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801 

February 27, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Welcome back to the East Coast. I hope that your health is good and you will soon visit the 
Shim Gum Do Temple. 

Mu Ryeom Su Nim said he would like to study Shim Gum Do and live with us in Boston. 
We would love him to come. He would be a very welcome and respected addition to our 
family. He told us that he would discuss the matter further with you when you returned. We 
await your decision. 

Respectfully, 

Maria Rowe (Sang Gwang) 

 

March 4, 1978 

Dear Sang Gwang Rowe Sa Bom, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You talked about Mu Ryeom Su Nim. That is wonderful. I talked about his going to Shim 
Gum Do School with him. Zen is keeping your correct situation moment to moment. Then, 
you will understand the correct way and the truth. Mu Ryeom Su Nim is a monk. A monk 
has a monk’s situation. He became a monk only one year ago, so we say he is a baby monk. 
Baby monks don’t understand monk’s situation, monk’s rules, monk’s job. This is very 
important. Then, after, coming and going everywhere is no problem. But now Mu Ryeom 
Su Nim is a baby monk, so living with monks and correct style strong practicing is very 
important. I did not talk about coming and going. I only talked to him about what is correct 
monk’s situation. Then he heard this and decided. So, you ask him. 

Next, I will talk a little to you about the Shim Gum Do Zen Center. The Shim Gum Do 
Zen Center is a strong Providence Zen Center branch Zen Center. So I think everyday 
service, correct Zen Center style, is necessary. And the Shim Gum Do School is bigger than 
many other Zen Centers, so organization is very important, which means having a Directors’ 
Meeting, housemeeting, working together, which means if everything is not organized, in the 
future, many problems will appear. If you are only dependent on Gwang Jang Nim, this is 
not so good. For example, now at Providence Zen Center, all the directors are very strong. 
Also, everything is organized. Once a week is a Directors’ Meeting, and once a week is a 
housemeeting for the whole house. If you have a problem, or if you have something 
happening or plans for the future, decide all this at your Directors’ Meeting. Then, next, 
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announce it at housemeeting. Then everyone will understand the Zen Center’s situation, 
Zen Center’s business, and the Zen Center’s future. Then everybody’s Zen Center, 
everybody’s business, and everybody’s future will be clear. So some day, Gwang Jang Nim 
will go to Korea and come and go to other places, and this will be no problem. Also, the Zen 
Center will be no problem. If you only depend on Gwang Jang Nim, then when he goes to 
Korea, there will be no head, so how will you control the Zen Center and Shim Gum Do 
School? I’m only worried about this. I think you are a good director, a good Sa Bom, and a 
good Zen student. You must fix your Zen Center’s present situation. 

Next, I want to talk about Zen interviews with you. At any Zen Center, together action is 
very important. Why is it only the Shim Gum Do Zen Center has no interviews? If you are 
attached to “I”, “my , “me”, attached to my condition, my situation, you cannot attain the 
True Way, cannot attain correct Shim Gum Do. Gwang Jang Nim is a Shim Gum Do 
Master. Learn Shim Gum Do from him. Learn Zen from me. Very clear. When Shim Gum 
Do and Zen come together, then this is a complete Shim Gum Do Zen Center. Somebody 
said, “Shim Gum Do School is different.” Then, only a Shim Gum Do school is good, and a 
Shim Gum Do Zen Center is not possible. If you have a Shim Gum Do Zen Center, then 
you must do the same action as any other Zen Center. This is very necessary. Also, I am the 
Shim Gum Do School president. Then, all Shim Gum Do students must listen to the 
president’s idea. That is the correct way. Master Dharma Teacher George is not only 
Providence’s Master Dharma Teacher; he is all our school’s Zen Centers’ Master Dharma 
Teacher. Instead of me. So his and my teaching are not different. 

So I often say if you keep your opinion, your condition, your situation, then you have a 
problem. Already, the problem appeared. Not only Zen, not only Shim Gum Do School, 
any person, any people, any country, any politicians, if they keep their opinion, their 
condition, their situation, they will have a problem. If those things disappear, then the 
correct opinion, correct condition, and correct situation appear. This is called the True Way 
and Great Bodhisattva, Great Compassion, and Great Love. I know your mind. You already 
understand this way. Also, I know your difficult situation. But you try, try, try. Then you 
will get it. I already told these things to Gwang Jang Nim. Gwang Jang Nim said everything 
is O.K., and he said, “I will follow Soen Sa Nim.” Maybe this is good. Sometime, have a 
good talk with Gwang Jang Nim. 

Next, I ask you about your homework. Did you finish your homework? Then tell me! Tell 
me! If not yet, only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years; try, try, try! 

I hope you always 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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802 

February 22, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim 

Though I have spoken with you before and taken the Five Precepts I wanted to write to you 
to introduce myself and ask formally to be one of your students. I have been attending 
Dharma talks and Yong Maeng Jong Jins at the Cambridge Zen Center for ten months. I sit 
Zazen for an hour at home every morning and sometimes for an hour in the evening. I 
would like to describe how I became interested in your teaching and then ask a question. 

One day, when I was very young, some friends and I decided to climb the roof of a large 
barn nearby. It was very steep and high, and we decided to go out from the inside of the barn 
through a second-story window. When my turn came, without really thinking about what I 
was doing, I climbed out the window and started up the roof. There was no problem; it was 
easy and fun. But when I got about half-way up, I suddenly looked down, realized where I 
was, and was filled with fear. I stopped. I couldn’t move. I lay there and just tried to hold on. 
I couldn’t go up, and I couldn’t go back down. I stayed that way for a long time. Finally, 
with my father offering words of encouragement from the ground, I fearfully inched my way 
back down to the window, and safety. 

During my young years, to many people, I was an ideal child. I worked very hard in school 
and got good grades, and constantly went out of my way to please people with my actions. 
Everyone approved of me and praised me. But there was a problem. I never thought about 
what I was doing. I simply went along with what others expected of me. 

When I was fifteen, my world came crashing down. I began to doubt what I was doing in my 
life. I stopped trying in school and started to shy away from people. What I was doing just 
didn’t feel right. I didn’t like my teachers, what they taught, and the way they taught it 
(using fear of punishment or failure). Everyone seemed selfish, including myself; everyone, it 
seemed, only thought of himself. I wondered what was the point in trying. The things we 
were taught to work for—success and victory over others—somehow didn’t feel right. I 
wondered what was the purpose of life, what goal was the right one to work towards. 

The more confused I became and the less I tried, the worse it got. I learned what it felt like 
for people to disapprove of you, to scare you about the consequences of not doing what 
you’re supposed to, what it felt like when they considered you strange and mentally sick. It 
was like a circle: The more confused I got, the more others doubted and questioned me, 
making me even more afraid of them and their ways. 

Gradually, it got better, and I stopped questioning so much and simply went along with how 
things were. In college, I started out intending to be a doctor, not because I gave it much 
thought, but because it was a praiseworthy profession. One year I was there, I decided to 
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study very hard to see if I could succeed and achieve very high grades. I did, but when I did, 
the achievement felt very empty. 

After college, I “dropped out”. I didn’t believe in anything and didn’t know what to believe 
in. I’ve spent the years since then out of control, as if adrift on a raft at sea, trying desperately 
to hold on while being battered and tossed about by whatever waves come along. I’ve been 
drifting aimlessly and helplessly, without a goal. I’ve been unable to commit myself to any 
situation in life, including jobs, marriage, and location to live in. I haven’t been able even to 
commit myself to my wife, family, and friends. 

I feel like I’m half-way up the roof again, unable to move, just trying to hold on. 

Why am I afraid to commit myself to things, to try? I’ve thought about it a lot, and I think 
it’s for the following reasons. I’m afraid that I’ll be doing only what others want me to do 
and not what I believe in; that their ideas of what’s good and bad will seem wrong to me 
again; that whatever goal I set for myself, I’ll discover to be empty when I get there; that 
what I commit myself to will turn out to be a mistake, and that I would have been happier or 
more useful doing something else, only then it’s too late to start over; that I might fail, and 
that others might criticize me for what I do—criticize me if I fail, or even if I succeed, 
because of envy. 

Sometimes I think that perhaps behind all these fears is the fear of death: that my life and 
what I do can be taken away from me at any time without warning, and that everything I 
accomplish passes away and never lasts. 

Last April, my wife and I split up. I was very unhappy, and more confused that ever. One 
night, a voice in my head suggested I visit the Cambridge Zen Center (I had visited once 
before, the previous summer). By coincidence, it was a Thursday night, and you were there. I 
spoke with you and told you of my unhappiness then and during my life. You told me that 
was because I didn’t know my true nature. I told you of my desire to know why I was 
unhappy; you told me not to ask why, that “why” is a very bad word. You said several other 
things, which now I can’t remember. Finally, you urged me to come to the Zen Center and 
practice. I have tried to do that, and to do correct meditation. I feel committed more and 
more to the practice, which is the first time I’ve felt that way in a long time. 

I want very much to learn what my correct job in life is; I would like to be able to help other 
people. I think it’s time to move away from the center of the roof. 

My question concerns another goal that I’m thinking about. I would like to write popular 
songs and other types of music, but I’m afraid that my reasons for wanting to are selfish. The 
reasons are that I enjoy doing it, and that I think I have talent that shouldn’t go wasted. Is 
this a good way to help people, or should I only do Zen, so that I can put all my energy and 
time and will into attaining Enlightenment and saving all people? 

Thank you very much for your teaching. 

Sincerely yours, 

Steve 
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March 4, 1978 

Dear Do Tahl, Steve, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

Now I understand your situation and your mind. I also had the same experience as you when 
you were a child. When I was eight years old, I went to the mountains with my friends. We 
used a sickle to cut the grass. At that time, we used the cut grass to make compost. I like that 
job, so I cut a lot of grass, gathered it all in a bag, and met together with the other students 
cutting grass to go to school. At that time, one of my friends said to me, “You cut your leg.” 
Then I looked at my leg and saw the blood. I was bleeding very badly, and the blood was 
making squishing sounds in my rubber shoe as I walked. As soon as I saw this, I fell to the 
ground in great pain and couldn’t move. The other students all came around to see what had 
happened, and they helped get my mother and get me to a hospital. 

I had already walked half a mile with no feeling—only very happy. Then I saw my leg. So I 
had a problem, because I checked something. Before checking is called go-straight mind. So 
there is no problem. After checking, then feelings, “I”, “my’’, “me” and problems appear—I 
couldn’t move. It is the same as you. When you went out onto the roof, you had go-straight 
mind. Then, you checked something and couldn’t move and were afraid—“How can I get 
down?” 

Our life is the same. If you check our life, nobody guarantees our life. So everything in our 
life is very dangerous, doesn’t exist, is delusion. So you cannot move. If you check your life, 
you have a problem. If you don’t check your life, no problem. Everything has name and 
form, but that name and form are empty. You must attain this and soon understand no 
form, no name. If you attain no form, no name, then only name, only form. Only name, 
only form is like your mind mirror. Your mirror is not moving. The mirror is not moving, 
but many colors coming and going is no problem. If you are holding something, if you make 
something, if you are attached to something, then your mind mirror already becomes dirty. 
If your mind is clear, there is nothing in it; everything is reflected. Red comes, red; white 
comes white; if somebody is sad, I am sad; if somebody is happy, I am happy. No hindrance, 
which is complete freedom. So you must put it all down, “I”, “my”, “me”, and don’t hold 
anything, don’t make anything, don’t attach to anything. Only go straight—don’t know. 
Then this don’t-know mind will fix any sickness you have. This is possible. 

