonderful word. First is the obligation to your 
parents, next, obligation to your teacher, then to the whole universe, and then to all beings, 
which is called don’t know. So don’t know is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great 
Bodhisattva Way. 

Next, your poem is very wonderful. Here is a poem to you: 

Hear the dog barking and chicken crowing. 
I never understood correct sutra before. 
Now forget all Buddha’s speech. 
The bone of space hits the blue sky, 
White snow falling everywhere. 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, become clear like space, soon 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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770A 

Wednesday, January 18, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope this letter finds you in good health. 

It was wonderful to see you at the New Year’s Ceremony. January 1978—four years since I 
first met you. Thank you for these four years of your teaching. 

Nowadays I go to school at URI and live in an apartment by myself in a nearby town. On 
the weekends, I visit Providence Zen Center. Sometimes I feel lonely; sometimes I feel happy 
and strong; sometimes only Kwan Sae Um Bosal. So? 

KATZ! 

Outside it is cold; inside it is warm. 

Please give my love to Ezra and Diana and all the West Coast family. 

Thank you for your Bodhisattva teaching. 

Love, 

Lynn 

 

Dear Lynn, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. You are my wonderful student. 

You say sometimes lonely, sometimes happy and strong, sometimes only Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal. Then you said, “KATZ!” And you said, “Outside it is cold; inside it is warm.” That’s 
wonderful. I ask you: Why it is cold outside; why it is warm inside? Tell me! Tell me! If you 
hesitate, I hit you. 

I hope you only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, get Enlightenment, and save all people 
from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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771 

December 21, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello! I hope you are eating your Sunasu and that your body is growing very strong. Thank 
you for the wonderful precepts and Dharma Teachers ceremonies a few weeks ago. It makes 
me deeply happy to be with you and with all our family together—and it was so much fun! 

Here’s some homework for the mouse eats cat food koan: 

THIS CORPSE IS VERY HUNGRY, 
SO FIRST SHE EATS HER THUMB, 
SHE NIBBLES ON HER FINGERS, 
AND SWALLOWS DOWN HER BUM. 
SHE GOBBLES ALL THE BUDDHAS, 
AND BODHIDHARMA TOO, 
AND YOU’D BETTER WATCH OUT, 
SOEN SA NIM, CAUSE NOW 
 SHE’S EATING YOU! 
 CRUNCH. CRUNCH. CRUNCH. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Sherry 

 

January 23, 1978 

Dear Sherry, 

How are you and Lawlor and your family? Thank you for your letter. You sent your letter to 
Providence, but at that time, I was in Los Angeles and if followed me there, but then I went 
back to Providence and then to Hawaii (with Ezra) and now I am here in Berkeley. So your 
letter followed me around and around, so I’m answering late. I am sorry. 

Now my days are very busy. I have just finished a Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley. The 
Berkeley Zen Center family all says hello to you—a special hello from Diana! 

You liked the Dharma Teacher Ceremony. That is wonderful! Now you are a great Dharma 
Teacher in Canada! Everybody says to you, you are a wonderful student, a wonderful 
Dharma friend. 
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Next, your homework about the mouse kong-an. Not good, not bad. One more step is 
necessary. Somebody asks you if this is a bell or not. At this time, do you say, “I eat you?” Is 
that correct or not? Only ringing the bell is correct. For a one-point question, a one-point 
answer is necessary. A quarter is 25¢. 25¢ buys ice cream. Ice cream is all in the stomach, 
good feeling, so wonderful! The quarter changes around and around and becomes wonderful. 
The mouse changes around and around, then what? You must find this! 

Also, where is your cigarette kong-an? First you must finish the cigarette man kong-an; then 
the mouse kong-an is very easy. But originally, all kong-ans are your moment-to-moment 
correct situation. The mouse kong-an is at that time, the correct mouse situation. In the 
cigarette kong-an, this man does not understand the correct situation. You must teach him 
the correct situation, which is the correct relationship to Buddha and the ashes. He doesn’t 
understand, so you must teach him very softly. This man has a lot of pride, so first you make 
“good boy, good boy” speech; then maybe he will listen to you. O.K.? 

If you don’t understand, only go straight for ten thousand years, nonstop! Try, try, try! 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I am using Sunasu medicine every day, and my body is getting strong. Thank you very 
much. 

P.P.S. Diana will write you very soon about the Europe trip, April 10–May 10. 
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771A 

January 11, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your letter. You are a very dedicated keen-eyed lion, and I feel very 
grateful for this communication with you. 

In your letter, you ask several questions. Do not be attached to your questions or my 
answers. What is THIS? THIS is THIS. What is Zen? You hit me thirty times. What is 
practicing? Sentient beings are innumerable; I vow to save them all. What kind of sweet? I 
hit you. 

You warn me that understanding cannot help. In this you are kinder than a mother and 
wiser than a sage. But what is there for me to understand? 

While in Arizona at her parents’ house for this month, Linda called me many times on the 
phone and cried often because she missed me. I missed her, too, but told her, “Only don’t 
know, and I am already with you. In Phoenix, don’t know; in Oley, don’t know; in 
Providence, don’t know.” 

I will ask Louise Stanton about becoming a lay Buddhist. Linda and I have looked over our 
financial situation and have decided that I should work until mid-June, when I will receive 
my holiday pay, before quitting my job and coming to see you. I would like to come sooner, 
but I promise to come to the first Yong Maeng Jong Jin after mid-June. (I will hunt a job in 
Providence.) I promise also to help save all beings. 

On February 18th, the Vietnamese Buddhists are holding their Oriental New Year 
Celebration in the Pagoda in Reading near here. Linda and I will attend and will take some 
pictures to send to you. 

Do not strive unnecessarily, but only work to save all beings. I bow thirty times to you in 
great admiration. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

 

January 30, 1978 

Dear Dale, 

Happy New Year! Thank you for your letter. How are you and Linda? 
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You understand keen-eyed Zen Masters, which means your eyes are keen eyes. But, your 
answers are not good, not bad. First: What is this? You said, “THIS is THIS,” so I say to 
you, you are a monkey. Again I ask you: What is this? Don’t make monkey.  

Next, what is Zen? You said you hit me thirty times. So I hit you thirty times. What can you 
do? 

Next, what is practicing? You said, “Sentient beings are innumerable. I vow to save them all.” 
So I ask you, What are sentient beings? What are you? You and sentient beings, are they the 
same or different? Tell me! Tell me! If you open your mouth, I will hit you. Also, if you close 
your mouth, I will hit you. Don’t use dead words. You must use live words. Dead words 
have opposites; live words have no opposites. You must understand this. O.K.? 

Next, what kind of sweet? You said, “I hit you.” You only understand one; you do not 
understand two. I want keen-eyed lions; I don’t want blind dogs. You don’t understand 
black and white. You don’t understand honey and sugar, so I say to you, don’t make blind 
dogs. 

You asked me, “What is there to understand?” Nam Cheon Zen Master said, “The true way 
is not dependent on understanding or not understanding. Understanding is illusion; not 
understanding is blankness. If you attain the true way, it is clear like space, without right or 
wrong.” This means there are no opposites. So put it all down. Don’t make anything. “I”, 
“my”, “me”—put it all down. 

You said, “You warn me that understanding cannot help …  But what is there for me to 
understand?” “For me to understand” is already a big mistake. Don’t make anything; don’t 
hold anything; don’t attach to anything. Then already, you are complete. When you see the 
sky, what? When you see a tree, what? Only this. So if you don’t understand, only go 
straight—don’t know, for 10,000 years, non-stop. Only try, try, try. O.K.? 

Also don’t attach to don’t know; don’t hold don’t know; don’t make don’t know. I say: Only 
go straight—don’t know. 

You say you are coming to the Providence Zen Center. That is wonderful. I am glad to hear 
that.  

I hope you only go straight—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.  
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January, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I prostrate before you. 

I write you to wish you all the best of the Season for a healthy New Year. 

I can say much but have nothing to say.—I am alive and doing quite well. 

I am very grateful for your presence in my life. You have helped me greatly and are with me 
always. 

May All People Understand! 

Bless you Soen Sa Nim, 

With Much Love, 
in the Dharma, 

Rama 

 

Happy New Year! 

Kwan Sae Um Bosal  

 

January 23, 1978 

Dear Rama, 

Happy New Year! 

Thank you for your letter. You sent your letter to Providence, but at that time, I was in Los 
Angeles, and it followed me there, but then I went back to Providence and then to Hawaii, 
and now I am here in Berkeley. So your letter followed me around and around; so my answer 
is late. I am sorry. 
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I always think about you. You are a great man. Someday you will become a great 
Bodhisattva. But now your situation isn’t so good. But a good situation is a bad situation; a 
bad situation is a good situation. You must understand this. 

I always tell you, an action is not good, not bad. Why do you do it? This “why” is very 
important. I know your mind—very wide, very deep, very high—Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. I heard about you; always, you try Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal. This is wonderful. Always go straight for 10,000 years—nonstop! Try, try, try! If 
you understand your karma, then already you can become a great man. Also, you already 
have your correct direction. 

Here is a kong-an for you. You like Shim Gum Do, so we call it the Shim Gum Do kong-an. 
Long ago in China, there was a young Zen Master, Sun Un. He was very smart but not very 
famous, and he wanted to become famous. At that time the number one Zen Master in 
China was Sung Sahn Zen Master. So this young Zen Master thought if he could hit Sung 
Sahn Zen Master, he could become famous. So he went to visit him and bowed down and 
said, “How are you, Zen Master?” 

The Zen Master said, “Oh, where are you coming from?” 

Then the young Zen Master said, “From Sword Mountain.”  

The great Zen Master said, “Did you bring your sword?” 

Then the young Zen Master only pointed to the ground with his finger. 

1. What does this mean? 

2. If you make any action, you are already dead, because that is like a sword in your neck, so 
any action is not possible. How do you stay alive? 

3. If you are Sung Sahn Zen Master at that time, what can you do? 

This is your homework. If you understand, tell me, tell me—quickly, quickly! If you don’t 
understand, only go straight—don’t know, O.K.? Don’t check your understanding; don’t 
check your feelings. If you check something, you lose everything. So only go straight—Kwan 
Sae Um Bosal, which is don’t know. 

I hope you always keep Kwan Sae Um Bosal, which is clear like space, soon 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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772A 

January 11, 1978 

Dear Seung Sahn, 

I have just finished reading Dropping Ashes on the Buddha and would like to comment. I read 
a book on Zen many years ago, but it didn’t appeal to me. Yours did. I find it challenging, 
uplifting, and outrageous, plus a little bit exasperating. 

In the chapter, “Dialogue with Swami X”, I was inclined to side with Swami X, but this is 
only an opinion, and like all opinions, is there because of past conditioning.  

I can see how you will “get through” to some students by not speaking their language, but 
how about the students who only can understand someone who talks like them, at their 
level? Are they to be ignored? When you hold an apple in your hand and say, “Is this an 
apple, or it is not an apple?” and the student gives an answer, it is wrong. I realise that you 
are silently saying to them that all thinking is taboo. But I would like to ask you this. If the 
grass is green and the sky is blue, why is the color of shit not Royal Stuart Tartan? 

Or answer this: Why? 

The dog lays eggs. 
The chicken barks. 
So the sky is green 
The grass is blue. 
All things are no-things 
And no-things 
Are all there is. 

— — 

Is this garbage or Zen? 

Regarding the man who dropped ashes on the Buddha. Master’s question: “Would you say 
that action is a show of humble devotion or a show of arrogance?” Answer: “More a show of 
arrogance.” Q: “Where does this arrogance come from, the big I or the little I?” Ans: “The 
little I.” Q: “You know what you should do now, don’t you?” Ans: “Yes.” 

I am quite sure this merits sixty lashes. 

Yours in love, 

Norm 
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January 30, 1978 

Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You just finished reading Dropping Ashes on the 
Buddha. That is wonderful. Also, you said you read another Zen book many years ago. 

In your letter, you have many questions for me. That’s good, but you must read and re-read 
Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. Then this book will answer any questions you have. At the 
time of reading, this is very important: If you keep your condition, your opinions, and your 
situation, then you cannot understand or find the correct way. You must make your 
condition, your opinions, and your situation disappear. Then everything is clear, and you are 
already complete. 

I think that you understand a lot, but this understanding cannot help you. Your 
understanding makes your mind complicated. If you put down your understanding, then 
your mind will become simple. If you have simple mind, any problem will disappear, and 
you will have perfect freedom and world peace.  

First, your question about the apple. The apple did not say “I am an apple.” The sun and the 
moon did not say, “I am the Sun;” “I am the Moon.” All name and form is made by your 
thinking. If you have your thinking, the moon, the sun, the apple and you are separate. If 
you keep before thinking, then the sun, the moon, the apple, and you became one. How do 
you keep the correct relationship between you and something? The apple and you, the sun 
and you, the sky and you, the tree and you. What can you do? We say keep the correct 
situation moment to moment. That is Zen. So Zen is not special. Everyday mind is Zen 
Mind. The correct way of you and the apple: Eat the apple; you and the book: Read; car and 
you: Drive; tea and you: Only drink. When you are hungry, eat; when you are tired, sleep. 
That is the correct way. 

If you have “I”, “my”, “me”, you have many questions. Why? What? How? If you don’t have 
“I”, “my”, “me”, these questions disappear, because there is no subject, no object, no inside, 
no outside; outside and inside become one. When you see the sky, only blue. When you see 
the tree, only green. Don’t make anything; don’t hold anything; don’t attach to anything. 
Then when you see; when you hear; when you smell; all, just like this, is Truth. 

So I ask you: What do you want? Money? Fame? Sex? Good food? Good house? Freedom? 
Peace and truth? What do you want? Those things are important in our life, but what is most 
important? So again I ask you: What are you? If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t 
know. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t check your understanding. 
Then you will find your true self. If you find your true self, those things (money, fame, sex, 
etc.) can be used by you, but if you can’t find your true self, those things use your true self, 
which means you are a slave to those things. Then, you cannot find your true way and do 
not understand your correct situation. Be careful! 

Here is a kong-an for you: A monk asked Dong Sahn Zen Master, “What is Buddha?” Dong 
Sahn answered, “Three pounds of flax.” At the time the monk asked Dong Sahn Zen 
Master, “What is Buddha?” just at that time, Dong Sahn was weighing some flax, so he 
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answered “Three pounds of flax.” What does this mean? Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t 
understand, only go straight—don’t know. O.K.? 

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. from the secretary: To use just “Seung Sahn” when addressing our teacher is not the 
correct form. Please use “Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim” or “Soen Sa Nim”, which is used more 
frequently. 
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773 

December 26, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

With this I wish you a healthy and serene year. I take the liberty of sending along a poem of 
mine for you to read. 

Firmness in the face of pain, 
Distraction. 
To the base of belly, 
To the base of breath. 
Below the face of changing features, 
Let them come, let them go. 
Remain. 

With every effort, 
Gather in. 
You don’t know what gathers, 
Sounds like clouds and not like clouds, 
That fade and bellow, 
Sights you see and do not see. 
You do not feel 
But gather, 
Do not see 
But gather, 
Smell or hear 
But gather 
Think  
But gather  
Know 
But gather 
Gather 

In. 
You do not know 
You will not know 
Not know 
But gather 
Gather 
Gather 
In 

And you will fill your heart with Light. 
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Best regards, 

Maya 

 

January 24, 1978 

Dear Maya, 

Happy New Year! Thank you for your letter and donation. 

This letter is late. Your letter came to Providence, but I was in Los Angeles and it followed 
me there, but then I went back to Providence and then to Hawaii, and now I am here in 
Berkeley. So your letter followed me around and around, and so I am answering late. I am 
sorry. 

Your poem is very wonderful. You understand gathering. After gathering, what? 

Here is a poem for you: 

Snow comes down nine inches! 
Mountain, river, houses, roads, everything white. 
Look at the snow! 
Mind white. 
Coming road, going road remain white. 

Everything gathering and separating. 
Gathering is not gathering. 
Who controls everything? 
You? I? Buddha? God? 
No! No! No! No! 
 
Sight you see clearly, 
White clouds in the sky. 
Blue jay sings song in the mountain 
How wonderful it is! 
Big bell sounds, breaking heaven and earth! 
The incense smell melts ten thousand thoughts! 
How many times did you bow to the wall? 
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In. Out. Know. Don’t know. How different? 
KATZ! 
Ancient Buddha did not know 
How Shakyamuni transmission to Mahakashyapa. 
One thousand two hundred gather, only don’t know. 
How perfectly complete it is! 
Do you know Buddha’s mistake?  
Do you know Mahakashyapa’s rock head? 

The flower facing south window, 
Outside snow nine inches. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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773A 

January 14, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I had an interview with you once about a year ago, so you don’t really know me very well. I 
live in New Haven and just graduated from college. I used to practice hard about a year ago, 
and when I did, I felt very good. I felt so good that I stopped practicing; then I felt not so 
good. Now I am practicing Zen again and am going to try not to be attached to feeling good 
and bad. 

I am attached to your name, “Zen Master”, and I don’t want to be. What is a Zen Master? I 
have the book, Dropping Ashes on the Buddha, and find it excellent. I would like to wake up, 
but I don’t really want to, because I don’t. 

Sincerely,  

Paul 

 

January 30, 1978 

Dear Paul, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? One year ago, you had an interview with me and 
then did hard practicing. That’s wonderful, but then you stopped practicing. Now you say 
you are practicing again. Not good, not bad. 

When you drive, stop and go, then stop and go again, you use much of your energy and gas, 
and it takes much time; you have many problems, and you cannot arrive at your destination. 
So I say to you, only go straight—don’t know, non-stop. O.K.? If you check your feelings; if 
you check your mind; if you check your understanding, then your practicing stops, many 
problems appear, and you lose your direction. So every day try, try, try, non-stop for 10,000 
years. This is very important. 

What do you want? Money? Fame? Sex? Good food? Good house? What do you want? What 
is your life? What are you doing now? Why are you doing something? For what? When you 
die, where are you going? You don’t know! So I say to you, only go straight—don’t know. 

If you check something, you have a problem. If you only go straight—don’t know, your 
mind will become simple. If you have a simple mind, then no problem. So don’t make 
anything; don’t hold anything; don’t attach to anything. Only go straight—don’t know. 
Then you are already complete. You must understand this. 
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I give you homework: 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? 

Tell me! Tell me! Quickly! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. 

I hope you always only go straight—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. 
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Dear Seung Sahn, 

We have never met, but I am a friend of Kathy and Ira’s and Peter’s. They have told me 
many wonderful things about you and speak of you with such love. 

I am writing to find out if it is possible to have an interview with you without attending a 
formal sitting. I do not at the moment sit on a regular schedule due to many changes in my 
life, but I try and say my mantra often. I know that things do not happen quickly and I will 
have to be more strict with myself and my practice, but at the moment, I am so 
overwhelmed by so many things that I must be making great mistakes. Can you give me 
guidance? 

I hope you are feeling well and also that we may soon meet. Thank you. 

Love, 

Wendy 

 

January 24, 1978 

Dear Wendy, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You want an interview with me. That is wonderful. But I ask you, why do you want an 
interview with me? What do you want? If you want something, you always have a problem. 
If you put your wants all down, then you are already complete. If you understand those 
words, an interview is not necessary. If you don’t understand those words, then when you 
come to my place, I will hit you thirty times. What do you say? This is my interview style. 

If you still want an interview, I’m around, around, around, so you must ask the Providence 
Zen Center Director, Louise Stanton, when we can meet. 

You say you do not sit regularly and that there are many changes in your life, that you try 
mantra, that you are overwhelmed with many things. You want guidance, so I guide you. 

When you are born, you are empty-handed. When you die, also you are empty-handed. If 
you are holding something, making something, attached to something, then you have a 
problem. Much suffering and confusion. Originally you are empty-handed, so put it all 
down. Don’t smudge your mind. If you smudge your mind, you cannot see anything. If your 
mind is clear, you can see everything clearly. Then, no problem. 
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So I say to you, don’t make anything; don’t hold anything; don’t attach to anything. Put it 
all down. Then you are already complete. You are complete around your things, around your 
friends, around your universe—all complete. No problem. 

But if you still don’t understand, then I ask you, what are you? If you don’t know, only go 
straight—don’t know. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check your understanding; don’t 
check anything. Only go straight—don’t know. This don’t-know medicine will fix your 
mind sickness, and then having a clear mind is possible. 

If you keep your opinion, your condition, your situation, you cannot fix your mind. Also, if 
your mind is smudged deeply and you cannot control your mind, then you must come to a 
Zen Center. Together practicing, only try, try, try—then fixing your mind is possible. This 
is correct guidance. 

I hope you always keep a don’t-know mind, become clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S.  

P.S. When addressing him, one should either say Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim or Soen Sa Nim. 
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January 18, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your kind teaching and hope you have been well. 

From your letter of November 24th, “When I hit you thirty times, you say ‘Ouch!’ So I ask 
you: Form is emptiness; emptiness is form. Which one? Tell me!” My answer: 

Emptiness is form; 
Form is emptiness. 
Ouch is ouch! 
What more you want? 

To the Soeng Am Calls Master koan, I said, “Don’t know.” Then you gave me this koan: 
JoJu’s Washing the Bowls. What did the monk attain? My answer: 

What is enter? 
What is breakfast? 
What is wash bowls? 
What is monk? 
What is Enlightenment? 
What is attained? 

Enter is breakfast; breakfast is bowls; bowls is monk; monk is enlightened; enlightened is 
attained; attained is writing this letter to you! JoJu’s washing his damn bowls is his problem! 

Hope to get thirty blows from you again soon! 

With much love and Gassho, 

Virginia 

 

January 30, 1978 

Dear Virginia, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Your answer, “Emptiness is form; form is emptiness,” is not good, not bad. We say this style 
of answer is like a dog running after the bone, which means that you are attached to words. 
You must become a lion. A lion bites people, so when I ask you, “Is the ‘Ouch’ form or 
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emptiness?” you must hit me. This means that the Zen Master made opposite thinking, so 
the hitting the Zen Master means the Zen Master and the student become one, and “Ouch is 
Ouch” is correct teaching. So I say to you more going straight—strong don’t know is 
necessary. 

Next, you must understand the Soeng Am Calls Master kong-an. That is very important.  

Next, your answer to JoJu’s Washing the Bowls kong-an. You made “What is?” six times, so 
I hit you six times. Your thinking, thinking, thinking, checking, checking, checking is very 
bad. In Zen many words are not necessary. Only one word is enough. Sometimes no word. 
You must understand this. Your homework is the Soeng Am Calls Master kong-an and 
JoJu’s Washing the Bowls kong-an. If you don’t understand, you must only go straight for 
10,000 years, nonstop, try, try, try. 

I hope that you always and everywhere keep don’t know, which is clear like space, 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, 

How are you and the West Coast family? I’m sorry Tahl Mah Sah II fell through. Diana’s 
newsletter said everyone quickly “put it all down”, and they are looking for another building. 

Soen Sa Nim, may I move to Boston to study Shim Gum Do? You are my teacher, so I ask 
you. Jan (Gak Shim) will start learning my health food job soon and Ellen is interested in the 
kitchen. 

Providence family is well. Ken is still running in the morning, even with snow and ice. 

Respectfully, 

Mu Ryeom 

 

January 25, 1978 

Dear Mu Ryeom, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and all the PZC family? The West Coast family all 
say hello to you. 

You want to move to Boston and learn Shim Gum Do. Not good, not bad. Being a monk is 
not special, but being a monk is special. First, what is correct monk job? Next, why do you 
want to learn Shim Gum Do? Third, isn’t it possible to learn Shim Gum Do in Providence? 

If you have correct strong direction, any action, any place is no problem. But if you have 
something you want, a problem will always appear. Always I tell you, if your opinion, your 
condition, and your situation disappear, then correct opinion, correct condition, and correct 
situation appear, which is correct monk job. That is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the 
Great Bodhisattva Way. Already you understand. 

So I say to you, monk is not special, but monk is special. If you have your strong direction, 
then you decide. Coming or going is no problem. 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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January 25, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It is past midnight on Tuesday and I still have not rested nor slept much since the Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin this past weekend. Just having you here in Berkeley to sit and chant and talk 
with us has given me much energy.  

So. 

I have a question for you. 

I work every day with crazy kids who scream and yell obscenities and are very self-
destructive. One girl even bites her own arm and makes it sore. One theory about this illness 
is that these people are possessed by the spirit of a dead person. 

Is this correct? 

How can I help them? 

I love you, 

Marge 

 

January 25, 1978 

Dear Marge, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You said after the Yong Maeng Jong Jin you have much energy. That is wonderful. But how 
you use this energy is very important. If you use this energy only for yourself, your opinion, 
your condition, your situation—only for myself—then your opinion, your condition, your 
situation get more strong. But if you use this energy to make your opinion, your condition, 
your situation disappear, then this energy becomes Great Love, Great Compassion, and the 
Great Bodhisattva Way, and you will get perfectly complete freedom and peace.  

Next, your question. You talk about this crazy girl. In this world, everybody is crazy. How 
deeply they are crazy is the only difference. This crazy girl, we say is very deeply crazy. But 
this crazy girl says, “I am not crazy; you are crazy.” It is like a moth that flies into a candle 
flame and burns its body and dies. In this world, everybody is like this. If you keep your 
opinion, your condition, your situation, you are the same as the moth. Not only this girl. If 
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your opinion, your condition, your situation disappear, there is no life, no death. How do 
you keep your correct situation moment to moment? If somebody is hungry, what? 
Somebody hurts himself; then what? The same. You already understand. Don’t check your 
feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t check anything. Only help them. That is Great Love, 
Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. That is our original job. But if you have 
your opinion, your condition, your situation, you cannot do it. I am here; somebody else is 
there—opposite worlds.  

If you don’t make anything, don’t hold anything, don’t check anything, your mind is always 
absolute. There is no subject, no object. Inside and outside become one. Then your everyday 
life is Truth; moment to moment, your situation is correct, and already, you save all people 
from suffering. 

So I give you a 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 
this 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 it mean? 

If you understand this kong-an, you understand Great Love, Great Compassion, and the 
Great Bodhisattva Way. If you do not understand this kong-an, only go straight—don’t 
know for ten thousand years, non-stop. Try, try, try! 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, become clear like space, soon get Enlightenment, 
and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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776A 

January 23, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

They said it’s okay to go!!  
Take good care of yourself. 
See you in early March. 

Respectfully, 

Merrie 

 

January 30, 1978 

Dear Merrie, 

Thank you for your note. How are you? Tahl Mah Sah family all say hello to you. I am 
sending you a Kwan Sae Um Bosal picture. 

A Sutra says Kwan Sae Um Bosal has 10,000 eyes and hands. Before, Ma Gok Zen Master 
asked Lin-chi Zen Master, “Kwan Sae Um Bosal has 10,000 eyes. Which one is the correct 
eye?” So I ask you, which one is the correct eye? Tell me! Tell me! 

This Kwan Sae Um Bosal card may help you. In front of Kwan Sae Um Bosal is a baby 
whose name is Nam Soen Dong Ja. “Nam” means “South”; “Soen” means “around”; “Ja” 
means “child”. “Nam Soen Dong Ja” means this child begins from the North going South 
on a pilgrimage visiting fifty-three masters. This time he is visiting Kwan Sae Um Bosal, 
who, using a magic bottle, encloses Nam Soen Dong Ja in a special space and speaks of the 
Dharma. This Dharma speech says: 

“Kwan Sae Um Bosal has many magic techniques. If you keep ‘Kwan Sae Um Bosal’ 
morning and evening and at all times, then Kwan Sae Um Bosal appears everywhere and 
fulfills your wishes. 

“Then Nam Soen Dong Ja said, ‘Kwan Sae Um Bosal without speech or speaking, Nam 
Soen Dong Ja without hear or hearing.’” 