Also, you want to save all people from suffering. This is possible. So don’t know is Great 
Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. Together action is very 
important. Already, you have direction, but practicing by yourself is not good, not bad. 

But sometimes your bad karma appears and you cannot control your thinking and your 
body. Then you cannot keep the correct way, and practicing Zen moment to moment is not 
possible. So already, you have a direction. Then you must come to the Zen Center and live 
together and practice together, which is bowing, chanting, sitting, and living together. Then 
your idea, your situation, your condition will disappear, which means your karma will 
disappear, disappear. Then correct karma will appear. This correct karma means that if you 
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like music, then try music. Then, this music can save all people from suffering. So correct 
karma means correct opinion, correct condition, and correct situation. So put it all down—
anything. Just go straight—come to the Zen Center—O.K.? 

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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February 26, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Today, Sunday the 26th, I attended the Korean service. The devotion of the people was 
wonderful to see. Although I could not understand the language when No Su Nim was 
giving the Dharma talk, I felt that he was clear, like you. His speech and action were not 
separated. If our speech and action become one, there is no problem. The same is true with 
all aspects of the Dharma. 

I heard the children running up and down the staircase during the service. The thought came 
to me afterwards, when I saw the children, that since I don’t speak Korean, perhaps I could 
be of some service to the parents by taking the children to the large Zendo and starting a 
little Sunday school. The parents could leave them there and be free to attend service. At the 
beginning, they (the children) could take turns hitting the moktak and they could chant 
Kwan Sae Um Bosal, do some drawing, and so on, until we learn more what to do. We can 
serve some cookies for the hungry stomachs. What do you think about this? 

I can say I miss you, but if I keep don’t-know mind, you are not separated from me, so there 
is no problem. My ears hear “Only try, try, try for 10,000 years, try!” 

The road at the bottom of Won Gak Mountain  
is not the present road. 
The man climbing with his backpack  
Is not a man of the past.  
Tok, tok—his footsteps  
transfix past and present.  
Crows out of a tree 
Caw, Caw… … … … …  

Yours in the Dharma, 

Sumana 

 

March 4, 1978 

Dear Sumana, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You came to the Korean Sunday service and heard No Su Nim’s Dharma speech. That is 
wonderful. With some people’s practicing, language and speech doesn’t matter. They only 
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hear the sound. Then, this sound and these people become one. At that time, they have a 
very good feeling, and perceiving the sound is possible. You said that when No Su Nim gave 
his Dharma speech, his speech and action were not separated. It is correct. I think one more 
step: Your mind, No Su Nim’s mind, and his speech and action are not separate. So you can 
stay there, and you understood that No Su Nim’s speech and action were not separate. So I 
say to you, your practicing is very wonderful. 

Then next, you talk about the children. Your taking care of the children and wanting to start 
a Sunday school are very wonderful. So you are a great Bodhisattva. That is Great Love and 
Great Compassion. If you have time, you must try this. Then it will help the parents and 
children a lot, and it will also help your practicing. 

I also miss you. I first saw you at the Vietnamese temple five years ago. At that time, your 
practicing was not good, not bad, but your direction was not so clear. But nowadays, your 
practicing is very strong and your direction is very clear. So you make me so happy. Now we 
got a new temple. You and I and See Hoy and all our Zen family will become one and make 
a more beautiful Zen Center. This is your original job. We try, try, try. Why not? 

How is your homework? If you have not finished yet, only go straight—don’t know, for 
10,000 years. Try, try, try. O.K.? 

I hope you always are keeping 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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Krakow, February 17, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter. Your visit in Poland will bring us new energy for practicing. 
Surely you will meet people with strong determination on the Way. 

A month in Europe—neither short nor long time. Maybe much of it you will spend in our 
country; I wish, anyway. 

I received the Newsletter a few days ago. There I found Stephen Mitchell’s address. Then I 
sent him a letter and asked him to write the exact time you will come to Poland. On Friday, 
February 17, we start a four-day group sitting in Kotowice, and I hope to be there working 
on Joshu’s “Everyday Mind”. 

Now I have a question: All Buddhists in Krakow and Kotowice are my friends. They practice 
two different ways—Tibetan and Zen. I don’t know to which Dharmas I owe my position, 
being engaged in both in the front of Buddha’s Grace. 

Still, I’m working to get done my second graduation work. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Hapchang, 

Anthony 

 

March 4, 1978 

Dear Anthony, 

Thank you for your letter and beautiful card. How are you and your family and your Zen 
club? 

We are also excited about visiting your country. I will send you our schedule with this letter. 
I asked Jacob, and he said he would go to Poland with us. So that is also wonderful. Also, 
you will have a four-day sitting starting April 17. That, too, is wonderful.  

Your letter said you are working on Jo Ju’s everyday mind. Very good. I think this kong-an 
will help you a lot. This kong-an’s point means that if you want to try, it is already a mistake. 
That means don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check your 
understanding. Only go straight—don’t know. This kong-an says the true way is not 
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dependent on understanding or not understanding, which means your opinion, your 
condition, and your situation disappear; then the True Way appears, and you can keep 
correct opinion, correct condition, and correct situation. So I ask you: What are you doing 
now? When you are doing something, you must do it. This is Jo Ju’s everyday mind. I think 
you understand too much. But this understanding cannot help you. You must control your 
understanding. Your understanding controls you. That is very dangerous, because you ask 
me about the difference between Zen and Tibetan Buddhism. 

If you keep don’t know mind, which is already cutting off all thinking, then in your mind, 
there is no Zen, no Tibetan Buddhism, no American, no foreign. Any mind becomes one—
Buddha’s mind, Bodhisattva’s mind, Christ-mind already become one. Why do you make 
Zen mind? Why do you make Tibetan mind? So you have a problem. Not only Zen and 
Tibetan Buddhism—Christianity, Yoga, also any philosophy, psychology, any academic 
subject are no hindrance. 

So I say to you: Don’t hold something; don’t make something; don’t attach to something. 
Then you are already complete. Don’t touch any thoughts or any understanding which come 
and go; let it be. Then, those feelings and understanding will appear and disappear by 
themselves. Don’t worry. Only go straight—don’t know. Don’t know, always and 
everywhere, is very important. O.K.? 

I ask you: the “Everyday Mind is the True Way” kong-an said, “Nam Cheon said, ‘The True 
Way is not dependent on understanding or not understanding. Understanding is illusion; 
not understanding is blankness.’ Then Jo Ju suddenly got Enlightenment.” What did Jo Ju 
attain? Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t 
make Zen; don’t make Tibetan Buddhism. That is your correct direction. If you have correct 
direction, Zen and Tibetan Buddhism and Yoga practicing and school learning and bad and 
good, everything is your good teacher. If you lose don’t know and lose your direction, even if 
Buddha appears and gives a special Dharma speech for you, it cannot help you. All Buddha’s 
speech will become a demon. 

So you must keep don’t-know mind always and everywhere. Try, try, try for 10,000 years, 
nonstop. That is very important. 

I hope you are always keeping 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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March 4, 1978 

Dear Student, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You sent me a letter to Tahl Mah Sah. I just 
returned to Providence from Chicago, and we’re having Yong Maeng Jong Jin, so your letter 
followed me. 

I heard the good news about the New York Zen Center. It is the same as in your letter. I just 
heard about the New York situation and talked about the New York Zen Center in the 
future with Linc and Judy. Renting a house is not good, not bad. I said to them, “I’ll help 
the New York Zen Center. In Los Angeles, my student has a little money which we can 
borrow. So we can borrow $20,000 from my student and buy one floor. Linc said we could 
buy a place and fix it up. This way is better than renting a house.” What do you think about 
this way? If you like, you and all the New York Zen Center try it one time. 

The New York Zen Center’s name is International Zen Center, so we must be a correct 
International Zen Center. Only being an International Zen Center in name is no good. 
Everybody in New York is a very good student, but they also have many strong opinions and 
also strongly hold their situations, so the New York Zen Center doesn’t grow and isn’t a 
correct International Zen Center. I always say you must make your opinion, your condition, 
and your situation disappear. Then you are already complete. Then you have Great Love, 
Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. Then you are able to do everything. 
That is very important. 

Then you said in your letter that you are afraid, and your chest and stomach are in pain, and 
you have a strong feeling. Everybody has this style sickness. So we try Zen practicing. Those 
things come from where? “I”, “my”, “me” mind. If you have no “I”, “my”, “me”, how do 
fear and pain in your stomach appear? You already understand. But understanding cannot 
help you. You must attain. If you want to attain, don’t check your feelings; don’t check your 
mind; don’t check your understanding. Put it all down. Don’t touch any understanding or 
any feeling which come and go. Let it be. When you check, when you are holding, then you 
have a problem. How strong is your don’t-know mind? If you are 50%, then your life is only 
50% human. If your don’t-know mind is 90%, then your life is 90% correct. If your don’t-
know mind is stronger, 99%, not good, not bad. But this 1% is stronger than 99%. You 
must understand this. If 1% bad karma appears, then 99% practicing mind disappears. So 
100% don’t-know mind is very important. 

I think your don’t-know mind is sometimes 30, 50, 80, 90, 99%. You must take one more 
strong step. Then complete 100%! Then your Great Faith, Great Courage, and Great 
Question will come together, and you can keep only don’t know. Always, everywhere. That 
is called Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. O.K.? New York 
ideas, New York condition, New York situation—put it all down. 
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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. 
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Tuesday, February 21, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I know you have heard about what is happening in New York from the PZC 
directors and from Maureen. When I left Los Angeles three weeks ago (and actually before I 
arrived in California), I knew I had to live at the Zen Center, but I felt I had to see and hear 
for myself what was happening in New York before I could make a definite decision. I was 
somewhat disappointed by the fact that no one else was interested in doing the same thing. 
However, I took the plunge and made the committment to get it started again. Your last 
words to me about one person being strong really helped. 

Anyway, the last two weeks, I have looked at many loft spaces. The rents are very high, but 
Linc came down to look at the best space we found, which is only one block from Sunny’s. 
The thing that truly amazed me is that now Judy is planning to live at the Center also. 
(Maybe the finances will be easier now with two people). The fire is catching. 

Month-to-month financing is still a problem, since rents are much higher than we had 
imagined. Five to six hundred dollars seems to be the minimum rent, and sometimes this 
does not include heat. I have some homework for Linc, which I hope to include with this 
letter. We have two more lofts to look at tomorrow, one of them being in the Won Gak Sa 
building. 

We hope to make a final decision in the next two weeks, and would like to have you see the 
space if your schedule permits an extra trip to New York. Otherwise, maybe the weekend of 
March Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 

Monday, February 27 

Our situation is changing daily. George came to New York this past weekend and we had a 
great Yong Maeng Jong Jin at Bob Oren’s house. Before we went to Long Island, Judy and I 
took George to see the three spaces we had considered. The space on 16th Street still seemed 
best to all of us. 

However, today, we began the search again from the beginning, since Carole has committed 
herself to living with us. We are now three, with the possible addition of two others who have 
just begun practicing with us. Wow! Monthly rent seems to be less of a pressing problem 
now, but we now need about 3000 square feet, and spaces that big might be hard to come 
by. Anyway, we won’t know the market for a few more days. 

We are having a housemeeting on Thursday after practice to get committments of time for 
renovations, as it seems that is going to happen soon. Judy can give you more information on 
the status of things here while she is at Yong Maeng Jong Jin; she has seen all of the spaces 
we have looked at. 
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I hope your body is strong and well, and if everything works out, I’ll see you in New Haven 
for the recording session. 