I hope you get without speech or speaking, without hear or hearing, then soon finish the 
Great Work of life and death, attain Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 
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S.S. 
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777 

December 29, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Greetings! 

for years i have banged on many Zen gates. 
passing thru, sitting at Tassajara, too confused 
to hear the sound of the gong. 
i found this human body 
now, i bang on this Zen gate 
sometimes i play the guitar with no strings. 
(sometimes it plays me.) 
Thank you for Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. 
thanks to Stephen Mitchell, too. 

Maybe, when you have time, you could 
test my mind? 

Either way, goodbye and thanks again, 

Ned 

p.s. i like your poems. 

 

January 26, 1978 

Dear Ned, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You sent your letter to Providence, but at that time 
I was in Los Angeles. Then I went back to Providence, then to Hawaii, and now here I am in 
Berkeley. Your letter followed me around and around, so I am answering late. I am sorry. 

Your gate poem is very wonderful. Here is a poem for you: 

Great way no gate; 
The tongue no bone. 
Many gates 
Many hindrance. 
No make gate 
No hindrance. 
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3 x 3 = 9 
9 x 0 = 0 
Buddha x 0 = 0 
0 = Buddha 
  0 
0 = 0 
Buddha = Buddha 

Very simple! 
Don’t make anything. 
Don’t hold anything. 
Doing something, do it! 
Already everything perfectly complete. 
 
When hungry must eat. 
When tired must sleep! 
See sky only blue, 
See tree only green. 

You say maybe when I have time, I could test your mind. So here is a kong-an for you—
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? 

Tell me! Tell me! 

If you hesitate just a moment, I hit you thirty times! If you don’t know, you must keep 
don’t-know mind, always and everywhere. 

I hope you always keep a don’t-know mind, become 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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777A 

January 30, 1978 

Dear Aitken Roshi, 

How are you and your Zen Center family? When I was in Hawaii, you and your Zen Center 
family were very kind to me, so thank you very much. 

Your Zen Center is very warm, and everything is correct, correct, correct. It is a wonderful 
Zen Center with great students. You are a great teacher, so I have much admiration and 
respect for you. Nam Cheon Zen Master said, “Everyday mind is the true way.” Some Zen 
Centers and some Buddhist clubs make special, and they also make a rigid style, so their 
minds are special and very tight and cold, and they are attached to special and hold lots of 
pride, so they lose everyday mind. I went to your Zen Center and couldn’t find this special 
and rigid style. Everything is smooth warm, clear, and pure. 

I think your students think of you as a very warm and great-love father, which is from your 
teaching. 

I told my students that Zen is not special. If you make special, you have special, but this 
special cannot help you. I like your Zen Center and your Zen family and your teaching style 
very much, so again, thank you very much. 

Here is a small Dharma picture present to you. Nowadays, I am a little busy visiting other 
West Coast Zen Centers for Yong Maeng Jong Jins (sesshins), so could not make the 
Dharma picture. Last night I went to see the layman Ha Jong Go Sa, who is a famous brush 
painter in Korea and also a strong Buddhist. He was also my classmate at Dong Guk 
University in Seoul, Korea thirty years ago. I told him about you and your Zen Center. He 
also likes you very much, and so painted this Bodhidharma picture for you. 

I hope that sometime, if our time coincides, we may practice and teach together, so please, 
when you have time and I have time, let us have a Dakuma Sesshin.  

I hope you only go straight for 10,000 years nonstop, using your Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and Great Bodhisattva Way to save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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778 

February 7, 1978 

Dear Grandpa and Sid, 

The blizzard has really hit hard in Providence, as it has in New York. I hope things can still 
run at Kittay House; it was bad enough here for a state of emergency to be declared. Cars 
were stopped for miles and miles on the highways last night, and still are. Several of us went 
out onto route I-195 after 11:00 PM last night to help get people out of their cars and into 
shelters. People had been sitting inside cars for seven hours or more, turning the engines on 
and off to get heat, waiting for the completely-stopped traffic to move. For a long time, they 
couldn’t go anywhere, but they wouldn’t leave their cars. Finally, when it became very clear 
that it would be a long time before traffic would move again, people began walking down the 
highway and off exit ramps to industries, churches, community centers, firehouses, banks, 
and stores which had opened their doors to them for a hot meal and a warm place to stay. 
Nine people spent the night at the Zen Center. Two were able to get home on foot this 
morning; others will stay until the roads are cleared—perhaps a day or more. It’s like that all 
over here, and still snowing, though lightly.  

I was happy to get your letter yesterday. You are my favorite and most consistent 
correspondent. It was also good to talk to you on the phone and to learn that you finally got 
your hearing aide and that it works satisfactorily. And you have the choice of when to turn it 
on and when to turn it off! Is it the kind that fits onto your glasses or the kind that fits on 
your ear, whether your glasses are on or off? Now you’ll be able to have conversations with 
your friends again. 

Thanks for holding the paintings until I can see them; I hope it won’t be too long. I’m glad 
you’re doing free-hand painting now and don’t need to use lines. That means I have a wider 
choice of the pictures I can bring to you. Thanks for the offer to make a painting for me. I 
already know it will be good. 

I want to tell you something very important. I would have phoned you, but even with your 
hearing aide, our conversation would not be so smoothe, so I think it’s best to write this to 
you. I decided last night to become a monk. It’s an idea I’ve thought about for a long time, 
but I never got to the point of deciding firmly one way or the other before. Last night, 
though, during meditation, it became very clear to me that the best way for me to help other 
people is to become a monk. When I saw that, the realization was so strong that I also knew 
I couldn’t play games with myself and back down. 

It was my turn to give the short talk after meditation last night, and at that time, I 
announced my decision to everybody. I said it is very important to have a direction in life—
first, the inside direction to understand yourself and help others; then, an outside 
direction—a job, to help make that inside direction strong and to give life to that inside 
direction. This inner direction is the same for us all, but outside direction differs for 
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everyone; it is important for each of us to see what life-situation suits us best, and what the 
best way is for me to help other people. Then, it is necessary to go in that direction 100%.  

This decision, at last for me, was one that, by its nature, did not involve discussing it. In fact, 
it really didn’t involve planning to think about it; it happened to me by itself, although in 
retrospect, it seems very reasonable and logical. Maybe it is like what it was for you when you 
decided to marry Florrie; I’d like to talk about that with you when we see each other. 

I phoned Soen Sa Nim in Los Angeles to ask if I could become a monk, because he is my 
teacher. He said if I were 100% sure, then it was O.K. I told him I was; so he said O.K. The 
ceremony will be in April. 

Then, we had a party at the Center, and Trula, a member here, cut my hair short with a 
scissors. Then, I shaved off my beard, and then the abbot shaved my head, so now I look like 
I did in the pictures of me you got from Korea. 

Next, I phoned Mom, and we talked for a very long time. She was not so happy with my 
decision, for many of the reasons you may not be so happy with it, although I strongly hope 
that you will, both of you, understand and accept this decision, because I love both of you—
that is one reason for my decision. 

I know that, when you look at what I do, you feel you have my best interests at heart. You 
have also often said to me that you feel it most important that I find something satisfying 
and rewarding to me, and in this, I have. It is in my best interest to do this, to make a very 
public and obvious declaration that my best interest means helping other people. As Mom 
said, it is not a conventional choice. When people choose a profession, it usually involves a 
concrete tangible skill which can be used to earn them a living, whereas my choice seems to 
be involved with something less tangible than a specific skill—although it by no means 
precludes my learning and developing specific skills, as I have been doing by working here in 
the office. It does involve saying that whatever I get from using whatever skills I have does 
not belong to me, does not go to strengthen bad habits or small desires. Also, my clothes and 
my shaved head are a sign for others that I am available to them and a committment to 
myself that I always be so. 

I think, almost inevitably, you must feel disappointed and even hurt that I will not be 
marrying and having children, and that I will bring you no more family. However, my 
becoming a monk means that my family has become very big. Had I married, which was no 
certainty, either, maybe you would have one, two, and maybe some adopted great-
grandchildren. Now, though, you are everybody’s Great-Grandfather, and you have 
numberless great-grandchildren. How did you do it?! Congratulations to you, and also to 
Sid, our universal Great-Grandmother (although she had already done this on her own). 
Please, take good care of each other, for your great-grandchildren’s sakes. 

Mom was concerned that I am doing this at a very young age, and that I will be cutting 
myself off from experience and from what is happening in the world. Whenever anyone 
makes any choice, it involves also choosing not to do certain other things. If I want to be a 
doctor, I can’t spend my time drinking, or do a lot of painting, or go to many concerts—or 
do many other things which I might enjoy, because my primary concern is to be a good 
doctor. If I really firmly believe in being a doctor, then not doing these other things is no 
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problem. This would be the same if I were a policeman, painter, musician, lawyer, carpenter, 
baker—whatever. So, in that sense, being a monk is not so different from doing any other 
job. And rather than feeling that I’ve cut myself off from the world and from experience, I 
feel more open to it—the fog of a lot of problems I have made for myself has lifted. We had 
a big blizzard. It was snowing so hard that you couldn’t see across the street. When the snow 
stops, you can see clearly again and see what kind of work needs to be done—what needs to 
be shovelled, who needs help, etc. Having decided to be a monk, the snow has stopped. This 
means I can see my situation more clearly and can see other people’s situations more clearly, 
see what needs to be done, and try to do it. People often think of monks as only being 
recluses, hermits, solely monastics. This isn’t the case, especially in this country, where 
American Zen monks are something new. This means that what we do is not so determined 
by traditions, or customs, since this country has no tradition of Zen monks. Being on 
retreats is an important part of Zen practice—for lay students or monks—but it is not the 
whole of our practice. Its aim is to make us more effective in the world. 

People here had told me before that I seemed like a monk, and, as I said, I had thought of 
being one before. However, in that idea, I’d had a kind of romantic fantasy of what a monk 
is—a special, kind of magical person, mystically quiet, possessing strange powers and being 
insightfully perceptive—somehow different from ordinary people. I also thought that my 
becoming a monk would mean I thought all people should become monks, or that being a 
monk was really the only way to understand yourself. Now I see neither of those ideas hold 
much water—that my path is my path and others’ paths are their paths, and what’s 
important is that the path be clear. I feel lucky to have made this decision while I am young; 
it’s that much less time drifting and that much more time going straight ahead. I see that 
being a monk, or being an anything, doesn’t mean living in a romantic dream but living each 
moment very concretely. 

I earnestly hope that you will not only be happy for me, but be happy yourself with my 
choice. I don’t feel it changes in any way my relationship to you or the way I feel towards 
you. I’d still like to come down next weekend (February 17 or so) and see you, and still hope 
Mom can come up for that time. 

This letter has continued into Wednesday. The snow has stopped falling; our guests have all 
made it home, and we’ve shovelled out the driveway onto a street three feet deep in snow. 

Take care of yourselves and stay well. 

Love,  

Ken 
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778A 

Tuesday, January 31, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you and Mrs. Kim, No Su Nim, Ajima, See Hoy, and all the Tahl Mah Sah family? 
My heart is very full. I have never had a party before. Also, I have never tried my hand at 
poetry before, but here are two one-year-old style poems for you! (It seemed so easy when 
you did it that I thought I’d try it!) 

   I. 

Home to Berkeley 
Enough birthday, enough sangha, enough stomach! 
New cushion in your special place 
 Light incense 
  Bow three times— 
   Sit. 
 KAM SAM NI DA 
 KAM SAM NI DA 
 KAM SAM NI DA. 

   II. 

Interview time— 
“Big” question! 
What is no life, no death? 
 Wall is white 
 Hit—OW! 
Only this? 
 Thick skull! Rocks head! 
 Diana is already dead. 
 Go eat cake, Hae Soeng! 

 
On the desk top 
 Two twigs sprouting. 

See you soon,  

Love, 

Hae Soeng  

No answer necessary! 
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P.S. It was a mistake about Stephen returning his robe! He only meant for Vicky to bring the 
robe to put in our closet for the use of possible visiting Dharma Teachers. He did not mean 
for it to be returned to you. He wrote me a note about it, very hurt. I called and talked with 
him and said I would write to you immediately and make it clear. Also, he has already 
written to the people in England, Paris, and Poland, giving them more specific information 
about our trip and what we need, etc., as well as giving them my name as the person to 
contact. I imagine I’ll be hearing from them soon. It will be a wonderful trip! I am so glad 
Louise is going—she is very happy. Stephen leaves for Hawaii tomorrow, returns the end of 
March. 

P.P.S. Please tell Fred there will be room for him in the Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Everyone is 
looking forward to meeting him. 

P.P.P.S. We had eleven people here for morning practice today! 
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779 

At the Bowmans’ house, Friday evening, February 10, at dinner, George had been explaining 
Hinayana, Mahayana, and Zen to Drew. 

Drew: How do you keep your mind clear? 

George: You are attached to clear. You ask me. 

Drew: How do you keep your mind? 

George: (Hits the table) Now, how do you keep your mind? 

Drew: (Holds up one finger) 

George: Is that all? 

Drew: Not enough? 

George: You only understand one. You don’t understand two. 

Drew: (Holds up two fingers) 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1655 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

779A 

Dear S.S., 

Thank you for live words. I am fine. How are you? 

S.S. asks again, “why are you dragging around a corpse?” Answer in live words is you must 
see live being. Live being is in Oregon House, California. Live being reads your letters. Live 
being reads the response, now in Providence. When our faces meet, you will see live face, 
hear live words. 

May your don’t-know medicine flourish and may your school grow as deep as a well. May 
we go straight with true speech only. 

In Dharma trust, 

Peter, Sim Seon 

 

February 1, 1978 

Dear Sim Seon, Peter, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You are still pulling around a corpse. When do you 
finish corpse job? Here is a kong-an for you: 

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 (he is 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? 

Tell me! Tell me! Any action is not possible. 

If you finish this kong-an, then you graduate from corpse action. If you don’t understand, 
only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your understanding. Put it all down. If your opinion, your condition, and your 
situation disappear, then you will understand this kong-an and find your correct direction. If 
you don’t find your correct direction, you cannot finish corpse action. 