Thank you so much for your teaching. 

108 Bows, 

Beth 

 

March 4, 1978 

Dear Beth, 

Thank you for your two letters. How are you? 

You are doing hard training for the New York Zen Center. That is wonderful, and I say to 
you, thanks again. Buddha said, “If one mind is pure, the whole world is pure.” So if one 
mind is strong, all thinking disappears. Therefore, if one person is strong, the Zen Center is 
strong and the whole world is strong, and you can save all people from suffering. 

I saw your letter. I am very happy; your mind is strong, so I think the New York Zen Center 
is no problem. Your getting a building or not getting a building doesn’t matter. That one 
person’s mind be strong and follow the correct way is very important. I heard about the New 
York situation from Linc and Judy. Now many students will be living together. That is 
wonderful. And you will find a good building. So I already told Linc and Judy that a student 
of mine in Los Angeles has $20,000 which we can borrow to buy one floor of a building, and 
that this would be better than renting a house. 

Everything is O.K. Everything is already complete. If you make something or hold 
something, you have a problem. You are strong, and I know you believe in yourself. You 
already completely understand good taste and bad taste in this world. Also, you understand 
what the correct way is. But only understanding cannot help. Only try, try, try. This is very 
important. That is helping your True Self and helping other people and helping the Zen 
Center and becoming world peace. 

You understand New York mind. But if you check New York mind, you have a problem. If 
you don’t check New York mind, then you can control New York mind. Everything coming 
and going—let it be. Only go straight—don’t know, for 10,000 years. O.K.? 

So, 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. 
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Monday, February 27, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Did you have a good trip to Chicago and Providence? I had a good trip back 
to Berkeley with a very special back seat driver! I am very grateful that he wanted me to come 
to Los Angeles to get him. 

When we arrived at the Zen Center, about 9:30 P.M. (we drove slowly, along the coast, 
stopping sometimes), he was welcomed in a variety of ways: Some people bowed; someone 
said, “Oh, I wonder who curled his hair!” someone else said, “He is cute!” That was all right. 
He understood, and so did I. After all, it took me a long time (ask Linc!) to realize that big, 
gold, plaster Buddhas are—well—big, gold, plaster Buddhas!! 

I put him (temporarily) on the altar, lit incense and candles. Everything was so perfectly 
complete. “Meticulous and perfectly complete.” Thank you. 

Yesterday, everyone worked very hard here, fixing up the big room upstairs and making 
space for Eric F. to move into Jeff’s old room (he needs a room to himself, since he is writing 
his PhD thesis). He moved in, and we are all happy about that. Ezra helped me move a big 
table downstairs, and together, we made a new and beautiful altar for the Buddha. He is 
happy there; he is smiling all the time. I will take a picture and send it to you. Sometime he 
will have a real temple and will help many people. 

Some people here would like to know more about this Buddha. He is Shakyamuni Buddha, 
we know. But I have also heard No Su Nim tell people that the jewel in his forehead means 
he is Amita Bul. Are they the same or different? What kind of special ceremony should we do 
to welcome him officially? Anyway, Wednesday night, we will do special chanting and light 
that special incense you gave me once, the long kind. 

Thank you for being my teacher and for being so patient with me through all this! 

Respectfully, 

Hae Soeng Poep Sa 

 

March 1, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, Sherry, David, Louise, Merrie, 

Here, at last,is the finalized itinerary for our coming adventure to Europe. You will notice 
quite a few changes. We have shortened our stays in Poland and in Paris and added a trip to 
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Frankfeurt so that we can spend a day on the Rhine River and visit a castle, and we have 
added also a trip up to Amsterdam, followed by a train trip down through Belgium with an 
overnight in Antwerp. As by now all of you know, we did have some question about whether 
it was a good idea to make the trip to Poland. I have written to Antoni in Poland and asked 
the situation and given him the chance to think it over and change his mind if he sees fit. If 
we should end up not going to Poland, we will simply substitute Vienna for Poland. 

I am sorry that the trip is costing considerably more than first anticipated and I thank you all 
for sending in your money so promptly. We have now paid for all of the airfares, totaling 
$1039.60 each. We had to do this 45 days early in order to make a very substantial saving on 
the Apex airfares to Rome and back from Paris. Those cannot be changed, although we could 
change the fares between points in Europe if necessary. The train fares will be paid for there, I 
think they will run about $100.00 more or less. 

Our accomodations are various—and not cheap. I have tried to arrange for two triples and 
one single for Soen San Nim—however, this will not always be possible. I will know more in 
the next few days. The costs range between the low of $7.00 a day per person in England, 
where we will be staying in a hostel, and $16.00 (!) in Rome. Sometimes breakfast is 
included, most times, as a matter of fact. Although it sounds outrageous, I suggest we plan 
on $25.00 per day for food and lodging… if we end up with a surplus, won’t that be nice??! 
That means a total of $750.00 for the thirty days. AND… my experience in these matters is 
that extras just do tend to come up—so perhaps each of us should plan on $2,000.00 each 
for the entire trip. Ezra and I will pay all of Soen Sa Nim’s expenses while on the trip and 
then those of you who can, may reimburse us your share later, at the end of the trip, OK? 

Some of you have asked about what to wear, etc. Of course you will need your robes. Aside 
from that, I for one plan to travel as light as possible, bringing a couple of changes of simple, 
easy to care for pants and shirts, a coat, etc. We will not need sleeping bags at this point. 
Louise is getting together Dharma supplies—mok tok, incense, etc. I also plan on lugging 
along my sitting cushion, since I’m not much good at making do in this department! Ezra is 
at this moment, by the way, looking into sightseeing in the various places we are going! 

I’ll stay in contact as the time gets closer. Kwan Sae Um Bosal! 

Hae Seong (Diana) 

P.S. Ezra just found out that the Rhine River cruise (12 hours) will cost $40.00 each. 

 

March 5, 1978 

Dear Hae Soeng Poep Sa, Diana, 

Thank you for your two letters. How are you and Ezra and the BKZC family? 

You are very lucky; you had a very good back-seat driver. That gold Buddha, I think, has 
strong special energy. So this Buddha called you and said, “Take me! I want to soon go to 
your Zen Center!” Also, the Buddha taught you a lot on the way and makes many people 
Buddhists. 
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Long ago Buddha said, “If someone sees Buddha one time, good speech and bad speech 
don’t matter. Then in the future, they will get Enlightenment, because they have already 
made Buddhist karma and have put the seed of Enlightenment in their mind.” So this is 
called a gold Buddha. Gold means unchanging and not disappearing. In this world, cause 
and effect are very clear. So you and this Buddha have very strong, very close, and very clear 
karma together. So I say to you, that is wonderful! 

A sutra said, “Some small children went by the river. Then, after swimming, they made a 
Buddha from some sand, and they bowed to Buddha. Then afterwards, the children soon got 
Enlightenment.” They had no Great Faith, Great Courage, and Great Question, only made 
Buddha, only bowed. They were only playing—only children’s mind. Only-playing mind is 
only-go-straight mind. Only-go-straight mind already has Great Faith, Great Courage, and 
Great Question, because it is already not making anything, not holding anything, not 
attached to anything. This is already complete. 

You asked me if Shakyamuni Buddha and Amita Bul are the same or different. If you want 
Shakyamuni Buddha, I will give you Shakyamuni Buddha. If you want Amita Bul, I will give 
you Amita Bul. If you want a sand Buddha, I will give you a sand Buddha. Those Buddhas 
did not say, “I am Buddha.” Which one do you want? 

Next, you asked me about a ceremony. If you have the 10,000 Eyes and Hands Sutra, then 
try this and Kwan Sae Um Bosal chanting together with all your family. Put three kinds of 
fruit on the altar, and flowers. Then enough. If you want a special ceremony, when I go to 
Los Angeles, then I will visit BKZC one day and we’ll try a ceremony together. 

You said Eric is moving into Jeff’s old room. That is wonderful. Now BKZC is strong, 
strong! I also am very happy to hear that. 

Next, you sent me a wonderful letter about our trip to Europe and a very organized schedule. 
Thank you very much. I will only follow your idea. Maybe it will be a wonderful trip. You 
and Ezra already understand Europe, this whole course. We are very lucky, because you are 
very good guides. So my mind is most sorry, because you have done very hard training with 
the finances and the schedule. I saw this schedule. It was very clear and organized. Just Zen 
mind. I often say to keep a mind which is clear like space; use your mind, which is 
meticulous and perfectly complete. Your head is like this. So I say to you, wonderful! 
Wonderful! 

We had “Man Cham” last night. I talked about the Mu Mun Kwan #13, “Duk Sahn 
Carrying His Bowls”. It was a correct formal-style “Man Cham”. We made video and 
cassette tapes of it. I will send you a cassette. Some day, when you come here, we’ll look at 
the video tape. Everybody liked the formal style “Man Cham” and Dharma speech. We had a 
good time together. People from all the East Coast Zen Center family were here. 

Did you finish the “Duk Sahn Carrying His Bowls” kong-an? If you didn’t yet, only go 
straight—don’t know. O.K.? 

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

S.S. 
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March 4, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter. I hope you are very well. This is the first exchange of letters we 
have had. Shim Gum Do is a baby Zen Temple. I hope that it will slowly grow and develop. 
When I first met Gwang Jang Nim at MIT, I liked the way he taught. I began to try and be 
with him whenever possible. Any time he asked me to help him, I would eagerly respond and 
consider it an honor to be allowed to assist him. When he opened the Shim Gum Do school 
on Boylston Street, only two students lived with him. When I moved in, all I knew about 
Zen was Shim Gum Do. Then Gwang Jang Nim taught me to do 108 prostrations in the 
morning, and he and I did them every day. Soon the other housemembers began to do 
prostrations. We tried following the chants with Gwang Jang Nim every morning. There was 
a rapid change of household members. Jeff moved in. He and I quickly memorized the 
chanting and began working on learning to use the moktak. Gwang Jang Nim taught how to 
cook clearly, work clearly, and how to organize. There was a constant flux of students living 
at the Shim Gum Do school. Many students found it too difficult to get up early and bow 
every morning and didn’t want to be responsible for cooking and other work at the school. 
Others wanted to go to a university in another state. For whatever reason, there was a 
constant turnover. Only Marc and myself have been here for over a year. Many students who 
lived outside the school began getting up early and bowing in their homes. Everyone 
practiced sitting meditation on their own time. 

Our current schedule at the Shim Gum Do School is: 

Mon-Fri 

A.M. 5:30 wake up, 108 prostrations 
         6:00 chanting 
         6:30–6:45 sitting Zen 
         6:45–7:00 breakfast 
         7:00 first sword class 

P.M. 5:00 first sword class 

Because of a busy schedule teaching Shim Gum Do in the evening, we have not had an 
evening period of sitting Zen. I hope we will soon. It is important to hold chanting at 5:00 
in the evening so that the 5:30 sword students will be exposed to other aspects of Zen 
practice. Many of these students come to the school at 5:00 P.M. Saturday morning after 
bowing, there is a work period that ends at 12:00 noon. Sundays we will now have the 
following schedule, which we will try and get Shim Gum Do students outside the school 
involved in. 
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A.M. 8:00 Bow 
         9:00 Chanting 
         9:30 sitting Zen 
         10:00 Shim Gum Do training 
         10:30 sitting Zen 
         11:00 finished 

Sometimes, we have a treat scheduled for 11:00 Sunday. 