Your understanding cannot help you. Only go straight—don’t know. This is very important. 
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I hope you always keep don’t know moment to moment, 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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780 

January 19, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It’s a week since you left, but you haven’t really gone. So much of your presence you left 
behind you! How much life you brought with you, and how much you awoke in us all—we 
keep talking about it, and about you, with great regard and affection, and we miss you very 
much. Dana and I feel that we miss you more than anybody, but probably everybody feels 
that way. Incredible that it was only two days—but then, as you say, it was two days that 
were the fruit of a long past, and held it within them. And there are moments when you 
seem particularly with us—for example, on Sunday we had a fine zazenkai that began at 
seven on the Saturday evening, and after the zazenkai Dana and I came home and made 
some of your ginseng tea and just sat and talked about you and how lucky we were to have 
been able to be here for your visit, and how moving and good it is that your teaching and 
Aitken Roshi’s teaching, and our lineages, can work together, practice together, contribute to 
and enrich each other. 

Now that we aren’t also prey to greed—Greed. We with you could have stayed much longer 
and were coming again very soon. And regrets: I suppose the most specific of the more selfish 
ones is a wish that someone had known in time to tape those two wonderful bell chants each 
morning, the one in the pre-dawn rainstorm, and the other in the pre-dawn breeze. Do you 
have tapes of yourself chanting those bell chants? If you do, we would love to have them, 
though of course, it would have been wonderful to have had the chants here recorded. As it 
is, just the same, we have an intense memory of them. Wonderful, sitting in the dono, 
hearing them. Thank you. 

There’s story about that bell—I wonder whether anyone told you. A great bell was found on 
the island at about the time that the zendo building and land were acquired—Aitken Roshi 
can tell you the details of that. Nobody knew quite how, but it had come from Japan. Soon 
afterward, by a route that I don’t know either, it was discovered that this bell had belonged 
to a particular temple in Japan and had disappeared soon after World War II. So Aitken 
Roshi got in touch with the temple and arranged for one of the Maui Zendo students, who 
was going to Japan, to accompany the bell, which the zendo returned to the temple it had 
come from. In Japan, of course, the temple was very pleased, and they had a new bell cast, an 
exact copy of the old one, and sent it to the zendo, and that is the one hanging out in the 
porch now. It’s been there only about a year.  

Did you get your ironwood stick back safely? We worried later, for fear the agricultural 
officials might confiscate it at the airport, on the way to California. Please let us know. The 
other sticks you picked out are drying. Aren’t they beautiful? Wonderful grain and shades 
and shapes. If the officials took yours away from you, we might be able to send you one of 
these—we might not be able to, too, but we could see about it. 
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Did you buy the house in New Haven? They sent us a note saying they were meeting to see 
about that. I hope it went well.  

And we hope you had a good trip back and weren’t too tired. 

Aitken Roshi has gone to Honolulu today again to meet another Roshi who’s come to spend 
some weeks at Koko An, teaching there—Miyazaki Roshi. So we’ve no Roshi here for most 
of a week. We have lots of wind—remember? And the mountains (the word for mountain in 
Hawaiian is Mauka) and the sea (the word for that is Kai). And the days and nights. And you 
are with us, dear friend. Take very good care of yourself, for the sake of all beings. Deep 
respect and affection, hapchang, and an embrace, 

William, Dana 

Greetings to Ezra and to friends in Providence. 

 

February 2, 1978 

Dear William and Dana, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? When I was at your Zen Center, you took good 
care of us and helped us to have a wonderful trip, so thank you very much. I already have 
sent a letter to Aitken Roshi. 

Zen is not special. Everyday mind is Zen mind, but some Zen Centers make special, make 
rigid style, which is very tight and very cold, but your Zen Center family and your Zen 
Master are very warm, very soft, and very smooth. Aitken Roshi is like a grandfather, and all 
the students are like grandchildren. Very wonderful family. I like this very much. 

You wish for other Zen Centers and your family to come together and practice. Sitting and 
chanting and turning the Dharma Wheel has been fulfilled. That is your Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way, so again, hapchang and thank you very much. 

These happenings are not accidents, are not coincidences. Your karma and our karma is 
already predetermined by natural process. This natural process makes primary cause for 
numberless generations and becomes the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

You told me the story of the bell in your zendo. That is a very interesting bell karma story. 

About the ironwood stick. It passed through customs with no problem and is now being 
cleaned and polished. It is a wonderful Zen stick. Before, an eminent teacher said, “The Zen 
stick has eyes, can see the students’ minds, and can see somebody sleeping, thinking, looking 
around, and can also see silence and not silence.” This Zen stick will not permit any offense. 
How do you deceive the stick’s eyes? 

I am not sure about the house situation in New Haven, as I am now in Los Angeles and have 
heard no news. 
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You said that Aitken Roshi is in Honolulu teaching with Miyazaki Roshi. That is wonderful. 
Your school is very wide and very deep and very warm, so I admire and respect your Zen 
Center and your teacher very much. You were especially kind to me. Thank you very much. 

Now I am in Los Angeles, so I cannot send you the Morning Bell Chanting tapes. In 
Providence Zen Center, they have tapes, and for $5.00, you can get a tape of the regular as 
well as the morning chanting together. Please ask PZC Director Louise Stanton if you would 
like one. 

I hope that you are 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. 

See you again. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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26 January, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you and the Los Angeles smog getting along? Very well, I am sure. I have an answer 
for you to the dropping ashes kong-an. I ask, “Can this cigarette drop ashes on itself?” I 
already know your answer and you know my reply. 

You say Zen is not difficult. The most complicated theory is very easy once you understand; 
but if you do not understand, it is very complicated. Is not Zen like this? Abstract ideas I 
find fairly easy to deal with—their emptiness is manifest. But feelings, impulses, perceptions, 
consciousness—all I can say is WOW! So I try and try and try and maybe someday soon …  
In this respect it is very good living with Jim, who is a high-class student and helps my 
practice. But he has one big problem—how can he expect to attain Korean Enlightenment as 
long as he doesn’t like kim chee? 

One more thing. I am disturbed by the appearance that a lot of emphasis is placed on simply 
learning a different way of speaking about things—kind of a special language, or 
philosophical system. That’s O.K. in itself, but sometimes it begins to sound like a formula, 
and “direct pointing” becomes just two words. Two examples: When you talked about 
primary point answers in my last interview, and when you explained the four kinds of “like 
this” in your last Dharma talk in Berkeley. Please explain. (Well, so much for Bodhidharma’s 
clean shaven face). 

Bodhidharma has no beard? 
I find it very weird! 
But yet, I find it commonplace 
That he has no face. 

My warmest greetings to you and all the folks at Tahl Mah Sah. 

Sincerely, 

Eric 

 

February 2, 1978 

Dear Eric, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Jim? Here in L.A. it is warmer than Berkeley, 
and 7,000,000 people are living here. Have you been to Los Angeles? Maybe when you come 
to Los Angeles, the smog will kill you. What can you do? 
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About the cigarette man kong-an: The cigarette man is very strong and again hits you. Give 
me another answer. How do you fix his mind? How do you correct him? 

You said, “The most complicated theory is very easy once you understand; but if you do not 
understand, it is very complicated. Is Zen like this? Abstract ideas I find fairly easy to deal 
with—their emptiness is manifest.” So I ask you: You are a scientist. Heavy things appear, 
hit the ground hard. Light things appear, hit the ground lightly. Everything has weight. Does 
the Earth have weight? How many pounds? 

Also you are checking, checking, checking which is emptiness, which is no feeling, no 
perception, no consciousness, which is no impulse. Don’t make emptiness, impulses, feeling, 
perception, or consciousness. O.K.? How you use these things is very important. Sometimes 
use emptiness; sometimes use impulses, sometimes feeling, perception, and consciousness. 
The name for this is freedom; the name for this is Great Love; the name for this is the Great 
Bodhisattva way. Why hold something? Why make something? Why attach to something? 
Put it all down. Only go straight—don’t know, for 10,000 years, nonstop. Try, try, try. 
O.K.? 

Do you know the Universal Formula? The name for it is Truth; its name is Nature; its name 
is your correct direction. So I ask you: What is the Universal Formula? If you understand 
this Universal Formula then Zen, physics, psychology, art, literature, auto mechanics, 
anything is no problem. Then your computer automatically reflects. The name for this is 
kong-an interview. 

Here is a poem for you: 

Bodhidharma has no beard. 
Half-crazy. 
Bodhidharma has beard. 
Completely crazy. 
Bodhidharma has no face. 
Hit you thirty times. 
Bodhidharma never cut beard, 
Sat for nine years in Sorim. 

I hope you only go straight—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. 
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27 January, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Members at both Koko An and the Maui Zendo continue to speak warmly of your visit, and 
your presence is still with me. I am very grateful for your generous sharing of the Dharma 
with us all. 

Ezra Clark wrote a nice letter, mentioning that you would like to have a copy of the tape 
made of your teisho at Koko An. I have asked the Koko An people to prepare this and send it 
to you.  

Now we are busy preparing for our February sesshin at Maui. Already thirty people are 
signed up. My Dharma brother, Miyazaki Kan’un Roshi, is visiting Koko An for six weeks, 
and everyone is enjoying this new stimulus. 

I am looking forward to the visit of Stephen Mitchell. I understand that he has applied to 
Koko An to attend the March training period there. I look forward also to more extended 
stays by your students in the future. 

Recently I have begun experimenting with koan study by mail. I tried it once before, and it 
didn’t work very well. Joe L. has requested that he and I try, so I gave him the koan about 
Nansen’s Sickle: Q: What is the way to Nansen? 

A. (Holding up sickle) This sickle cost me 30¢. 

Q. I didn’t ask about a sickle. What is the way to Nansen? 

A. I can use it with pleasure. 

Joe handled this pretty well, so we will begin with the Hekiganroku and see how it goes. 

The mystery of our Dharma relationship renews me in my teaching. I wish you good health 
in 1978. 

With hands palm to palm, 

 

 

February 5, 1978 
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Dear Aitken Roshi, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your Zen Center family? Just two days ago I 
sent you a Bodhidharma picture and a letter. Also you sent me two letters and a picture of a 
Buddhist altar attendant (wood), 19th Century, Korean. Your mind and my mind are the 
same, which is the same karma, same action. That is your mind light and my mind light 
already becoming one. How wonderful that is. 

My cautious-love student has applied to Koko An for the March training period. You are a 
good teacher, so if Stephen Mitchell stays at your Zen Center it will help his practicing and 
open his eyes. Many of my students like you very much and in the future will visit your Zen 
Center. Please save them all. 

You spoke about “letter Dharma combat” with your student Joe L. That is wonderful. Also 
you said you will begin with the Hekiganroku and see how it goes. That is also wonderful. I 
am not familiar with the koan about Nansen’s sickle. What is the original koan? 

Korean Dharma combat style is like swordsmen fighting. A very high first-class swordsman 
will, with his first attack, strike and completely kill his opponent. The next class of 
swordsman must attack and strike two or three times before killing. A Zen Master is like a 
Sword Master, always checking his student’s mind by allowing space for attack. If the 
student’s mind is not clear, then the Master will strike and kill the student, but if the student 
is keen-eyed, he will attack this space and with one blow strike the Master dead. This style is 
used for checking clear mind, which is how much meditation energy the student has. 

Next, the student’s cognition is checked by using such koans as “Nam Cheon Kills a Cat”, 
“Duk Sahn Carrying his Bowls and the Last Word”, etc. These allow time for the student to 
respond and they check how the student’s cognition works. 

An example of the first kind (meditation energy) Korean Dharma combat style: 

Q. What is the way of Nansen? 

A. (Holding up the sickle) This sickle cost me 30¢. 

Q. I didn’t ask you about this sickle! 

To this second question, a keen-eyed student would answer, “The dog runs away with the 
bone,” which means “You are attached to my words.” Then the Master would say, “Is this 
correct?” to which the student would respond, “A second offense is not permitted.” The 
Master would then say, “Oh, wonderful!” Both defending and attacking are very important; 
this is an example of checking meditation, which allows no chance for thinking and is for 
during interviews. 

The next use of the koan in Korean style is to check the student’s cognition. Here the 
student is allowed time, and the koan is repeatedly given to the student. This checks the 
student’s wisdom and if he has attained the correct situation. Thus, it is possible to be 
checked in letters with no problem. Here are some examples: 

1. Nam Cheon Kills a Cat. 
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2. Duk Sahn Carrying his Bowls and the Last Word. 

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

4. One man making sword sound, another taking out handkerchief, another waving his 
hand. What does this mean? 

In these koans, in Korean style, attack and defense are not necessary. Only one word or 
action is very important. 

So we say we use four kinds of koans: 

1. Without like this koan. 
2. Become one like-this koan.  
3. Only like this koan. 
4. Just like this koan. 

In the koans one, two, and three, the style of attack and defense is possible, and as they are 
wide questions, many different answers are possible, but in the fourth kind of koan, just like 
this, there is only point, so only one word or action is possible. This is our teaching style. 
Maybe it is similar to your style. 

I am grateful for our correspondence. I hope your Zen Center grows and that many of your 
keen-eyed students will appear, spread your Dharma to the ocean of the suffering, and save 
all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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(on a postcard of “Puppy Playing with a Pheasant Feather): 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year to you and everyone at Tahl Mah Sah. 

Woof woof. 

Love, 

Larry 

 

January 29, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello! Thank you for the talk we had about the psychology doctor and “cut mind” when you 
were in Providence January 7, and also for the mantra, beads, and gate gate paragate. I am 
using them. 

My joining you in California isn’t necessary. I am working with Linc and David and helping 
at the Center. That’s enough. But thank you very much for the offer. I don’t know how, but 
you helped me very much. 

Mark F. arrived tonight to live at the Zen Center. 

Hapchang, 

Larry 

P.S. Hello to See Hoy, Ezra and Diana. I hope you’re well. 

 

February 8, 1978 

Dear Larry, 

Thank you for your Happy New Year card and your letter. How are you? 

You said, “Thank you for the talk we had about the psychology doctor and cut mind.” Do 
you still go to a psychology doctor? 
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A few days ago, a famous psychologist visited me and talked about Zen and psychology. I 
told him that everything has primary cause, dependent origination, result, and effect. If your 
primary cause does not disappear, the result by natural process will not be eliminated, and 
though conditions change, the result will eventually appear. So psychology can sometimes 
change conditions but cannot eliminate primary cause, which is karma. Primary cause 
disappearing means karma disappearing, then your opinion, your condition and your 
situation can change. 

How can you make karma and primary cause disappear is very important. I say to you that 
only talking and changing feeling cannot make primary cause and karma disappear. Only 
practicing is very important, so I say to you only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years, 
nonstop. Try, try, try. 

Try, try, try mind means don’t check your feelings; don’t check your understanding; don’t 
check your mind. You must keep only-go-straight mind. It is very important that you keep 
this mind. 

You said your coming to California is not necessary. Very good. Also you and Linc and 
David are working together. That is wonderful. 

Did you finish your homework? If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. O.K.? 

You sent me a picture of a small dog carrying a pheasant’s feather. That is a wonderful 
picture. Just this dog’s mind is only-go-straight mind, no-thinking mind. No-thinking mind 
is, when you are doing something, you must do it mind. Keep small dog mind. Then, 
everything is no problem. 

I hope you only go straight—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.  
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January 13, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello. How are you? Thank you for your wonderful letter. So far away! Now I am in Kansas, 
in the middle of the country. Snow is falling, and I wonder what I am doing. 

The other night, I was at a friend’s for dinner, and very late at night, when everyone had 
drunk too much and eaten too much and was very sleepy, he suddenly wanted to know 
about Zen. About satori. He thought he had attained satori once. He had read many books. 
But I was lost, on the far end of some dream. And then he showed me a magazine with 
interviews of three roshis. They were so simple and clear! I had forgotten. I keep forgetting. 
What is this that I’m doing? 

There is a popular song by Paul Simon called “Slip-sliding Away.” 

That is how it is. Suddenly I realize that I’m dreaming, but how did I slip into it? 

Jeff S. tells me that the calligraphy of the Berkeley Zen Center says, “What is this?” 

In Princeton, I fell in love. But I left him to work here. I think everything’s okay, and then a 
song comes on the record player, and suddenly, there is nothing but grief. Now, writing this, 
just grief. What is this? All things moving here and there. Why? I am a mathematician; he is 
a physicist. What does this mean? Correct job, correct love, correct pain? 

And then, boom, oh now mathematics time. Now teaching time. Now clean the house time. 
Boom boom boom, one after another. Easy to use to cut off feeling. To live inside my 
fantasies, excuses, plans, rewards, punishments. What are they? 

This man hanging from the branch by his teeth. You ask: How can he stay alive? 

What is there to keep? 

Hope you are well. 

Love, 

Judy 

 

February 1, 1978 

Dear Judy, 
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Thank you for your letter. How are you? Here in California, it is very warm; there are many 
flowers and blue mountains. I just finished Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley and was 
thinking about you. Just at that time, I received your beautifully handwritten letter. 

You said you visited friends, ate and drank too much, slept and talked Zen too much, also 
satori too much. Sometimes that’s O.K., but if you always do too much, you make too much 
karma, which is very dangerous. 

Your friend wants satori. He made satori, also he lost satori, which means that this is his 
satori. You must tell him that attaining no satori is true satori. Don’t make Satori; don’t 
make words; don’t make feeling; don’t make anything. Then everything is complete. 

What are you doing now? Is it satori or not? If you say satori, I hit you. What can you do? If 
you can answer correctly, you already graduate from satori. Satori is not special. You make 
special, so you have special, but this special is not satori and cannot help you. 

You spoke of the song “Slip-sliding Away”, and you asked how did I slip into it. You spoke 
of the Berkeley Zen Center calligraphy which says, “What is this?” You said you fell in love, 
but then left him for work there and think everything is O.K. Then, there is suddenly grief. 
Also you said, “Now writing this, just grief. What is this?” Then finally, you said, “…  boom, 
now mathematics time, now teaching time, now clean the house time. Boom boom boom.” 

Why do you go around, around, around? What is your correct direction? If you have correct 
direction, then around, around, around is no problem. If you have no direction, then 
around, around, around is like a desire-dog. I want food, so around, around, around. Desire-
dog is your karma; you must find your dog’s Master. That is very important. 

You are a mathematician. Here is a poem for you: 

9 x 9 = 81 
81 x 0 = 0 
10,000 x 0 = 0 
Buddha x 0 = 0 
Everything x 0 = 0 

0 = 81/0 
0 = Buddha/0 
Buddha = Buddha 
81 = 9 x 9 

So, 0 makes everything; 0 is able to do everything, but who made 0? Do you have 0? Tell me! 
Tell me! If you open your mouth, I hit you thirty times. If you close your mouth, I hit you 
thirty times. What can you do? 

Next, your answer to the kong-an, “Hyang Eom’s Up a Tree” is “What is there to keep?” 
You are already dead. 

I hope that you only go straight—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. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Big Sur—January 13, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How is you and your body? 
Hope it stays strong. 

I am happy that soon we will meet. 

 

T’ien 

Today Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center is coming “Home”. Very wonderful. So now in my 
American hometown is our major Zen Center of the West. Would you like me to bring 
Kwan Yin for the Kido there? Thank you, Soen Sa Nim, for your letter of long ago with 
“Mind Meal” and Big Sur Kido pictures. 

(I am teaching the person to quit smoking. No more ashes!) 

Have grown to do more and more how the mind is directing. All comes and true this way—
and then there is a joy in doing. 

We have had a lot of good winter—just now again it’s pouring with rain. Thirteen rainy days 
since Christmas. Sometimes gently other times pelting and bringing down rocks and 
mudslides over the highway, the aftermath of the big fire which nearly destroyed Tassajara 
and which came two miles (as the crow flies) away from here and Esalen. Closest to Big Sur. 
Powerful windstorms often whipping up the ocean high—whistling—howling—moaning 
breaking up the trees tearing the powerlines—and go the lights—and on go the candles—the 
wood in the fireplace shooting embers—the water kettle lid gently rattling and a smell of 
burned toast from cooking over the open fire. Brindle and Cat huddled up content 
sometimes raising their heads toward the howl of the wind. I am thankful to these walls and 
this roof, feeling deep happiness. 

Last day of the year I was sitting from about 10 P.M. into the New Year. Doing kinhin the 
midnight alarm (I had set) came on just as I was to pass Kwan Yin. So my first bow this year 
was for Kwan Yin. 

People are saying I have gone crazy because I don’t come out to seek their company but stay 
alone most of the time. They don’t understand. 
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Nothing is alone—Katz. 

Quote:  

The Way is gained 
by daily loss 
loss upon loss 
until at last comes rest. 

Kobun Chino married Stan Grof to Christina on the fourth of January at his Zendo in Palo 
Alto. Later Stan called to invite me to a wedding party at South Coast Center. Many months 
since we had been face to face. 

And we are going to Europe. That’s wonderful. 

The imprints on this paper are of the spores of mushrooms. Five different edible kinds from 
outside my house. Much good food. 

Jo’s old body 
gets much pain 
with the rain. 

“Face of Sun Buddha” 
“Face of Moon Buddha” 

“The whole world 
is a single Flower” 

A full bow to you 
Soen Sa Nim 
See you soon 

Love, 

Jo 

 

February 8, 1978 

Dear Jo, Jin Weol, 

Thanks to you for your beautiful paper and wonderfully written letter. How are you? 

Tahl Mah Sah could not get the big Durfee Mansion as anticipated, but will now try for a 
Catholic nuns’ residence, which everyone says is better than the Durfee Mansion. It has 
twenty-six bedrooms, a large chapel (Dharma room), large auditorium (meditation room), 
two large kitchens, and is on 2.3 acres with many trees and wonderful gardens. It is a 
wonderful place, costing about $300,000. It is possible for you to see this house when you 
come down. 
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In your letter, you spoke of the heavy rains in Big Sur and resulting mudslides from this 
summer’s fire, which nearly destroyed Tassajara. Also of the powerful winds which have been 
whipping up the oceans and tearing the powerlines. Also in your house it is very warm, with 
the smell of cooked toast over the fireplace and Brindle and the cat are huddled up content. 
And that you are thankful for the walls and roof and are feeling deep happiness. That is 
wonderful. All just like this is truth. Already your opinion, your condition, your situation 
have disappeared. How wonderful it is.  

About your homework: You said, “I am teaching this person to quit smoking. No more 
ashes.” Your answer is not good, not bad. This man has lots of pride: “I am Buddha; I am 
God; I am Dharma,” so again, he hits you. How can you teach him like this and just like 
this? 

How to fix his mind is very important. O.K.? 

It is wonderful that Stan Grof and Christina got married and that you attended the wedding 
party at South Coast Center. 

Finally you said, “Face of Sun Buddha, face of Moon Buddha.” 

I say to you, “Face of Jin Weol Buddha; face of Jo Evans Buddha.” 

Then you said, “The whole world is a single flower.” 

So I say to you, “The whole world is a single fruit.” 

I hope you always 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. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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January 26, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

A little while ago you were here on Maui and gave some talks at the Maui Zendo. It was a 
total pleasure to listen to you. Thank you for working hard and becoming a keen-eyed Zen 
Master and being such a help. 

Here is an answer for the man who is dropping ashes on the Buddha. “Sir, will you please 
help me to clean the Buddha. I’ll wipe his back and you may do his front. Here is a piece of 
cloth for you to work with. (The cloth is my handkerchief.) Thank you for helping.” 

Help! Thank you! 

Very sincerely yours, 

Patricia 

 

February 8, 1978 

Dear Patricia, 

Thank you very much for your letter. How are you and your Zen Center family? I liked your 
Zen Center very much. It is in a good location, with good air, and your members are very 
kind and warm to us. Thank you very much. 

Your answer to the Cigarette kong-an was, “Sir, will you please help me to clean the Buddha, 
I’ll wipe his back and you may do his front. Here is a piece of cloth for you to work with. 
(The cloth is my handkerchief.) Thank you for helping.” Your answer is very good, 
wonderful, but this man is very attached to emptiness and primary point, so everything 
becomes one; everything is the same. He thinks, “I got Enlightenment,” and he has lots of 
pride: “I am Buddha; I am Dharma.” If you open your mouth and answer as you did, he will 
hit you and say, “You must understand this hit.” Then, what can you do? If you open your 
mouth, he will hit you again. Very difficult. How do you teach him the correct way? How do 
you fix his mind? 

We teach four kinds of like this: 

1. Without like this means true primary point, true emptiness, silence and complete stillness. 

2. Become-one like this means true nature. Hit, Katz, one finger, etc. 
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3. Only like this means truth. Spring comes; the grass grows by itself. 3 x 3 = 9, etc. 

4. Just like this means just doing is the truth. When you are hungry, eat; when you are tired, 
sleep. Three pounds of flax, etc.  

This man only understands points one and two, he does not understand points three and 
four. How do you teach him? He is very attached to point two and thinks, “I am already 
complete.” That is the Cigarette kong-an. If you complete this kong-an, then it is possible 
for you to teach other people. If you don’t understand, then only go straight—don’t know. 
Don’t make anything; don’t hold anything; don’t check anything. Then a good answer will 
appear by itself. 

I hope you only go straight—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. 
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January 30, 1987 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so much for coming to Koko An and giving Teisho. Your words were very 
encouraging to all of us. 

We would like you to have the enclosed tape recording of your teisho for your reference and 
for your students there on the mainland. 

Thank you again, and please return again sometime. 

Gassho, 

Michael Kieran  
Head Resident 
Koko An Zendo 

 

February 8, 1978 

Dear Michael, 

Thank you for your letter and tape recording of the teisho given at Koko An. How are you 
and your Zen family? When I visited Koko An all members of your Zen family were very 
kind to us and helped make our visit very wonderful, so thank you very much. 

You have a very well-organized Zen Center, and the students are very warm and hospitable, 
which is a reflection of your very kind and warm Roshi. I told many of my students about 
your Zen Center, and they would like to go there sometime for a visit and practice with your 
Zen Center. 

I hope that you always 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. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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February 2, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello!!! How are you? We are all happy and strong at PZC and we say hi to our West Coast 
Family. Tonight starts the first Providence YMJJ with Georgie in charge. I am sitting all 
three days and at night too. Only four hours of sleep, then “dry clean” my mind. 

Since two weeks ago, I only have been eating uncooked oatmeal with fruit and nuts. After 
desires come and desires go, pain and pleasure are one; birds are singing at sunrise. 

If you have the time, please tell me correct pine-needle style. Maybe this diet will be possible 
when I go on retreat in the spring. Thank you very much. 

I hope to see you at the March YMJJ here in Providence; otherwise, take care of yourself; be 
happy and strong. 

With much respect, 

In Gassho, 

Nick 

 

February 8, 1978 

Dear Nick, 

Thank you for your letter and incense. How are you? You said you sat Yong Maeng Jong Jin 
at P.Z.C. with George in charge, and you will get only four hours of sleep per night. That is 
wonderful. Also you said you are dry cleaning your mind. As soon as your mind disappears, 
then dry cleaning is not necessary. O.K.? Only help other people, which is called Great 
Bodhisattva, Great Love, and Great Compassion. 

You said, “After desires come and desires go, pain and pleasure are one; birds are singing at 
sunrise.” Very good, wonderful. So I ask you, are the birds singing inside or outside your 
mind? Quickly! Tell me! Tell me! If you hesitate a moment, I hit you. 

Next, you ask about correct pine-needle style for your retreat in the spring. First, take the 
pine needles and dry them in the shade; then crush them into a powder. At each meal, three 
times per day, take two tablespoons of the powder in your mouth and wash it down with 
water, medicine style. If you cannot shit, soak soybeans in water till they are enlarged, then 
eat one tablespoon full. Very difficult, but if you don’t make difficult, then it is very easy. 
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Lawlor, the lawyer in Toronto, did a twenty-one day pine-needle retreat, and he said it was 
very wonderful. You are young, so to try one time is no problem. 