Many people who started out in Shim Gum Do didn’t like bowing, chanting, or sitting Zen 
(myself included). Then later, they understood how important these were. Gwang Jang Nim 
taught us how to bow, how to sit Zen, how to chant, how to work, etc. When I am sad, he 
talks to me and makes me happy. When I need to be pushed, he pushes me. When I am sick, 
he gives me medicine. He has taught me many things. I respect him; he is my teacher; he is 
my Master. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for him. He has told me I must take 
responsibility for the running of this school, and I have been trying to the best of my ability. 
What I have discovered is that I cannot do this alone. I must act together with Shim Gum 
Do students. So now we are trying housemeetings, extending our formal practice and 
training in Shim Gum Do together. When Gwang Jang Nim goes to Korea, we will be able 
to take care of the school. Also, when he begins travelling more, we will be more prepared to 
manage this school. 

But now I must ask you, how are Shim Gum Do and Zen different? I could not practice one 
without the other. Also, for three years now, I have followed Gwang Jang Nim, obeyed 
Gwang Jang Nim, lived with him, helped him. I thought he was teaching me Zen. I respect 
you and look forward to seeing you. I am very happy to see your temples grow and to see 
you becoming famous in this country. I consider you the Grandfather of Shim Gum Do and 
Gwang Jang Nim the Father. In my room, I have a picture of you and one of Gwang Jang 
Nim side by side. 

When Gwang Jang Nim said that we must take interviews from George Bowman Ji Do Poep 
Sa Nim, everyone was very surprised. Bowman Ji Do Poep Sa Nim is a stranger to Shim 
Gum Do students. Only a few of us know him. Shim Gum Do students consider Gwang 
Jang Nim to be their Master. Then they ask me, “Why can’t Gwang Jang Nim give 
interviews? Who is Bowman Ji Do Poep Sa Nim? Doesn’t Gwang Jang Nim’s teacher believe 
in him?” No one wants to take an interview. For a while, we left it that students wishing to 
take an interview with Bowman Ji Do Poep Sa Nim could go to the Cambridge Zen Center. 
What can Gwang Jang Nim do about this situation? 

You asked me about my homework. Thank you for giving me homework; I am working on 
it very hard. I looked to my side, and Gwang Jang Nim was also doing his homework. Then 
I saw that Soen Sa Nim also does his homework. When your homework is all done, what 
will you do? 

Yours in the Dharma, 
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Sang Gwang Rowe Sa Bom  

 

March 9, 1978 

Dear  Sang Gwang Rowe Sa Bom, 

How are you and the Shim Gum Do Zen Center family? Thank you for your letter. 

You are a wonderful Sa Bom and a wonderful Zen student. Your schedule and your 
practicing are wonderful. I know the Shim Gum Do School history, and I know Shim Gum 
Do students’ minds. Also, I know Gwang Jang Nim’s teaching. I am very happy that the 
Shim Gum Do school will be different from other karate schools, which means a Shim Gum 
Do Zen Center, not only a Shim Gum Do School. If you are a Zen Center, then you have 
Zen Center rules. Baby Zen Center, middle Zen Center, big Zen Center doesn’t matter. You 
must keep the temple rules. That is very important. But all Zen Centers have a little different 
situation. So the Shim Gum Do School Zen Center has a very different style. But keeping 
the temple rules is the same. The Shim Gum Do School situation is different, so a little 
different action is possible. But, “We don’t understand something, so we cannot do it.”—
This style is very bad action, which means if you are attached to my opinion, my condition, 
and my situation, you don’t understand the truth and don’t understand Shim Gum Do, also 
don’t understand Zen. This style speech is O.K.: “Now, our situation is very difficult, but we 
will try, and in the future, it will be possible.” Then, this style speech is try, try-mind, go-
straight mind. “Cannot” means stopping, not growing, attached to I-my-me mind. It is very 
dangerous. Very careful. 

You asked me how Shim Gum Do and Zen are different. So I ask you: My interview and 
George Bowman’s interview—how are they different? In Providence, Professor Jay, who is 
fifty-three years old, visits the Zen Center. He used to be George Bowman’s teacher in 
college. But nowadays, he comes into the interview room, bows to George, and has an 
interview with him. But he understood the correct way, so he threw away his opinion, his 
condition, his situation, all for the Dharma, so he can have an interview with George. You 
said that George is a stranger to Shim Gum Do students. At other Zen Centers’ schools, 
many people also don’t know George. Also, all the students at Providence Zen Center are 
George’s friends from before. Now, they are also good Dharma friends. But they all cut 
down “I”, “my”, “me” and have an interview with him, because they understand what the 
true way is and what Zen is. 

I think Shim Gum Do students are too attached to Shim Gum Do, and so they don’t 
understand Zen Centers. Maybe in the future, they will understand. But you are already a 
Shim Gum Do Sa Bom and a Zen student. Even a small attachment is a big mistake. 

This world is very wide, very deep, and very clear. You already said to me that Gwang Jang 
Nim is the father; I am the grandfather. That doesn’t matter. What is the correct way—the 
Zen Center’s situation? If you understand this, you correctly understand father and 
grandfather. If it is only a Shim Gum Do School, then no problem. I already told you in the 
last letter. 
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So, I hope you understand the correct Shim Gum Do School situation; you teach them the 
correct way, slowly, grow and do together action with other Zen Centers. Don’t make 
special. If you make special, you have special. But this special cannot help you. Put it all 
down—anything. Then you are complete. 

Next, your homework. You are doing hard training on your homework. That is wonderful. 
Only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your understanding; don’t check other people’s minds. Only try, try, try for 10,000 
years, nonstop. If you check Gwang Jang Nim’s homework, if you check my homework, you 
will have a problem. Do you know my homework? I will hit you thirty times. What do you 
say? 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 freedom to use the sword which kills and revives, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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March 2, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Thank you for the great Buddha. You are right; he is very strong. Our family 
in BZC is coming together and has increased now that Jim W. and Eric and Anita have 
moved in. We have been cleaning up and getting rid of things and clutter and have made a 
new altar for the Buddha with a fine red covering. 

The trip to Europe is fast approaching. It will be a wonderful experience, and we are 
fortunate to be able to share it with one another. I’m studying the different cities so as to 
make the most of our time there. Hopefully the U.S. dollar will not continue to decline. 

We are continuing to look and try to find a new temple, but progress is slow. I’m eager to see 
the property in L.A. Hae Soeng says you all are working hard on it. The letter you asked me 
to write to Linc is on the way also. “Try, try, try—only go straight” didn’t help with my slow 
typing, so I’ve sent it in original writing—otherwise, it would have become ancient history 
before being finished. Life is full and very busy. As you said in your last Dharma talk here, 
“Busy is good.” No time to think—only go straight. 

We all miss you and look forward to having you back with us in a couple of months. 

Would you please send back here the negatives from the pictures taken on our trip to 
Hawaii? I’d like to print some more and send them onto the people on the Islands. That was 
such a fine trip! 

Please give our best to everyone there at PZC. Ken’s decision to become a monk and his 
letter to his grandfather is very touching. Hae Soeng read it to us after sitting. 

Keep well, 

Ezra, Jin Am 

P.S. I still don’t know what to do about the cigarette man. 

 

March 9, 1978 

Dear Jin Am Poep Sa, Ezra, 

How are you and Hae Soeng and the BKZC family? Thank you for your letter. All the 
family likes the strong Buddha. That is wonderful. 
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Almost all people see something, and their minds appear. They see a diamond and think, “I 
want this”, or beautiful clothes, a beautiful man, beautiful women. Then, their mind moves; 
they want it. The Orientals call this “Gyeon Mul Saeng Shim”. “Gyoen” means “see”; “mul” 
means “things”; “saeng” means “appear”; “shim” means “mind”. So, when you see 
something, your mind appears. If you see a beautiful location, you have a very good feeling. 
Also, if you see good art, you have enough mind. If you see a strong Buddha, Great Faith, 
Great Courage, and Great Practicing appear in your mind. So a strong Buddha is necessary. 
First, outside things control your mind. Then, when you can believe in yourself, you control 
outside things. Then finally, inside and outside only become one. So Buddha is three pounds 
of flax; Buddha is dry shit on a stick; true Buddha is gold Buddha. You already understand. 

I like the trip to Europe. Nowadays, Hae Soeng Poep Sa is doing hard training. You said it 
will be a wonderful experience, which we are fortunate to be able to share with one another, 
and that you are studying the different cities so we can make the most of our time. That is 
wonderful, also, your original job. 

Next, you are looking for a new temple. The gold Buddha will help you and maybe you will 
get a beautiful temple soon. The L.A. temple is in a very noisy place. The Koreans say “Sa 
Tong O Dal”. “Sa” means the four directions; “Tong” means “through”; “O” means “five”, 
and “Dal” means “attain”. There are many intersections. This means that starting to go 
anywhere is possible, which means it is the center. So many people said advertising is not 
necessary. Before, Tahl Mah Sah had a Korean-style pagoda. If we only keep it in front of the 
house, this is already enough advertising. A busy area, a noisy area, a through-everywhere 
area. This means an only-helping-other-people area. If you keep my opinion, my condition, 
and my situation, it will be an area of many problems. So it is very clear. If you have “I”, 
“my”, “me,” you cannot stay at Tahl Mah Sah. If you throw away “I”, “my”, “me” it 
becomes a Bodhisattva area. So you already said you are also busy, busy, busy. Your situation 
and Tahl Mah Sah’s situation are the same. Only-go-straight area, only-go-straight mind. 
Maybe when you see the Tahl Mah Sah location, you will like it. 

I know your partly-typed, partly-handwritten letter to Linc. Not bad. Better than forgetting. 
Linc said the written part is better than the typed part. Also, on our European trip, please 
continue writing. This is your job, if you like. 

Next, I am sorry. I will send you the negatives of our trip. One picture with Aitken Roshi I 
will send to him, so you must only keep it in your memory. I cannot make copies of the 
others, so please make copies and send them to everyone. 

All the PZC family says hello to the BKZC family. 

Ken wants to become a monk. He feels 99% that this is possible, but he is not sure. So I said 
to him, “If you are not 100%, becoming a monk is difficult. That 1% is stronger than 99%. 
So, if you become a monk and still have 1%, this 1% will kill you. Be very careful! If you are 
100%, tell me anytime. Then becoming a monk is possible.” I think maybe yes, maybe not. 
Becoming a monk is very difficult but very easy. If you have a strong direction and Great 
Vow, then it is no problem. But if inside, you still have “I”, “my”, “me” a little, it is very 
difficult. So becoming a monk is unusual. Unusual people are usual people. So, usual people 
are unusual people. If you understand that, becoming a monk is very easy. I hope Ken 
understands this. 
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Next, your homework. Only go straight—don’t know. Then a good answer will appear by 
itself. Before, I told you a little soft teaching is necessary. So you must check Dropping Ashes 
on the Buddha—all 100 titles. Then one title will help your answer. But when you check the 
titles, you must keep don’t-know mind strongly. If don’t-know mind is not strong, then the 
titles will read your mind, and you cannot find it. If don’t-know mind checks 100 titles, then 
one title will clearly shine to your mind. So only go straight—don’t know, for 10,000 years. 
Try, try, try, nonstop. 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. 
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March 9, 1978 

Dear Aitken Roshi, 

How are you and your Zen family? 

We have just finished sesshin at Providence Zen Center, so I didn’t check the Namsen’s 
sickle kong-an. I am sorry. But now I have time, so I checked it. 

You sent me a letter on January 27 about “Namsen’s sickle”, and your correspondence with 
your student Joe L. That is very wonderful, just like this. But nowadays, the book One Hand 
Clapping has appeared. It has answers to all kong-ans. So some of my students, when asked,  
“What is three pounds of flax?” say “Three pounds of flax.” So I say to them, “You are a 
monkey.” If they only understand three pounds of flax, they have a problem. That is for the 
student. Then it will be clear if they have attained their understanding or not. 

But your exchange of letters with your student is very wonderful. If you want, check one 
more time. Example: “Is it correct?” or “I don’t believe you!” or “You are a monkey!” Maybe 
you will like this. 

Next, the kong-an about the woman who burnt the house down after taking care of the 
monk for twenty years. That is a wonderful kong-an. In Korea and China, there are many 
different answers to this kong-an, so people have a lot of problems with it. So it is a famous 
kong-an. I like this kong-an. Some books say ten years, but I checked Yeom Soeng Jeong Dung 
Nak, and twenty years is correct. In this kong-an, also, at that time, what is the monk’s 
correct situation? This monk only keeps his situation and his idea, so he has a problem. So 
this woman gets angry and burns his house. Someday, we will check this kong-an together. 

I hope you are in good health, your Zen Center grows, many keen-eyed students appear and 
save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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811 

February 27, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so much for stopping here to give the Dharma talk last night. It was wonderful to 
have you with us. Thank you also for the suggestion that I come to Providence for a sesshin. 
I’d love to! 

Wanted you to know that in April, I’ll be going to spend almost two weeks of training with 
Seo Un Su Nim and will then go to L.A. for sesshin. 

As to my homework, “JoJu’s Washing the Bowls” and “Soeng Am Calls Master” kong-ans, I 
don’t know. I see the opposites involved, but can’t solve them. 

Please help me with your statement, “Cut off all thinking.” I’m attaching to the words and 
making more opposites. Thinking is “bad”; not thinking is “good”. What is “cut off”? 
Should there be an effort to cut off, or does this cutting off arise naturally from practice? 

Please, Soen Sa Nim, try to put us on your schedule for sesshin this year. I’d be happy to do 
anything I can to be of help. 

Last but not least, have a healthy safe trip to Europe. I look forward to writing you again 
when you return. 

Gassho, 

Virginia 

 

March 10, 1978 

Dear Virginia, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. I also was very happy to stop in Chicago and give a 
lecture for you. 

I know many people in the Chicago area would like to sit correctly and want to understand 
the correct way, but there is no correct Zen Center there, so many people go to other places 
to find a correct Zen Center and meet a Zen Master. So it is very important that you go to a 
correct Zen Center and practice correctly and get the Correct Way, which means everybody 
has karma. Making this karma disappear is very difficult. So an eminent teacher said, 
“Attaining Enlightenment is very easy, but keeping Enlightenment is very difficult.” If you 
meet a keen-eyed Zen Master and hear one word, you can get Enlightenment. But your bad 
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karma cannot disappear quickly. So a correct Zen Center means bowing together, chanting 
together, sitting together, and living together, so your bad karma disappears very easily. 
Correct, correct means you cannot keep your ideas, cannot keep your condition, cannot keep 
your situation. This means “I”, “my”, “me” mind already disappears. So first you must meet 
a keen-eyed Zen Master and you must find a correct Zen Center. This is very important. 

In your letter, you said you will go to California and meet Seo Un Su Nim. Very good; that’s 
wonderful. His practicing is strong and wonderful. He practices by himself very strongly and 
correctly. I think you should go sometime to another Zen Center where they do strong 
together action. But if you have Great Faith, Great Courage, and Great Question, any place 
is no problem. 

Next your homework, You say, “I don’t know.” That is wonderful. Only go straight—don’t-
know mind. Don’t check your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check anything. Don’t 
hold anything. Then you can see; you can hear; you can smell; all, just like this, is truth. The 
trees and the rocks already give you a good answer. The trees and the rocks—what do they 
say? Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 
years, nonstop. Try, try, try. O.K.? 

I would like to do Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Chicago, but I don’t know when I will be in 
Chicago again. Sometime, ask our Zen Center Director, Louise. 

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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812 

February 27, 1978 

Hello…  

I’m living on Maui and managed to miss Soen Sa Nim’s visit here… I was visiting at the 
time… I will be back in Rhode Island May and part of June… Could you please send me the 
current Newsletters so’s I can see if I can come spend a Yong Maeng Jong Jin with you…  

Living on Maui… rite here rite now… is an unfolding just like this experience… flashing 
upon the perfection in all things… awareness that perfection is indeed perfect… people and 
environment all supportive of clearing mind… mind is clear… always… just like this…  

Love and Gentleness … A LOT…  

Bruce 

 

March 10, 1978 

Dear Bruce, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

I like Maui and the Maui Zen Center very much. I had a very wonderful stay there with all 
my Dharma friends. Also, Aitken Roshi is a very wonderful and warm great Zen Master. 

In your letter, you said you want to do Yong Maeng Jong Jin with us sometime. That is 
wonderful. I will send you our schedule. Also, if you have a question, send a letter to our Zen 
Center Director, Louise. 

In your letter, you like just like this. What is just like this? You said, “… mind is clear… 
always… just like this.” No-mind is better than clear mind. But both of these minds cannot 
get just like this. Just like this is not dependent on no-mind and clear mind. The Diamond 
Sutra said, “You cannot attain present mind, cannot attain past mind, cannot attain future 
mind.” What is no-mind? What is clear mind? What is just like this? Are they the same or 
different? Tell me! Tell me! If you understand, that is wonderful. If you don’t understand, 
only go straight. Put it all down, clear mind and just like this. Only don’t know. Don’t check 
your mind; don’t check your feelings; don’t check your understanding. Only go straight—
don’t know for 10,000 years, nonstop. Try, try, try. 

I hope you always keep don’t-know mind, which is clear like space, soon get Enlightenment, 
and save all people from suffering. 
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Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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813 

February 27, 1978 

In a house in the great city,  
the master expounded the Dharma  
as dogs barked and cars passed  
in the night outside. 

When I returned to my country home,  
nothing had changed. 
But the wild grasses bowed  
over the chanting river. 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

This is the busy season of my life. I am a newspaper reporter, covering the Vermont State 
Legislature. The legislature is in session now, and my hours of work are long and irregular. 
As you suggested in November, I have tried to sit every day and have managed to do so fairly 
consistently. Sometimes, however, when I am tired, I sit for only a few minutes. I often wish 
my life were a little less hectic, a little less constrained. I remember very clearly my meetings 
with you at the Cambridge Zen Center, and at times, I wish my life were more orderly so 
that I could devote more time to my family and to Zen practice. 

Nonetheless, my practice continues. I believe my path is a worthwhile one, and my work is 
meaningful. Working with people in a politically-charged situation, dealing with important 
issues, and trying at the same time to write objective, accurate news about those issues is a 
good ground for practice. So, I am trying. 

I intend to return to the Cambridge Zen Center in the spring for more hard training. 
However, I will be unable to be with you there in March as the legislature here remains in 
session until early April. In the meantime, I continue sitting, working, eating, sleeping—and 
not knowing. I find that your teaching about not knowing is tremendously helpful, both in 
work and in my personal life. Every now and then, that fresh breeze blows my preconceived 
notions away, and I am back at the beginning, facing people, meetings, family, friends, 
politics, debates, and issues anew, a HIT that comes once in a while. 

At the November Yong Maeng Jong Jin, you asked my why I was “meditating” and said I 
must find out why. At the time, I said I didn’t know. I’m not sure that was an accurate 
statement, but I have nothing better to offer you now. The reasons I continue to sit seem to 
change from day to day—or perhaps minute to minute. 

Here are some of those reasons: 

1. I am convinced that I am literally asleep, highly unaware. Through sitting, I have had 
some feeling about what it would be to be awake. I want to wake up. 
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2. There is a careless, forgetful, mindless side to my personality that irritates me. I want to 
become more mindful in my life, and I think sitting can help me to do that. 

3. I want to really help people and to make the world better without finding the stain of my 
own personal interest on everything I do. I think practice has helped me reduce my 
selfishness somewhat—and can perhaps give me more accurate data about reality with which 
to work. So I continue to sit, meditate, practice. 

And still, all this is just thinking. Why am I sitting? 

Cars go by in the street outside my office window.  
It is 2:30 P.M., Monday, February 27. Time for a meeting. 

Thank you for your teaching. I hope to see you in the Spring. 

Best wishes, 

Tom 

 

March 10, 1978 

Dear Tom, 

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

I’m glad to hear you are sitting every day and want to practice correctly. Also, in your letter, 
you said you report on the Vermont State Legislature. That is wonderful. Maybe sitting will 
help your reporting a lot. 

In this world, there are three kinds of sharp points. One is the sharp point of a sword. Next 
is the point of the tongue. Next is the point of the pen. The point of the tongue is stronger 
than the sword’s point. The pen’s point is stronger than the tongue’s point. So a sword is a 
weapon. The tongue is political power. A pen is democracy. So already, you use the pen 
point. That is wonderful. In the future, you can save all people from suffering. Zen’s pen-
point is stronger than those other points, because it has Truth, Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. Other points are opposites, fighting points, so 
they appear and disappear, but Zen is the absolute, unchanging, always pure and clear. So I 
hope you soon get the Zen pen-point and save all people from suffering and get world peace. 

Before, I asked you why you meditate. You gave me three reasons. Not good, not bad. I 
think many words are not necessary. Zen is complicated mind becoming simple mind. If you 
have a simple mind, you can do everything, and you have no hindrance everywhere. So, our 
sitting means understanding myself, which means getting Enlightenment and saving all 
beings. But your answer says, “I am here; something is there.” If you keep this mind, you 
cannot attain the truth. If you want to attain truth, you must have a revolution in your 
mind. Communism is only outside revolution. Zen is inside, outside, the whole world 
revolution. That is Zen and the true way. If you have an inside and outside revolution, then 
there is no subject, no object. Inside and outside become one. When you see the sky, only 
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blue. When you see the trees, only green. When you are doing something, you must do it. 
Don’t make two; don’t make one. Then, already you have world peace and complete 
freedom. That is moment to moment, keeping your correct situation. 

If the whole world’s politicians kept this mind, then there would be no fighting, no 
suffering, and they would help each other and become Great Love, Great Compassion, and 
the Great Bodhisattva Way. This is possible. They only keep “I”, “my”, “me” mind. So the 
world has many problems. You must teach them. Use your Zen pen point. 

You already answered me as to why you are sitting: “Cars go by in the street outside my 
office window. It is 2:30 P.M., Monday, February 27. Time for a meeting.” That is 
wonderful. But your answer is very late. So I say to you, the arrow has already passed 
downtown. Again, I ask you: Why do you sit? Tell me! Tell me! Many words are not 
necessary. Only one point is very important. 

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, make world peace with your pen, and save all 
people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. You will come to the Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Cambridge in April. That is wonderful. 
At that time, I will go to Europe with a few students. George is Master Dharma Teacher. He 
will give interviews then. He is a very good teacher. 

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

Dogs barked and cars passed 
in the night outside. 
Speak Dharma already mistake, 10,000 miles 
In a temple in the great city. 

Wild grasses bowed 
over the chanting river. 
Changing, changing, just like this 
When I returned to my original home. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? 