Did you finish your homework? If not, only go straight—don’t know, O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—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. 
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February 1, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello! How are you and Cal? I hear that finally rain has come there. Here we had a huge 
snowstorm, first one I’ve ever been in. It is good to be living in PZC; over two weeks have 
passed quickly, and the analogy of dirty potatoes rubbing together in the pressure cooker has 
become more clear …  some hard but good things to learn by living together. I want to 
thank you for the postcard you sent Ellen and me, encouraging our decision to move into 
PZC. Often I feel so lucky to have finally found a practice, a teacher, and a “family”. It is so 
wonderful that your teachings have helped, if not saved, the lives of so many different 
people. 

The first letter you sent me in August was such good medicine—and I never responded. 
Maybe the concern over “I”, “my”, “me” was too thick for me to write a thank you for your 
letter, with its beautiful and instructive references to water. So I must finally thank you 
deeply. 

With the extra strength which together-action has provided, I decided a couple weeks ago to 
give up coffee and peanut butter (which both caused much hindrance, even in small 
amounts) for two months. Also to do an extra 108 bows for forty-nine days, since bowing 
sometimes drives me crazy!—a great opportunity to learn “putting it all down”. Already 
these simple changes have made some problems I thought were complex begin to drop off. It 
sure is a lot easier to make changes like this, living at PZC, than when I was living separately. 

Bobby has left for her 100-day retreat—it is wonderful she has this opportunity and the 
strength to do it. Linc and I wrapped up your beautiful calligraphy to send her, “Try, try, try 
for 10,000 years, nonstop”—such a moving sentence. 

Soen Sa Nim, I hope your health stays good. Bobby says you are completely off insulin—
that’s good to hear. Don’t overstrain yourself traveling. Say hello to the Pacific Ocean and 
the Cal. mountains; I miss them very much—before you, they were my only true teacher. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Trula, Do Lim 

P.S. Really, you do not need to reply to this letter! See you soon …  
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13 February, 1978—Maui  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for the beautiful Bodhi Dharma! Anne and I are very pleased with it. I 
am sure that when I show it to the students after sesshin (which begins tonight) they will be 
delighted. 

Thank you also for your interesting letter. It is important for me to understand the way of 
Zen as it is practiced by teachers in streams other than my own. Thank you for sharing so 
generously. 

Stephen Mitchell and Vicki spent ten days with us at Maui, and he will do the March 
training period with us at Koko An. I am very hopeful for him, and will do my best to spur 
him to realization. 

“Nansen’s Sickle” comes from the Japanese collection (Tokugawa Period) Katto Shu. I 
enclose a xerox copy. The case is on page six, Volume I. Another koan I use from this 
collection is the story of the old woman who took care of a monk for twenty years. That is 
on page six of Volume II. 

I feel concerned about reports I hear of your uncertain health. Please take good care of 
yourself. You are important to countless people. 

 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Aitken Roshi, 

Thank you for your letter and the copy of the Katto Shu. How are you and your Zen family? 
I just returned to Providence Zen Center from Chicago, where I was at my branch temple, 
Bul Tah Sah, so this letter is a little late. I am sorry. 

The Katto Shu is very interesting. It will help my teaching style very much. From 
Bodhidharma to the Sixth Patriarch, our Zen teaching style is very simple teaching. Next, 
from the Sixth Patriarch to before Soto and Rinzai style separated was a little complicated, 
but still very simple. After the Soto-Rinzai separation, it got very complicated, coming 
together with Chinese Taoism and Confucianism, so it uses high-class poetry and hidden 
words style. It is very beautiful. But now, let’s check some kong-ans, those hidden words and 
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poetry style. This is called “Pyoeng Sang Gu”. The Japanese say “Hei Jo Gu”, in other 
words, “Ken Sae Kong-an”. Sometime those answers are not bulls-eyes. They are very 
attached to high-class words. So before, for example, Dae Hae, a great Zen Master, threw the 
Hekigan Roku into the fire and said, “This Hekigan Roku cannot help my students. It makes 
many students attached to words and makes demons’ minds.” 

But you sent me this Katto Shu. That’s very, very wonderful. It’s very simple. There are some 
answers, and some have no answers. Also, it is very clear. So I say to you, thank you very 
much again. 

You like the Bodhidharma picture I sent you. I’m glad to heard that. 

You said you are helping Stephen Mitchell. Thank you very much for this, also. He sent me 
a letter to Providence and said he likes you very much. 

I hope your Dharma shines everywhere and saves all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Here is a picture taken of us during our visit. 
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February 7, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I had not sat before, when Sherry and Lawlor (in Toronto) convinced me to attend a three-
day Yong Maeng Jong Jin. I learned more in these three days than I did in a year at 
University. I am hoping to attend the sesshin in April and also the summer retreat. I realize 
and trust my true nature and have decided that there is no better time than now to do the 
work. 

I hear a lot about young and old beings, people in earlier and later incarnations. Is it easier 
for an older being to become enlightened? 

“Who am I?” is what I’ve been working with, and I’ve been sitting every day, but my mind is 
still very noisy. Do you have advice? 

I look forward to meeting you. 

Martin 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Martin, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You say you didn’t sit before and you tried Yong Maeng Jong Jin at the suggestion of Sherry 
and Lawlor, that you learned more in those three days than you learned in a year at the 
University, that you hope to attend the April Yong Maeng Jong Jin and the summer retreat, 
and that you realize and trust your true nature and have decided that there is no better time 
to do the work than now. That is wonderful. 

Zen is not difficult. Also not complicated. If you make difficult, you have difficult; if you 
make complicated, you have complicated. If you don’t make anything, don’t hold anything, 
aren’t attached to anything, then you are already complete. But, if you check something, you 
have a problem. So don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check your 
understanding. But, you want to understand something. So I ask you, what are you? If you 
understand, tell me! Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Always 
and everywhere. 

But you said your mind is noisy. Noisy is not bad, not good. Don’t check noisy; let it be. 
Then, noisy is noisy. Don’t know is only don’t know. Only go straight—don’t know. Then 
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your noisy mind will rest, and don’t-know mind will become clear. Then you can believe in 
yourself 100%, which means you are already complete and have perfect freedom. So 
everyday, everyday practicing is necessary. We say, “Try, try, try, for 10,000 years, nonstop.” 
This mind is very important. 

I hope you always keep 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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February 9, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I am very grateful to you for your reply to my letter. You ask me “What do you want?” I 
want to be in the company of seekers and knowers, so that the knowledge that I have will 
grow and the rest of me will drop away. This is all I want. You ask me, “What are you?” I am 
awareness dragging along the remains of self. 

Thank you for the kong-an. I had read about kong-ans in books and was mildly interested, 
but when I was given one directly by you, it really made me stop and not think. Suddenly it 
took on a magnitude that I could not ignore. I began to answer from the intellect, from 
memory, and I was egotistically pleased with my answer. Later I realised that my answer was 
an attempt to “please the teacher” so that I would receive applause. 

I could have been cleverly devious in another way and answer in some rude and/or irrelevant 
way, but who would I be kidding? So here is my honest answer from where I am now. You 
asked what did the Zen Master mean when in answer to the question, “What is Buddha?” he 
said, “Three pounds of flax.” I don’t know what he meant. If you ask me, “What do you 
think he meant?” I would say that probably he was so aware of the omnipresence of Buddha 
that while he was weighing flax, that was Buddha. If he had been eating an apple, he would 
probably have said, “An apple.” 

For the first time in my life, I am free to pursue the Path full-time. I have been thinking 
seriously of going to Bhagwan Rajneesh Ashram in Poona, India, as I admire his writings 
very much. As I am a “young” fifty-nine-year-old, this decision is very important to me. I 
want to choose the right path for me. It is only recently that I have become really aware of 
Zen, and it interests me tremendously. However, my body could not take the arduous 
regimentation as described in Wetering’s books, The Empty Mirror and A Glimpse of Nothing. 
I would like to find out more about the Zen Centers in America or Canada. Any comments 
on this important step I am going to take would be gratefully received. 

I value your letters very much, and if you can find the time, please send me your thoughts. 
Of course, I am very interested in your comments regarding the kong-an. 

Respectfully with love, 

Norm 

 

February 10, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 
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Further to my letter of February 9th. I am still working on the kong-an you gave me about 
“What is Buddha?” And the answer of the Zen master who was weighing the flax at the time, 
“Three pounds of flax.” It means that one day a monk asked Dong Sahn Zen Master, “What 
is Buddha?” And Dong Sahn, who was weighing flax at the time answered, “Three pounds of 
flax.” That is all. It was a happening; it happened, and that is all. 

Respectfully with love, 

Norm 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

In your first letter, in response to “What do you want?” you say, “I want to be in the 
company of seekers and knowers, so that the knowledge that I have will grow and the rest of 
me will drop away. This is all I want.” If you have “I”, “my”, “me”, then you don’t 
understand your true self and don’t understand correct knowledge, don’t understand helping 
other people. You must make “I”, “my”, “me” disappear. Then your true self will appear. 

Next, kong-an working means cut off all thinking, keeping a not-moving mind, and 
becoming clear. But you are still checking, checking, holding something. So I hit you thirty 
times. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t make something. 
O.K.? 

About going to India: Why do you want to go to India? Already, you have read The Empty 
Mirror. If you want to understand the correct way, there are four difficult things: first, to be 
born in human form. Second, to hear Zen. Third, to meet an keen-eyed Zen Master. Fourth, 
to get Enlightenment. Already, you have passed the second. Next, the third and fourth. 
Somebody made The Empty Mirror. Maybe, if he had meet a keen-eyed Zen Master, he 
would not have suffered so much and sat so much. Maybe he’d soon get Enlightenment. 
But, The Empty Mirror said he did hard training for many years, but he could not get 
Enlightenment. That means his practicing is not correct. Practicing not being correct 
sometimes means the teaching is not correct or that this student does not correctly follow the 
teacher. So it is very important that the student, practicing, and keen-eyed teacher become 
one. Then, soon getting Enlightenment is possible. 

So long ago in China, Ko Bong Zen Master said, “High-class people hear one word, get 
Enlightenment. Middle-class people sit only seven days, get Enlightenment. If low-class 
people sit for ninety days, they can get Enlightenment.” This means, how much do you 
believe in yourself? If you believe in yourself 100%, if you hear one word, you can get 
Enlightenment. But if you don’t believe in yourself, even if you go to India or even Buddha’s 
place, you cannot get Enlightenment. So most important is that you must believe in yourself 
100% and keep your correct situation moment to moment. This is very important. 
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In your second letter, your answer is not good, not bad. But you are a monkey. Then I ask 
you, Dong Sahn Zen Master, when asked, “What is Buddha?” answered, “Three pounds of 
flax.” Somebody asked Un Mun Zen Master, “What is Buddha?” He said, “Dry shit on a 
stick.” Three pounds of flax and Dry shit on a stick—are they the same or different? Tell me! 
Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight. Don’t be attached to your thinking. Only 
go straight—don’t know. Don’t make something. O.K.? 

I hope you always go straight—don’t know, which is clear like space, 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 a Newsletter. It has the addresses of our branch Zen Centers. If you 
want to come to our Zen Center, any place is no problem. 
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Wednesday, February 8, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope you are enjoying California. 

Monday we had a huge snowstorm, twenty-nine inches! All traffic stopped on the highways. 
People abandoned their cars to seek shelter and food in churches and fire stations. We took 
in nine people who were stranded; the last ones left today. We had informal meals, television 
in the dining room, everything to try and make them comfortable. We can’t go to work, so 
we’ve been shoveling snow. 

Living at the Providence Zen Center has been very interesting. I’m no longer quite sure who 
I am! For three weeks now, I’ve been going to work painting with Linc and Larry. That has 
been wonderful. Linc is a wonderful teacher; Larry is great to work with, and I have 
something to do every moment, no time for thinking! Only my mother would still rather I 
were doing a high-class job, being a lawyer or a professor. I wish I knew how to deal with 
that, since I still think sometimes I’d like to make her happy. 

Last weekend we had Yong Maeng Jong Jin. George gave very strong interviews. Afterwards I 
had a lot of energy, so I had to find things to do; otherwise, I started thinking, thinking, 
thinking. 

PZC is very strong. Shana is becoming a great Housemaster. I think this snowstorm showed 
us how well we work together. Sometimes I think I understand something, some problem, 
but I don’t know how to do anything about it, so I get angry and think, “Why aren’t I 
stronger?” but then I settle down and follow the people whose job it is to run things. 

Soen Sa Nim, I want to thank you so much for giving us this practice. It’s like nothing else 
in the world. KATZ! Only blue sky for thousands of miles. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

David 

P.S. I’m looking forward to the trip to Europe. Diana and I talked some about the 
arrangements in Paris. 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear David, 
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Thank you for your letter. How are you? You sent me a letter to California, but I had no 
time. I was very busy, busy. I’ve already returned to Providence, so now I’m answering you 
very late. I am sorry. Thank you for the PZC news. 

You said nowadays you are working with Linc and Larry. That is wonderful. I think you 
understand too much. But this understanding cannot help your true self. Also, it makes 
complications and an imbalance of your understanding and your actions. Ancient people’s 
understanding and action became one. Nowadays, we say that with high-class people, 
understand and action are different. So sometimes, they get headaches. They cannot control 
their body. So they make these problems. But now you are doing physical work. Physical 
work is number one practicing. When you are doing something, you must do it. Zen 
practicing and physical work are not different. You don’t use your understanding, only use 
simple mind. So when your simple mind grows, your understanding rests. Then finally, you 
will get 100% simple mind. That means you can believe in yourself 100%. In other words, 
you can control your body and mind 100%. This is called Great Bodhisattva, Great 
Compassion, and Great Love. 

Your mother wants you to have a high-class job. But, what is a high-class job? They only 
understand outside form. A high-class job is a very low-class job; a low-class job is a very 
high-class job. A high-class job makes bad karma. A low-class job makes me believe strongly 
in myself. But don’t make high-class jobs and low-class jobs. Don’t make anything. That is 
your original job. This is most important. 