Because I had to work on Saturday night, I could not come to Providence to hear your Man 
Cham speech. Everyone says it was very special. 

So, you have given us another gift. You are a wonderful teacher. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Rick 

 

Dear Rick, 

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

Man Cham is not Man Cham. Special is not special. 
That is Man Cham. That is special. 
Man Cham and special: Hit into the bone of space. 
Dragon and snake mixed together. 
I am empty-handed. I only give you empty. 

Take care of empty, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, and save all people from 
suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Last night, Mr. Song visited us at the Berkeley KBC Zen Center. After dinner, he did some 
Buddhist chanting which was very beautiful. I had no idea that this kind of chanting was so 
intimately tied to natural forms. He did the sound of rain falling from a roof, the sound of 
waves, the sound of a waterfall, and several others. His voice is very strong and resonant. He 
said that this style of chanting is still taught in a few places in Korea, and he will be sending 
me a recording of it. He is a very kind man. 

Soen Sa Nim, I must admit that I often have the wish that you would not move around so 
much. I have this fantasy that you will decide to stay in only one or two locations so that 
people could see you for long stretches of time. I realize how selfish this fantasy is, for I 
would have no problem moving to any place, but I know there are many people who have 
obligations that mean they could not move so easily. 

My homework does not go at all. I can think of no new answers. So I just meditate on don’t 
know and go straight and keep great desire. 

The Berkeley KBC Zen Center is doing very well. Practice is strong, and hopes run high that 
we will soon find a larger place and help more people. We sit, eat, keep the house clean, and 
talk. I am very glad I moved in. 

Steve H., the guy who arranged your Hayward visit, dropped by, and he has quit school. He 
always wanted to be a chef, so now he has apprenticed himself to a French chef and works 12 
hours a day. Only go straight—cooking, he says. In a couple of months, he will have more 
time off and plans to come by the Center more often. 

Fondly, 

Jim 

P.S. Hello to the Providence family. 

 

March 14, 1978 

Dear Jim, 

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

In your letter, you said you met Mr. Song. He is a good man, a good painter, and a good 
Korean Buddhist musician. He was my classmate in Dong Guk University. So we have been 
friends for thirty-two years. We never fight, never have bad speech; we are good Dharma 
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friends. He and I have many interesting stories. When he got married, he had many 
problems. At that time, I was staying at a temple. He came to my temple. We lived and 
talked together. After that, I told him, “Only go straight. If you check something, you 
cannot get married.” So he returned to his house. 

His action was like a bulldozer’s. His wife was very beautiful and wonderful, but he just went 
straight, like a kamakazi, and chased all the other men who were interested in her away. 
There are many other interesting stories about us. Next time, I will tell you. 

I also have “O San” rccordings. “O” means “fish”; “San” means mountain . So before, a great 
Buddhist Music Master saw a fish in the water swimming, and then he made music: up 
down, up, down, straight, turn. Also, mountains are high and then they go down. So the 
music is called “O San”. I have many tapes of it. We have no machine, so I can’t make 
copies. The tapes are reel-to-reel. Someday, I will make copies and then send them to you. 
Maybe it will help your Zen music. 

You want me to stay in one temple. That is wonderful. I know your mind. Any place is no 
problem. Very important is what place needs me. Where am I most useful? That is 
Bodhisattva action. So “I like this place; so I’ll stay here”—this is my desire, still “I”, “my”, 
“me”. If you completely have no “I”, “my”, “me”, then you will only follow the Great 
Situation. Then you are a great man. You are already a great man, so no problem. 

You don’t know your homework. That’s wonderful. If don’t-know mind has Great Desire, 
then your don’t-know mind is strong. If your don’t-know mind becomes strong, then 
finishing your homework or not finishing your homework doesn’t matter. Already you are 
complete. Only teaching other people is technique, which is correct wisdom. So if your 
don’t-know mind is strong, then sometime, a good answer will visit you. Don’t look for a 
good answer. Everything—let it be. 

You moved into BKZC. That is wonderful. If you become strong and the Zen Center 
becomes strong, the whole world is strong. In the future, BKZC will find a good place, and 
many people will live and practice together; then it will become more famous and stronger, 
and Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way will shine everywhere. I 
believe that will happen. 

Steve H. sent me a letter and a donation, so I answered him, but this letter came back to 
PZC. I don’t know what happened, so I sent it to Diana. He is a good strong man, and he 
wants to understand the correct way, make good Dharma friends, and become mashed 
potatoes. 

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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March 2, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello again, and again thank you for your last letter. When I wrote to you, I was so full of 
“katz!” that there was no room to say how happy I was to know that you thought of me in 
Berkeley and to say how often I think of you, of the Berkeley people, and of the Cambridge 
people. You are all in my thoughts very often. 

Wonderful news! There is a strong Zen practice here! It started about a month ago, and I 
found out about it two weeks ago. There are two students of Maezumi Roshi, one student of 
Eido Roshi, a man who is saving his money to become a student of Philip Kapleau, me, and 
several people who have never met a Zen Master but who are strong sitters. We have not 
found all of our forms yet—some people think we walk kinhin too fast; some think it is too 
slow, etc.—but it is being worked out with good humor, and everyone is very happy to sit 
with so many people. There were about a dozen last night. This is quite a lot. So far, we’ve 
been meeting two nights a week, but tonight, we try making it five. 

As you know, when I came out here, I never dreamed I would find any sangha, much less 
such a strong one. Even though we are just starting, it feels very correct. After practice, 
people are so happy to be sitting with each other that nobody wants to leave. Soon we will 
become used to it and then it will be like brushing teeth, and that will truly be wonderful. 

Also in your last letter, you said I needed to find a Dog Master. Well, two days before getting 
your letter, I was walking home, when a little dog came out and barked like crazy to keep me 
from coming into his house. So much effort! That dog is a good teacher. 

Last night, the Newsletter came, the one about dreams. Thank you. Here’s a poem: 

The ship with no hull 
moves through all mountains. 

I hope to sit in Providence for the first week in June if there is a Yong Maeng Jong Jin then. 
And I will be in Berkeley in July. 

Have a wonderful trip to Europe. Perhaps our paths will cross this summer. 

Much love, 

Judy 

 

March 6, 1978 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello. Thank you for your letter. 

I was just watching Sybil on TV. It is a movie about a woman 
who suffered great pain as a child, so she shattered into many pieces, each one knowing only 
a little about their lives. 

It is easy to say “Katz” in my living room. Much easier than to understand what this movie is 
about. Earlier this evening, I answered your letter, but now my answer seems hollow. I had 
written “inside zero = outside zero” and thought I understood it. That was a child imitating 
grownups. 

In Berkeley, when that wonderful woman asked you about pain, thinking that perhaps you 
had a cure, and you said, “Pain is pain.” It is all tied together, just like in the Heart sutra: 
suffering and distress, form and emptiness. Easy to fool myself that I understand form and 
emptiness. Not without understanding suffering and distress. 

Take care and have a good trip to Europe. 

Love, 

Judy 

P.S. Inside zero = outside zero. 
 Zero = zero  
 No zero 

 

March 14, 1978 

Dear Judy, 

Thank you for your two letters. How are you and all your Dharma friends? I just came back 
from the Cambridge Zen Center. Cambridge Zen Center is strong. They all say hello to you. 
Also, the PZC family says hello to you. Everyone likes you very much. Also, the Berkeley 
KBC Zen Center likes you. 

In your letter, you said you are practicing together with students from many centers. That is 
wonderful. If you each make “I”, “my”, “me” disappear, then you will learn from each other 
and teach each other. It is better than everyone being from one place, sometimes. But be very 
careful. Sometimes, people only keep their tradition and their style very strongly and don’t 
like together action. Then they have a little problem. But this style person teaches other 
people very much. Most important is that my idea, my condition, and my situation 
disappear. Then correct opinion, correct condition, and correct situation appear. This is our 
teaching style. If you keep this mind, then with any place, any students, any different style, 
together action is no problem. That is correct Zen, the correct way, also Great Bodhisattva 
action. You already understand this, so I think it is no problem. 
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Many kinds of water, many kinds of rivers flow into the ocean. Once in the ocean, any kind 
of water disappears and only becomes ocean water. Each water cannot keep its own situation 
and condition. So an eminent teacher said, “The Great Way is like the ocean.” I hope you 
make the Great Dharma Ocean and that everyone flows into your Dharma Ocean and 
becomes one Great Taste, and everyone gets enough mind, which is Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

Next, you say you found a dog master. But you found an outside dog. You must find your 
dog inside. Then your dog will teach you as your dog master. You said, “That dog is a good 
teacher.” Your dog and that dog—how are they different? If you find your dog, it will teach 
you more than this dog. If you cannot find your dog, you cannot find your dog master. In 
your next letter, you said, “Inside = Zero. Outside = Zero.” Not good, not bad. Your dog is 
also zero; the dog master is also zero. No problem. So you say, “Zero = Zero.” But you next 
say, “No zero.” “No zero” means “Yes zero.” Then your dog will appear anytime and control 
you. “Zero = Zero” is good, but “No zero” is like scratching your right foot when your left 
foot itches. 

Here is a poem for you: 

Inside zero = outside zero. 
Silence = silence. 
One = one.  
Mountain = mountain. 
3 x 3 = 9. 
Sky is blue. 
When I am hungry, I eat. 
If someone is hungry, I give them food. 

There is without like this, become-one like this, only like this, and just like this. You must 
understand this. If you have eyes, then you understand. If you have no eyes, then only go 
straight—don’t know. Then, these four kinds of like this will appear by themselves and teach 
you. O.K.? 

You wrote another poem. That is wonderful—complete 270˚ kind! You said it moves 
through all mountains. So I ask you: When? Tell me! Tell me! 

You saw a movie and your mind moved a lot. The picture moves, also your mind moved, 
feelings moved, and understanding moved. But if you correctly understand my poem, you 
can digest any happening, and you can attain the truth and attain the correct situation. “Pain 
is pain,” but if you have direction, then changing pain to happiness is possible. This means 
form is emptiness; emptiness is form, and feelings, perceptions, impulses, and consciousness 
are the same—empty. If you can change feelings, then “Pain is pain” is the truth. But if you 
hold pain, then you don’t understand truth and cannot change pain, so cannot understand 
“Pain is happiness.” So it is very important that you find your strong correct direction. Then 
any situation, any condition is no problem. If someone is happy, you are also happy. If 
somebody is sad, you are also sad. All your actions are only for all people. I tell you again, 
that is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 
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I hope you only go straight—don’t know, which is clear like 
space, soon get Universal Great Love Mother, then save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

S.S. 

P.S. You want to do Yong Maeng Jong Jin in June with us in Providence and in Berkeley in 
July. I will be in Berkeley in June and in Providence in July. If you want to do Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin with me, you must come to Providence in July. 

Thank you very much for your good wishes for our European trip. 
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7 March 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Sherry mentioned to me that she talked to you by phone last week and that 
you indicated you might come up to Toronto again and conduct a three-day Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin. That would be wonderful. 

Well, Sherry may already have written you and/or the Directors about that, but if she hasn’t, 
can you tell me what we have to do to get things rolling? 

Sherry is very excited about your upcoming trip to Europe. The itinerary arrived in the mail 
yesterday and you are really moving around! Margot, my oldest daughter, is in Paris, so that 
maybe you will get the chance to meet her with Sherry when you stay in Paris from May 6 to 
May 10. 

For the last few months, Hawaii has seemed very interesting to me—it could be three 
months of cold, snow, and winter winds, but I was thinking of visiting sometime in the next 
month. I understand there is a Zen Center on Maui and other temples in other parts of the 
islands. Can you give me any details of these places and to whom I should write if I was 
going to visit these places? If you have a few minutes, I would appreciate some suggestions, 
but I know you are busy at this time, so no problem if you don’t have time to reply. 

Yesterday, we received some more letters from Providence, and amongst them were your 
several talks given before going into the hospital. I liked your H2O talk a lot. Anything’s 
possible, right? Also Bobby’s letter #756, which was her reply to her (older?) sister Sally just 
before going on her retreat, was a warm and lucid explanation of her path. I think we will 
read it at one of our Wednesday night sittings. 

If I don’t hear from you before you leave for Europe, I want also to wish you bon voyage. 
Have a wonderful trip, and I look forward to seeing you on your return. 

Love, 

Sang Jin—Lawlor 

 

March 14, 1978  

Dear Sang Jin, Lawlor, 

How are you and Sherry and your Zen family? Thank you for your letter. I think you didn’t 
get my answer to your last letter yet. 
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I think having a Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Toronto is good. Now, I cannot decide which day. 
I think in the summer, maybe in August, is possible. Now, everyone likes Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin with George. George’s interviews are very wonderful. Also, many students like George’s 
teaching. So before the summer, if you want, George can do Yong Maeng Jong Jin with you. 

Sherry is excited about the European trip. Not only Sherry—everybody is very excited about 
the European trip. We won’t just be sightseeing; we will practice together, sometimes chant 
and give lectures, so it will be more interesting. Also, your daughter is in Paris. That is 
wonderful. I want to meet your daughter. 

You like Hawaii. I also like Hawaii. Maybe everybody likes Hawaii. But attachment to 
Hawaii is no good. For a short time, it is a very good place. For a long time, it is too hot, so 
mind is not clear. If mind is not clear, then keeping correct situation moment to moment is 
very difficult. If you have no mind, no problem. If you have mind, you have a problem. You 
must send a letter to Aitken Roshi in Hawaii. He has two Zen Centers, one in Honolulu and 
one on Maui. Here are their addresses. 

Koko-An Zendo 
2119 Kaloa Way 
Honolulu, HI 96822 
808-328-2581 

Maui Zendo 
R.R. 1 Box 702 
Haiku, HI 96708 
808-572-8163 

Also, some of the Jin family, who took the Precepts in Big Sur, live there, and my Korean 
student, Miss Lee, also lives there. She works very hard, and would be very happy to have a 
visitor. Then she will introduce you to the Korean temple. I will give you their addresses. 

You liked my hospital talk and Bobby’s letter to her sister. They are not bad. But everyone 
likes your letter. Your letters are better than those letters. 

Thank you very much for wishing me a good trip. I will see you at Bobby and Linc’s 
wedding. 

How is your homework? 

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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March 7, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Another of your wonderful letters. So much has happened since we saw you and saw you off. 
We heard that you had gotten through all right with your Zen stick, and that’s good to think 
of. Did you get it out to the shape you wanted, and is it a good one? 

The training period (they last for three months here) ended a week ago, and in talking over 
the time, many of us spoke again, warmly and happily of your visit, and we hope you’ll be 
back. Soon. Stephen and Viki came, at the beginning of March. We were over in Honolulu 
then, for two weeks, and saw them when we got back over here. I think it was a good time 
for both of them. They stayed in our house part of the time, and at the Zendo, while we 
were here, and then they went on travelling, and back to Koko An in Honolulu, and I think 
Stephen plans to stay there for the sesshin this month. We hope to get over there ourselves, 
but it’s not certain yet whether I can get away from some things that have to be done here. If 
they’re finished, we go. Roshi’s mother just died a few days ago, and he’s flown to California 
with Anne. Neither of them is in strong health, and those trips are very tiring, as you know, 
so we think of them even more than usual, at the moment. 

We had a fine sesshin here last month: a seven-day one, the last of the period. And now the 
summer period is almost booked up to capacity, as far as residents go, and the winter one is 
filling, too. I hope the Zendo isn’t becoming too famous, but then, of course, one hopes to 
see the Dharma spread. It will find its level. 

You say wonderful things about that, in your letter, and it’s true that the way your visit made 
it clear that our Zen lineages were, in fact, not two, was something I found moving and very 
satisfying. The other way round: We may be in the East again in May and hope to be able to 
sit and practice with you again there. That too is still uncertain, but the hope is certain. 

I’ll write to Louise Stanton for a tape of the bell chant. That would be very good to have, 
even though I remember the sound of it and the timbre of your voice very clearly. But you’ll 
have to come back and do it again, with the Maui pre-dawn downpour as the background! 
What beautiful rain (each drop in the right place). 

Do you remember all the pictures Dana took of you and all of us (I grumbled because she 
wasn’t in most of them)? A strange thing happened with them. We took the rolls to 
Honolulu to develop, because there’s no place on Maui that does a good job. We left them at 
a place we know, and Dana went back for them a day or so later, at the time we’d been told 
they’d be ready. There was a new man at the counter, and he told her that a man had come 
in a half-hour or so earlier and asked for the pictures by name (or a name he thought 
sounded like hers), and he had given the man the pictures without the claim ticket, and the 
man had paid for them and gone away with them! We never did get them back. The people 
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who run the place, when we complained about it, gave Dana a new reel of film, but that 
doesn’t make up for those pictures. Now don’t just say that we shouldn’t be attached to 
them. I know that. But we’re sorry and disappointed not to have them just the same. And 
isn’t that a weird bit of karma? Maybe he’ll bring them back, some day. We have some lovely 
pictures of you taken at the Zendo, in the meantime. And lots of pictures of you in our 
minds. 

Take very good care of yourself, dear friend. Love from us both, and Hapchang. 

William 

 

March 14, 1978 

Dear William, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Dana and all your Zen family and Stephen and 
Viki? 

You talk about my Zen stick. That is a wonderful, wonderful Zen stick. When I returned to 
Los Angeles, See Hoy took off the bark and fixed and polished it. Also, I have used it many 
times: at Berkeley, Tahl Mah Sal, Providence, Cambridge, Shim Gum Do Yong Maeng Jong 
Jins. Now we will try New Haven and International Zen Center Yong Maeng Jong Jins. 
This Zen stick has keen eyes. It discriminates between dragons and snakes, keen-eyed lions 
and blind dogs. Thanks very much again. I will also take it on my European trip. Maybe all 
European students will see this stick and have a great awakening. Maybe. 

I would also like to visit your Zendo again. Stephen and Viki are with you. That is 
wonderful. I hope you and Stephen do hard training and become great teachers of the ten-
direction world. 

You had a long sesshin. That is wonderful. Also, your pen is a Bodhisattva pen, Great-love 
pen, Great-compassion pen. Already, it teaches many other people. 

When we last had Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Providence, I told my students, “Don’t listen to 
the back-seat driver’s words! If you listen, you lose your correct job. You must drive your car: 
your eyes, your ears, your nose, your tongue, your body, your consciousness. But sometimes, 
this consciousness thinks about “I” and wants to control anything and drive your car. Then 
this consciousness has many likes and dislikes and wants to have a good time and good 
feelings. So it sits in the back seat and only tells you where to go. So the car doesn’t know the 
correct way and goes around and around a suffering road, dislike road, problem road. So you 
must drive your car. If your back-seat driver talks to you, you must say, ‘Shut up!’ This ‘shut 
up!’ is very important, and go straight. Then you will arrive at your destination. If your 
karma controls you, then you have a problem. You must control your karma. This is very 
important. Yong Maeng Jong Jin means you must soon find your correct job, and you must 
control your car. Then you will soon find your correct direction. Then no problem. But your 
back-seat driver is very strong. Don’t listen. Don’t check. Don’t be attached. Only go 
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straight—try, try, try. Then your true self will become stronger, stronger. Then no problem. 
You can do everything. So we do Yong Maeng Jong Jin.” 

Everyone thought that this was very interesting. They liked it. So you also did Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin. You are already strong, so you cannot listen to your back-seat driver. I believe this 
is true. 

In your letter, you said Aitken Roshi’s mother died. That is very sad. But Aitken Roshi is a 
great Zen Master. Sad is sad; dying is dying, which is truth. If you hold something, you have 
a problem, but if you don’t hold something, sadness and death are no hindrance. Before, the 
great Zen Master Nam Cheon died. So, his number one student, Bu Dae Sa, came to the 
funeral ceremony. Many people, many students, many monks came. All people were very 
sad. But then, Bu Dae Sa appeared in front of the funeral ceremony, stood and faced the sky, 
and laughed loudly, “Ha, Ha, Ha!” 

Then the Housemaster appeared and shouted, “Are you crazy?” 

But he looked at the Housemaster, grabbed him by the robes, and demanded, “Tell me! Tell 
me! Nam Cheon Zen Master—Where did he go?!” 

But the Housemaster could not answer. Then Bu Dae Sa said, “You don’t understand, so I 
am very sad. Aigo! Aigo!” (a cry of grief) 

So, Bu Dae Sa first laughed and then was sad. Are they the same or different? Nam Cheon 
Zen Master died and Aitken Roshi’s mother died. Are they the same or different? You 
already understand. I think Aitken Roshi has no problem. 

You like the bell chant. Louise has already sent you a tape of it. This week, we will go to 
New Haven to make a record of our chanting at Yale University. When it appears, I will 
send it to you. It may be good, maybe better than a cassette. 

You talked about the pictures. That is wonderful. Everyone is attached to pictures, so he 
already understood: “Zen students! Don’t be attached to pictures.” I have some pictures, so I 
will send them to you. Again, thank you very much to all your Zen family. 

I hope your pen gets sharper, becomes meticulous and completely complete, shines into this 
world, and saves all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It is March 8. A gray mist surrounds my house and soaks the air. Monday, your letter came 
and hit me like a brick. You say I make “gates” (last letter) and “fingers” and “hindrances”. I 
think this is so. I must make many things. I feel like I am attached to my thoughts and chase 
them (like a dog after its own tail). You say my work is “not good, not bad.” Thanks, I 
needed that! 

About my dog kong-an: Does a dog have Buddha-nature?  
My answer is, “I think so!” 

You say you hope I will only go straight and don’t know. I will try. 

I hope the Zen Center is doing well, and so are you. Thanks for writing me; I enjoy your 
letters very much. It is exciting to find my mistakes. 

Respectfully yours,  

Ned 

P.S. Could you send me some literature on your Zen Center (in Providence)? I am interested 
in knowing more about it. Thanks. 

 

March 14, 1978 

Dear Ned, 

Thank you for your wonderful letter. How are you? 

Your mind is very smooth. Also, no problem. Your only problem is that you are holding 
your understanding. Only that. Don’t check your understanding. When your understanding 
disappears, then your mind is clear like space. If it is clear like space, it is like a clear mirror. 
Red comes, red; white comes, white. If somebody is sad, I am sad; if somebody is happy, I 
am happy. You can see; you can hear; you can smell; all, just like this, is truth. 

Your answrer to the dog kong-an was, “I think so!” So I hit you thirty times. Why think? 
Zen is cutting off all thinking and becoming empty mind. Then this empty mind shines to 
everything; then, everything is clear. The sky is blue; trees are green. 

The question is: 1. Buddha said all things have Buddha-nature. JoJu said the dog has no 
Buddha-nature. Which one is correct? 
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2. Next, JoJu said, “Mu!” What does it mean? 