I know your karma. Also, I know you are a strong man. Now you must do hard training, 
physical work, and inside-practicing. A bad situation is a good situation. A good situation is 
a bad situation. Let it be. Try, try, try. Only go straight for 10,000 years, nonstop. This is 
very important. You already said “Katz”, and you said, “Only blue sky for thousands of 
miles.” I only have one question for you: Why is the sky blue? 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, 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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February 2, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter. 

Here in Kansas there is snow, no mountains. 

Why do you make zero all the time? 

 

Love, 

Judy 

P.S. Just heard on the T.V. about all the snow back east. Hope everyone in Providence and 
Boston is well. 

 

February 8, 1978 

letter #2 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

You ask me what is my true direction. 

This 
Just this. 
Not like this. 
Not just like this. 
Just this. 

Love, 

Judy 
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March 1, 1978 

Dear Judy, 

Thank you for your wonderful letter. How are you? 

You say KATZ. Is this outside zero or inside zero? 

In your next letter, you wrote your true direction poem. Here is a poem for you: 

What is this? 
Why just this? 
When not like this? 
Where not just like this? 
How just this? 
Who are you? 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S.  

P.S. All the PZC family says hello to you. Have a good day. 
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February 15, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I do hope you and our family are well. Here everything is O.K. Right now, I am not 
teaching and won’t teach until the middle of March. Now is time for Paulette and me to 
make money. It is difficult sometimes to earn a living, because I have chosen to live both a 
householder life as well as to keep my committment to the teachings. But I know it is 
possible—so I am trying to get together a small shop on my own, rather than to rent from 
other people. I have found a cheap space, and the only thing we need is some machinery for 
making fine furniture. I have decided to borrow some money from friends, so that I can start 
a small business. At the same time, I will continue to teach, as always. This is very important. 
Now it is a struggle as far as money goes. Not always so simple and easy, but necessary. With 
much energy, I think I can make it work. 

Paulette has recently left her waitress job and is looking for something else. She is also 
studying dance and continuing her practice. She sends her love to all. 

Thank you so much for saying you will marry us. This pleases us very much.  

At the beginning of June, I will be teaching in Massachusetts. So after that, Paulette will 
come out to the East Coast. You said you could marry us on July 1 or 2, because you will not 
be on the East Coast in June. For me, it is rather a tight schedule, because on July 3, I must 
fly to California to teach. Actually, the retreat starts on July 2, but if I get there on the third, 
that will be fine as well. Jack will be there with another teacher for the opening. 

So, it would please us greatly if the wedding could be Saturday the first or Sunday the 
second. I hope this can fit into your schedule. Of course, if you are on the East Coast the last 
week in June, we could do it then, also. 

We would like the wedding to be in Cambridge, because we have many friends there. The 
Zen Center is too small for this many people, so Jonny and Myla have offered their new 
house, which is much larger, and we could have the ceremony in the back yard, weather 
permitting. Of course, the entire Zen Center family is invited. I hope these arrangements are 
O.K. with you. 

The only possible difficulty might again be concerning money. My transportation gets taken 
care of by the Insight Meditation Center—but we will have to pay the cost of Paulette’s 
transportation as well as some expense for the wedding. So hopefully, we will have enough 
money to do this. We are going to ask all our friends who come to bring a little food—
sharing our wedding “potluck” style—and hopefully, this will keep the expenses down. But 
we intend and hope that it will come together as planned. 

Perhaps you or Louise could write and tell us whether this is an O.K. plan. 
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Soen Sa Nim, I miss you and once again thank you for your inspiration in Dharma. May 
you and all of your students endlessly spread the teachings to all beings. I wish all of you 
much joy on the Path. 

With devotion, 

Richard 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Richard, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Paulette? I just returned to PZC from Chicago. 

Nowadays, you have a business and are getting money and teaching, so I think you have a 
busy busy day. But this busy busy day is very important. You are already a Dharma Teacher. 
Teaching Dharma. If you have Dharma, getting married is Dharma; business is Dharma; 
getting money is Dharma; any actions are Dharma. 

I am also delighted to marry you. 

You talked about what date is good. If you talk to Louise, she understands my schedule, so 
you and she talking together is the best way to decide the date. 

Next, you wrote about getting married at Jonny’s house. You are already a teacher and teach 
many other people. So “teacher” means the correct way. Maybe Cambridge Zen Center is 
too small. Then the Insight Meditation Society or International Zen Center of New York or 
the Shim Gum Do School would be O.K. But a usual house, I think, is not so good. If you 
were not a teacher, only a student, then any place would be no problem. Location and 
condition are not important. What is your correct situation? That is very important. But this 
is only your and my situation. Maybe Paulette has an idea. You and Paulette can talk and 
decide. I’m only giving you the correct situation. 

I hope you have a good business, get much money, make a sweet home, 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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February 11, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your message. May you enjoy your travels. 

To the question, “When do you finish corpse job?” 

…  Corpse job finished last Friday. 

When Hyang Eom’s up a tree, he asks, “If you are in the tree, how do you stay alive?” 

…  How does the tree stay alive? How does the questioner stay alive? How did Bodhidharma 
stay alive? …  simply, by going to China. The man in the tree stays alive by dying. He has 
been alive all of these years in the kong-ans. Who can kill him now? 

Take each breath clear and deep, Soen Sa Nim. Continue Dharma work, always watching. 
When demons come, leap like a tiger from the heart, inside. Being itself alone can chase the 
foolish questioner away. He is born in us. Stay by the tree of life; grow straight and true. 
Corpse action is like the little seed, which the live tree has graduated from. 

Being is already dead, never existed, and lives forever unborn. With understanding erased, 
mind begins with clean slate; all people are already saved, but don’t know it. No one can 
teach; learning comes from the Learner. The don’t-know muscle is like a baby at first, 
sleeping a lot. As it grows stronger, it stays awake longer. Push it away, Enlightenment comes 
closer. I have correct direction because you have correct direction, and because correct 
direction is available Dharma Law from the heavens. 

In purest form, 
yours in formless Dharma, 

Sim Seon 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Sim Seon, Peter, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You are like a cow’s head listening to the Sutras. The lion bites people. The dog follows the 
bone. I like the lion. If you like your food, then you eat. I like my food. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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796A 

February 10, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you (much travel, Hawaii, Berkeley, etc.)? 

Thank you for your letter you sent me; I liked your poem very much. Also, thanks for the 
kong-an, JoJu’s Dog. 

I have played (wrestled) with this kong-an for days, but I feel ready to reply to you: 

You ask who is correct, JoJu or Buddha? 

Buddha’s finger points at moon 
JoJu’s finger points at moon. 
Same moon, different figures. 

You ask what “Mu!” Means. 

“Mu!” is JoJu’s bark, “Mu!” 

You ask if a dog has Buddha-nature. 

Dogs and men are just like this. 
When hungry they must eat, when tired 
they must sleep. 
AAAGH! 

Well, I hope I have done well; if not, you must have a long stick to hit me in Alabama! I 
enjoy kong-an and would like to continue my practice more with you. So until then, 
goodbye and thanks. 

Ned 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Ned, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? Now I have returned to Providence Zen Center. 

About your dog kong-an: Your work is not good, not bad. But first, Buddha and JoJu: 
Which one is correct? You say, “Buddha’s finger points at moon. JoJu’s finger points at 
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moon. Same moon, different fingers.” You make many fingers. Also, you are attached to 
fingers. How do you see the moon? So I say to you, your answer is like hitting the moon 
with a stick. 

Next, you say JoJu’s Mu means JoJu’s bark, Mu! Why make JoJu’s bark? I want your bark. 
So I say to you, you are scratching your right foot when your left foot itches. 

Next you say, “Dogs and men are just like this. When hungry they must eat; when tired they 
must sleep.” You say just like this. But your speech is only like this. Just like this and only 
like this are very different. Example: Here is bell. If you say it is a bell, you are attached to 
name and form. If you say it is not a bell, you are attached to emptiness. At that time, if you 
say, “When hungry, eat; when tired sleep,” or “The sky is blue; the tree is green,” these are 
only like this. They are only the truth, but they are not correct. At that time, you must pick 
up the bell and ring it. That is just like this. So just like this and only like this are different. 
So again, I ask you: Does a dog have Buddha-nature? Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t 
understand, only go straight. Don’t be attached to your understanding. Your understanding 
cannot help you. The True Way is not dependent on understanding or not understanding. 
Only go straight—don’t know. Then, your opinion, your condition, and your situation will 
disappear, and the correct opinion, correct condition, and correct situation will appear. Then 
you are complete. O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—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. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your letter. Your letters are like the strokes of a hammer which 
drives a nail deeper with every swing. I am very grateful. 

Keen-eyed lions see what should be so obvious to blind dogs! When that monk attained 
Enlightenment, he attained this, but what kind of sweet; what is this? Immediate! That 
monk did not rely on description, daydreams, and instructions. Very unusual monk! He 
went around eating rice when hungry and washing the bowl when he was through. He 
breathed air and drank water. When asked about his One Road, Ch’an Master Yan Men 
replied, “Intimacy.” “Intimacy” means “immediate”. That is what kind of sweet. 

What can I do when you hit me thirty times? Your stick is broken. 

Thank you for mentioning live words and dead words. Dead words are like knots and traps. 
Very strong until they are cut and broken. Live words are like cold water and warm sunshine. 
Ahh! 

As for all sentient beings, are we same or different? Opinion. KATZ! 

Thank you for 10,000 years, nonstop, try, try, try. Old habits are hard to abandon. The 
Lankavatara Sutra says this is slow and laborious work. Always thinking what about this, 
what about that, what should I do? Blind dogs worry. But already habits weaken; try, try, try 
for all beings. 

Thank you for your encouragement. Your words and hits are always right on target. I bow 
low to you. 

Linda and I both look forward to meeting you. Take care in your Great Work. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Dale, 

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

Your letter is wonderful. But if you touch the fishing hook, you are already dead. Be very 
careful! Dead people only speak dead speech. I hit you thirty times. You said, “Your stick is 
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broken.” My stick is stronger than steel. My stick is not broken. Your bone is broken. What 
do you say? Very simple. Why do you have this style speech? Why all these dead words? I hit 
you. Somebody hits you. What do you say? Very simple. Don’t make complications. 

Why do you say, “Opinion. KATZ”? This “opinion” is not good. Only “KATZ” is enough. 
You understand too much, so your understanding makes something. If you make something, 
you have a problem. So I tell you again, don’t make anything. Don’t hold anything. Don’t 
attach to anything. Then you are already complete. O.K.? 

If you abandon, you must not only abandon your bad habits; you must abandon “I”, “my”, 
“me” and everything. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, which is clear like space, 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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12 February, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your warm and wonderful letter. I have not written to you for a 
long time, as I have not had very much to say. However, it is time again to say hello and that 
I think of you a lot. 

Our home is a place for people to come and sit, chant, and talk one night a week. For the 
past few months we have between two and four interested people join us. People who come 
generally have their own opinions about Zen, and they use their previous experiences to 
insulate themselves from experiencing the chanting and sitting. I think many people will 
come and go, but that is O.K., too. 

Sherry would like very much to live in a Zen Center. I do not want to live in a Zen Center. I 
think my own experience of rules and regulations in military college twenty years ago keeps 
me attached to non-rules and non-regulations. Now I ask you, rules and non-rules, are they 
the same or different? I don’t know. 

Recently, I have found myself listening to other people talking to me. No ears, no eyes, no 
mind reflecting the moment-to-moment situation. On Friday night, we visited a friend who 
has a very beautiful house filled with very expensive art. He was talking about parents not 
loving children and was saying that if his parents had really loved him, he would now be a 
very loving person in a natural way, rather than having to work very hard to be open to other 
people. Looking at his situation, he seems to have what most people work and struggle for—
for him, there was still something important missing. 

Last night we went to a banquet for a group that had been meeting all week in Toronto—
studies in Celtic consciousness. The speaker who was toasting Canada had won the Nobel 
and Lenior Peace Prize, but he also was very pessimistic. He talked about the American and 
Russian atomic arsenal presently stockpiled, that are sufficient to destroy mankind, and he 
kept insisting that we can destroy our civilization, mankind, and the earth in the process. He 
has no vision of man without his rational mind. His thesis was that man’s rational mind had 
created the horrors of a nuclear war, and only a moral and rational civilization could save 
itself from self-destruction. To me, this is an incorrect conclusion based only on experiences 
of the intellect. I mean, I do not know whether man is capable of completely destroying the 
world. But I did not like his pessimism. Maybe his pessimism and others like him will 
contribute to world peace. 

Today Sherry and I saw a movie made by a young American woman about the coal miners of 
West Virginia. It was called Harlin County U.S.A. and portrayed the lives of miners in their 
fight to win the right to collective bargaining. It was a very good film, and you should see it 
if you get a chance. But there is always the struggle of the miners against the company. The 
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history of these miners has always been the same, of living in poverty, working until they 
drop dead or are let go without pensions, and generally, as the film points out, of being 
exploited by the large corporate owners for large profits. They win the right to a union, but 
as the film demonstrates, the struggle for more money is endless.  

Most of my legal fights are for clients who have lost money on construction contracts. Last 
week, I was out of town for several days on “discoveries” which are a process of asking 
questions about the issues of the action of the other parties, which answers are recorded, and 
used in the trial to limit the boundaries of the oral examinations and cross-examinations. 
The other lawyers sit in and watch over the answers their clients give to the questions and 
sometimes try to hook the lawyer asking the questions by getting him or her emotionally 
involved, and by attacking the form rather than the substance of the questions. This 
happened to me the first day, so I would lose my train of thought. The second day, I ignored 
the other lawyers and only concentrated on my questions. You said in your last letter that I 
should eat mind meal. I have worked on several kong-ans and will have some answers for you 
when I see you again. 

Sherry and I are sitting and bowing daily. I have recently thought that if I had practiced my 
Anglican religion daily as I do practice Zen that I would also break through the shrouds of 
reality. That is only to say that there seem to be infinite paths leading to Big I. I suggested to 
Sherry that during our chanting we might also chant the Lord’s Prayer, but she said that she 
would feel uncomfortable about this. 

Daphne, my youngest daughter, is well. We have two of her Mexican friends staying with us, 
as they came up to Toronto to see her and had no place to live. They are wonderful young 
men and have been working for several months with a friend of mine who runs a 
construction company. They would like to earn some money and save something before 
returning to Mexico in May. They share the work around the house, and they are always 
cheerful, although I think they are getting tired of our long cold winter. One of them is quite 
interested in Zen, so we answer his questions as best as we can. Also, our table discussions 
after a meal get my daughter inquisitive about Zen, and I like that a lot. 

Margot, my oldest daughter, is still in Paris as an “au pair” girl looking after two young 
children and living with a French family. After three months in France, she was completely 
bilingual. What her high school couldn’t do in four years, she was able to do in three 
months! 

Maybe Sherry will visit her on her trip with you, Louise, Diana, and Ezra on your trip to 
Europe. Maybe I will visit her in May and meet you all for a week. I don’t know. 

Hawaii seems to be very attractive to me. Everywhere I look, I see articles and posters on the 
Pacific. Maybe I will visit Hawaii. 

Recently I have been offered a partnership in the law firm I work with. I am going to be 
given more details of this in several weeks. The lawyer who I work with is a very good lawyer, 
very good worker, and a very good teacher. I do not think his style is my style, so I don’t 
know—only go straight. 
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You said in your last letter, “Careful, careful, very careful. Don’t make nothing. Don’t make 
not special.” O.K.—only moment to moment. You also asked what is my correct situation 
and what is the purpose of my life. I don’t know. 

The brown dog is sleeping on 
the rug in the living room. 

Take good care of yourself, and I look forward to hearing from you soon. Give my love to 
everyone in Providence. 

Love, 

Lawlor, Sang Jin 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Sang Jin, Lawlor, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Sherry and your family? I just came back from 
Chicago. But your letter first came to PZC, next to Los Angeles, then came back to PZC. It 
followed me around and around, so I’m answering a little late. I am sorry. 

You said many people visit your home and sit, chant, and bow together with you. That is 
wonderful. Before, Diana and Ezra were your style. Once a week, they had chanting, sitting, 
and bowing together. Then they grew, and now they have made a big Zen Center with nine 
people living together. I think your Zen Club will also grow bigger and finally become a big 
Zen Center. This is possible. 

But you don’t like living in a Zen Center, because you don’t like rules and regulations. If you 
keep rules, you have freedom from rules, but if you don’t like rules, they are a  hindrance to 
you. You like freedom. But what is freedom? True freedom means there are no likes and 
dislikes. Then you will get freedom. If you like freedom, this means that you don’t like 
something. So that is not true freedom. So liking freedom and attaining freedom are 
different. You asked me if rules and no rules are the same or different. 3 x 3 = 9. 3 x 3 = 0. 
That is my answer. But your answer is “Don’t know.” So I hit you thirty times. What do you 
say? 

Next, your friend said that parents don’t love children all the time, and that if his parents 
had really loved him, it would be easier for him to love others. An Oriental proverb says, “If 
the water is clear upstream, then it is clear downstream.” That is the usual way. But if you 
practice, you can change your karma. Then loving all people is possible. A Sutra said, 
“Everything is complete. So if one mind is pure, the whole world is pure.” Why are people 
hindered by their parents’ minds? Your speech is correct. They are missing something. This 
is very important: Karma controls your True Self. Your True Self controls karma. Which 
one? Many people say, “I”. Most people understand this “I” to mean small I and Karma I. 
They don’t understand Nothing I, Freedom I, and Big I. 
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Next, you said you went to a banquet where a very famous but pessimistic man spoke about 
the dangers of nuclear war. He said that only a moral and rational civilization could save 
itself from self-destruction. In this world, cause and effect are very clear. Pessimism is only 
feeling. Feeling cannot help. You must take away primary cause. Then, the result will 
disappear. Now, the whole universe is in danger, which means each person keeps a different 
opinion, so they have different ideologies and different societies. This opinion makes 
opposites-karma. Also, attachment to opinions makes this karma hard, and it cannot be 
broken, which means they cannot change it. So, first those opinions must disappear and 
become correct opinions. If you keep correct opinion, then each hard karma will disappear, 
and becoming one is possible. Many politicians’ speech and actions are different. They speak 
about world peace, but their actions show they want war—they make nuclear weapons, and 
so forth. They have no Great Love, Great Compassion, and Great Bodhisattva Way, only 
“I”, “my”, “me” way. So, they fight with each other and think oppositely from each other. 
This means they don’t understand the truth. If they understood the truth, then they would 
understand the true way. So nowadays, it is very important to have a movement to resurrect 
the True Self. It is not morals. Also, not amoral, not pessimism, not optimism, not good, not 
bad. It is the Correct Way. I often say that communism is only outside revolution. Zen is 
outside/inside—both—revolution. Then world peace is possible. 

Next, you talked about the movie, Harlin County, U.S.A. That is very interesting, very 
interesting. That is also people keeping different opinions, so they have different directions, 
so they have a problem. I heard about people in India. They have very high-class people, very 
low-class people, very rich people, very poor people—very wide. But they cannot become a 
communist country, because the low-class and poor people don’t want to become rich and 
high-class. They only follow the correct situation; outside form doesn’t matter. Their minds 
are like poetry, music, or philosophy. So inside, they are high-class people and very rich. 
People with much money are only outside-high-class people. But inside, they are very poor 
and low-class. So low-class people don’t want this. So the country has no problem. The only 
problem is the politicians. Their action is very bad, so some people have no food, no clothes, 
so they suffer a lot. But they are not afraid to die, and they do not say, “politicians are bad.” I 
think someday, this country will get great happiness. If the whole world would keep Indian-
style mind, soon world peace would be possible. 

In this movie, the situation controls people. But people controlling the situation is very 
important. If you want to control your situation, you must find your true way and have no 
opposites-fighting in your mind; then outside fighting will disappear. But if you have 
fighting in your mind, then the whole world is fighting. So the Mahaparinirvana Sutra said, 
“All formations are impermanent. This is the law of appearing and disappearing. When both 
appearing and disappearing disappear, then that stillness is bliss.” 

Next you talked about your lawyer-situation, and said that when other lawyers attacked your 
questioning style, you would lose your train of thought, but the next day, you ignored them 
and only concentrated on your questions. You are correct. If you check something, you have 
a problem. If you don’t check your mind, your feelings, and other people you have no 
problem. This is called going straight. You already understand going straight; you already do 
it. 

You said you will give me good answers to “Mind Meal” when you meet me. That is also 
wonderful. 
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Next, you say you want to try chanting the Lord’s Prayer and the 23rd Psalm. Any chanting, 
any practicing is no problem. But, you must understand the correct way, which means 
following the situation. Your house is Zen style, so you must try Zen style. If your house 
were a church, you should then try church style. It is like going to the mountains. If you 
want to get to the peak, there are many paths. They are all correct, and they all have their 
own techniques. If you choose one course, you must follow it and not check other courses or 
go back and forth from one to the other. That is the long way around. Your wanting to do 
Anglican chanting is your past karma appearing and controlling you. It is only your opinion; 
it is not the correct way. You must follow your correct situation. 

Your younger daughter is getting interested in Zen. That is wonderful. Your older daughter 
is in France and speaks French very well. Maybe if we go over there, she will be of help to us. 
Also, you want to meet us in Paris. I also want this. If you have time, please come to see us. 

Next, you say Hawaii is nice. I went to Hawaii last month. Yes, it is very nice. But there are 
many kinds of nice. I ask you, what kind of nice is it? 

I think if you had wanted to become a partner in your firm, you’d have a problem. But your 
boss wants this, so no problem. Why not? Only try. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check 
your mind. You must do it. This is the correct way. Also, you will be independent in your 
job, which is Zen mind—not dependent on anything, dependent on myself. Then, you can 
believe in yourself 100%. How wonderful it is! Try, try, try. Only go straight for 10,000 
years, nonstop. O.K.? 

What is the purpose of your life? You say you don’t know. If you lose don’t know, you lose 
your purpose. If you always have don’t know, that is your purpose and correct direction. 
Don’t know is working; don’t know is eating; don’t know is talking; don’t know is sleeping; 
don’t know is chanting, bowing, sitting; don’t know is everything. Very careful, very careful. 
Don’t lose don’t know. Then I ask you: What is don’t know? Katz! In the living room, there 
is a brown dog sleeping on the rug. 

I hope you only go straight—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. All the PZC family says hello to you. 
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Big Sur, 16 February, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter of February 8, which I will answer later. This one is more or less a 
business letter, and please do not take time to answer it; I know how many letters you have 
to respond to. 

My coming to Los Angeles is not possible for various reasons. City people are afraid to 
caretake house and cat and dog and be alone in my home during rain and winds. It makes 
the bath and drinking water muddy, and they don’t know how to cook over the open fires 
when the power breaks down, and they can’t go north or south because of the slides blocking 
the highway. Diana offered yesterday to come and caretake, but meanwhile, my right eye is 
giving trouble and another storm is piling up, and to top it all, my car just will not start. 
Which really means to stay home. So I will unpack the luggage. It just was not to be so at 
this time. O.K. 

Diana may have told you that I made contact with a friend in Berlin who is a minister. 
Hopefully, Michael Kennert can be of help to you and the group. Also, that I will not come 
on this trip, mainly because Mark does not want me to go into the Russian zone at this time. 

I told him that I mentioned to you that a tax clearance may be needed at the border for 
someone with the green card. He said that it is wise to get that at your local Internal Revenue 
office, which would be in Providence, I think. Sometimes they ask for it and sometimes they 
don’t. 

Here are some European addresses for you. Maybe, Soen Sa Nim, you and Diana can use 
some of this information. I wish that I could be of use to all of you during this trip. It’s going 
to be large. Hope there will always be a “wagon-lit” (sleeping car) for you on the trains, so 
that you may rest your body. 

If after all this traveling, you feel like taking the trip to Korea and Japan, I would much like 
to come with you. 

Mu friend in Berlin, Michael Kennert, is Minister of the Protestant faith. We met at Esalen 
in a workshop of Dick Price. He is a young man in guidance of a Berlin congregation. 
Michael and I, being born Berliners, although of different decades, became friends. I do hope 
he can assist in making your stay in this city a pleasant one. I left Berlin about forty years ago 
to live in London. 

And—some more business: During our drive to the Sambosa Temple ceremony from 
Berkeley to Carmel, you asked me when I will build a big place to make Big Sur Zen Center. 

I would like nothing better than to be able to do that. 
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I will try to tell you why, at this time, this is not possible.  

For the sake of maintaining and preserving the beauty of Big Sur, Big Sur is going through a 
Big Crisis. The whole coastline from North of Monterey to San Simeon is involved in this 
process. Many different opinions. One of them is to make it a state park, which leaves us all 
wondering what will become of us and the environment, homes, etc. Another is to make Big 
Sur a township. By this law, it would approximately stay as it is. There is a town hall meeting 
about this tomorrow. While all this is in process, there are no building permits. One cannot 
even plant a tree without a permit if it may obstruct the view of the ocean, or put a door or 
window in one’s house. Also, the zoning has to be right (ours is not). I don’t know what will 
happen. 

Sometimes answers to simple questions have to be long. The storm which was on its way 
when starting this letter is here. It’s raining again. If this is your first trip to Europe, you will 
see such different things and people of the West. I wish for a wonderful time for you. 

Love, yours, 

Jo 

 

March 2, 1978 

Dear Jo,  

Thank you very much for your letter and the European addresses. How are you? Everything 
is O.K.; don’t worry. You like; I like. I like you very much, so I’ll only follow your idea. If 
you worry, I worry, so don’t worry, O.K.? So, I won’t worry. 

If you keep Bodhi mind moment to moment, you will get happiness everywhere. The blue 
mountain doesn’t move. The white cloud floats back and forth by itself. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

(letter written on the back of a “Ho Shin Bul” (protection-Buddha-Kwan Sae Um Bosal-
card) 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello, how are you? I want to thank you for coming to Cal. State Hayward and answering 
the students’ questions. Many of my friends commented on how unusual Zen “thinking” is. 
The students thoroughly enjoyed the talk and the Shim Gum Do presentation by Jeff. They 
expressed the desire to have you back in the near future also. 

Soen Sa Nim, I must admit that my desire to practice Zen moment-to-moment in life has 
just recently arisen, and I am unclear as to my attachment to this desire. I feel that the 
practice is special at times and ordinary at other times. The feeling of specialness bothers me 
but also encourages me to try harder. I will continue to try to go straight. On the behalf of 
the Center for International Understanding and myself, thank you for sharing Zen with us. 

Yours,  

Steve 

 

March 3, 1978 

Dear Steve, 

Thank you very much for your letter and your donation. How are you? I just returned to 
Providence from Chicago Bul Tah Sah Temple. We are having Yong Maeng Jong Jin here, 
and twenty-five people are staying with us. Everybody is very strong. Someday you must try 
Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

Yong Maeng Jong Jin is cleaning our mind. Cleaning, cleaning your mind, then finally your 
mind will disappear; then cleaning is not necessary. Before, when somebody asked Ma Jo 
Zen Master, “What is Buddha?” he answered, “Mind is Buddha; Buddha is mind.” Then, 
the next day, somebody asked him the same question, “What is Buddha?”, and he said, “No 
mind, no Buddha.” If you attain no mind, no Buddha, then Yong Maeng Jong Jin, 
practicing Zen, Buddhism, Christianity, any religion is not necessary. But if you have your 
mind, you must clean your mind. This is very important. 

You said nowadays you want to practice Zen moment to moment. This is wonderful, but 
sometimes you check “I”, “my”, “me”, so you have a problem. If you don’t check your 
feelings, your mind, and your understanding, then no problem. Also, you are already 
complete. The name for this is go-straight mind. Only try, try, try; go straight—don’t know 
for 10,000 years, nonstop. This is very important. In go-straight mind, there is already Great 
Faith, Great Courage, and Great Question. Those things make getting Enlightenment and 
saving all people from suffering possible. Therefore, that go straight mind is Great Love, 
Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 
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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.  