3. I ask you: Does a dog have Buddha-nature? 

Three questions. You must tell me this. If you don’t understand, only go straight. Don’t 
check your understanding. If you are attached to understanding, you have a problem. Put it 
all down. Only don’t know. Always, everywhere. Don’t worry about thoughts coming and 
going. Let it be. Try, try, don’t know for 10,000 years, nonstop. O.K.? I hope you only 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. 
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Thursday, March 9, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

A bad situation is a good situation. I still have lots of bad karma left, but it is slowly 
disappearing. 

My mother and my sister are both feeling happier. 

Euclid won’t eat. She’s not sick; she just won’t eat. I have to tube-feed her with cat food 
mixed with water. She hates it. 

Before, you asked me if snakes have emotions. I said not much. Maybe that was not quite 
correct. My vet thinks that snakes can be happy or unhappy or mad. Also, he thinks they 
learn to recognize their owner. Perhaps Euclid is unhappy, and that’s why she’s not eating. 

Someone said that Buddhism teaches that when you are reborn, it could be at any time, not 
necessarily in the future. For instance, I could die tomorrow and be reborn in 1700. Is this 
correct? 

Here is a picture of a brown ant. 

Love, 

Maggie 

 

March 14, 1978 

Dear To Hyang, Maggie, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and all the Zen Center family and your snakes? 

In your letter, you said your sister and mother are feeling happier. That is wonderful. 

Next, you talked about snakes’ emotions. Yah—I think some snakes have very strong 
emotions. In India, some snakes hear flute music, come up, dance, and move around—any 
action. This means they have strong emotions at some special times. In the Orient, snakes 
eat frogs, but they cannot eat toads. If they eat a toad, they will die, and the toad’s eggs will 
hatch in the snake and come out. So when they see a toad, they don’t like the smell, and they 
go away. But sometimes, these toads chase after the snakes and hit them until the snake gets 
very angry, turns around, and eats them. So the snake gets angry, so it has emotions. So take 
good care of your snake. Don’t make her angry. 
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Next, you asked me if you can be reborn in the past. Originally, there is no past, no present, 
no future. If you make past, you have past. If you don’t make, then you have no past. Then 
what? I ask you: You cannot attain past mind; you cannot attain present mind; you cannot 
attain future mind. Which one do you like? Put it all down. If you like past lives, already you 
go to hell. Be careful; be careful. Don’t make anything. Then you are already complete. 

O.K.? 

Your picture is very wonderful. This head is the same as you. Thank you very much. 

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. 

P.S. Here is a picture of the Berkeley Yong Maeng Jong Jin for you. 
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Sunday, March 12, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope good. Thank you for answering my letter to you. I have been practicing 
with more consistancy recently. 

You gave me some homework about JoJu’s Dog. 

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

KATZ! 

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

KATZ! 

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

KATZ! 

I will see you in New Haven at “Leaping Like a Tiger While Sitting”. 

Sincerely, 

Paul 

 

March 14, 1978 

Dear Paul, 

How are you? Thank you for your Katz letter. 

You only understand one, do not understand two. Katz is not good, not bad. Here is 
homework for you. If you open your mouth to say “Katz,” you are already dead. Answer me 
soon, O.K.? 

“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. 
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Another man under the tree asks him, ‘Why did Bodhidharma come to China?’ If he does 
not answer, he evades his duty and 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! 

If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. That don’t know is already freedom 
from life and death. Only katz is one-half don’t know. If you attain this kong-an, this is 
100% don’t know. In 100% don’t know, there is no life and no death, so staying alive is no 
problem. Don’t make anything; don’t hold anything; don’t attach to anything. O.K.? 

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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March 20, 1978 

Dear Aitken Roshi, 

I am very sad to hear of your mother’s death. 

When Nam Cheon Zen Master died, 
Bu Dae Sa laughing and sad. 
Is laughing correct, or sad? 
Eternal moonlight on the clear pond. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Your student told me he worries about your health, so I am sending you some ginseng 
tea. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Much love to you! I hope you are well and strong—that your body is like a strong horse that 
takes you to wherever you want to go. 

My retreat was very helpful. It is now much easier to simply go directly towards home 
without so much “checking” as before. I don’t even have any Dharma questions—only to 
keep finding out what I am not. 

I heard that you were going to Europe and want to give you the names and addresses of two 
good friends who may be of some help. The first one is: 

Bhikku Vimalo, 2059 Roseburg, Haus der Stille, West Germany. He was a monk in Burma 
and Thailand for twenty years and is now teaching the Dharma as a lay-person. I have had 
many long talks with him about your teaching, which he loved. He has a center, and I’m 
certain he would be happy to help you. The other is an Englishman: Christopher Titmus, 34 
Kendalle Ave., Sanderstad, South Crayden, Surrey, England. He was a monk in Thailand 
and India for about ten years and teaches at a center as a lay-person now. About five or six 
ex-monks are at his center. 

I teach one class on meditation at Boston University and at about four other places as well, 
so I’m kept busy. I still bow every day and sit about three to four hours a day—sometimes all 
day on Saturday. Thank you for your kind suggestions for my friend Nancy; her body is 
getting better, but very slowly. We are very happy together. If I don’t see you sooner, I will 
see you at Linc and Bobby’s wedding. 

With great love and appreciation for all that you have taught me, 

Larry—Byon Jo Go Sa 

 

March 21, 1978 

Dear Byon Jo Go Sa—Larry, 

Thank you for your wonderful letter. How are you and Nancy? I miss you, because I like you 
very much. You sent the addresses of your two friends. Thank you very much. Louise sent 
them letters; when we visit England and Germany, maybe we will meet them. 

In your letter, you said you finished your retreat. That is wonderful. You said not so much 
checking, and you said, “finding out what I am not.” That is very good. 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1760 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

If “I” disappears, then “not” disappears. If “I” does not disappear, “not” also does not 
dissappear. In your mind, if “I”, “my”, “me” disappears, then any situation and any 
condition is no problem. Then you can see; you can hear; all, just like this, is truth. When 
you see the sky, what? When you see a tree, what? You already understand. Don’t make 
complications. Truth is very simple. If you make something, hold something, are attached to 
something, then your head makes complications. Every day you are bowing. Just this bowing 
mind, just this sitting mind is everyday mind. 

Bowing means killing “I”, “my”, “me”. Sitting means everything becomes one. Then there is 
no inside, no outside, no subject, no object. Inside and outside become one mind. When you 
are hungry, you must eat. If somebody is hungry, feed them. That is correct bowing and 
correct sitting. If you make special, you have special, but this special cannot help you. You 
already understand. All my speech is like legs on a snake. Don’t be attached to my words. 
Only go straight. 

In your letter, you say you are teaching at Boston University and four other places. You are a 
great man. That is wonderful. And you said, “Only go straight.” That mind already has 
helped many other people. Also, if you only go straight, many people will follow you. Don’t 
check your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t check your understanding. Then you are 
already complete. The name for this is “Only go straight”. 

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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[Letter withdrawn from circulation.] 
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13 March, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I have received your most recent letter of the first of March. Thank you for your teaching. 

You said, in response to my question, “Rules and non-rules, are they the same or different?” 
“3 x 3” = 9” and “3 x 3 = 0.” That is true. Also 33/3 = 9 and 32 = 9; 3/00 = 0, 33/00 = 0, and 
32/00 = 0. This is also true. Today, the sun is shining; the sky is blue. 

You said in your letter that maybe someday our Zen club will be a Zen Center. Well, Sherry 
has always wanted this, but I have not wanted to live in that situation. This is my opinion, 
which is very strong. The only way to melt this block of ice is to open a Zen Center—that is, 
just do it. 

Can you give us some advice as to the best way to proceed with the development of the 
structure of the Center? While Toronto has fairly rigid zoning by-laws for the area we live in, 
we are planning on selling the house and possible renting or purchasing in an area zoned for 
it. This is no problem, but will take some time. The process of building a regular practice 
with others who are interested, either in living with us or practicing with us, should probably 
be a gradual transformation—like a caterpillar to butterfly! 

Does the Providence Zen Center have some helpful hints with respect to allocation of jobs, 
number of formal meals when starting, hours of practice per day, etc? I think much of this 
will grow gradually—it is not too wise to start off with too much (many) rules and 
organization when the members of the Center may only be three to four people. Is this 
correct? 

If you think it would be useful, I could come down for a day or two to discuss this with you 
or whoever is looking after this in Providence. I look forward to hearing from you. 

Only go straight for 10,000 years. 

Love to you and all at PZC, 

Sang Jin, Lawlor 

 

March 21, 1978 

Dear Sang Jin, Lawlor, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Sherry? 
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You understand truth, because you know 0; you know 3; and you know 9. How many 
fingers do you have? If you understand your fingers, then you are already complete. No 
problem. Only go straight. Don’t make your fingers, 9, 3, or 0. Finally, you said that the sun 
is shining. That is wonderful. This word saves you and saves all beings. But be very careful. 
Don’t make the arrow pass downtown. 

Sherry and you are making a Zen Center. That is wonderful! Your opinion is very strong; 
you don’t like living in a Zen Center, which means you like living in a Zen Center very 
much. An eminent teacher said, “Infinitely large is infinitely small.” Disliking something a 
lot is liking something a lot. So you like the Zen Center. No problem. 

You ask me how to set up the Zen Center organization and many things about a new Zen 
Center situation. Don’t worry; only go straight. If you keep only go straight, that is number 
one organization, number one good Zen Center, and number one strong Zen Center. If one 
person is strong, the Zen Center is strong. If one person is organized, the Zen Center is 
organized. If one person is complete, the Zen Center is complete, and the whole universe is 
complete. Already your mind is strong, organized, and complete, so no problem. 

In your letter, those things already clearly appear. Only one thing. When you come to 
Providence Zen Center, we can talk about technique. If something isn’t clear, ask Louise. If 
you have time, please come down for Buddha’s Birthday. Everybody likes you. Also, I miss 
you very much. 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years, nonstop, 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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March 7, 1978 

Dear Master Seung Sahn, 

Thank you very much indeed for your strong and helpful letter. I meant to reply to it some 
time ago, but it came just before I left for India, and although I took it with me, I had very 
little opportunity to answer it—and in fact, thought it best not to, because the Indian scene 
needed to be accepted very simply on its own level with full attention. And that remark will 
at once show you that I had not gone instantly to the answer of the bowls—if I had, your 
letter would have been easily replied to in India—so whatever answer I give now will, I 
expect, be inappropriate. 

But this doesn’t matter. I would like to explain, if I may, what living with the Indians and 
travelling with them in trains and busses helped me to see. First, that there are few barriers of 
understanding, even of language, when one is really sincere. And second, that this applies 
even more when one gives oneself to the occasion completely, even if very simply. This was 
brought home to me forcibly on one occasion. Quite early on in my stay, I was walking 
through a crowded street with an English couple. Biddy, the wife, was in a wheelchair, as she 
suffers from arthritis, and her husband was pushing her. There was a little gap in the crowds; 
an Indian came past us, and as he looked down at Biddy, an expression of great compassion 
came into his face—instantly, with no thought—and he said some sort of blessing and 
walked on. What struck me was the instantaneous pure compassion—perhaps because it is 
what I lack. My tendency is to analyse and discriminate before I give, and that was a great 
lesson to me in just pure giving. 

It changed things for me in India. I have a tendency—out of self-regard—to want to write a 
good speech before I give it, and thus to make sure that I shall not let myself down. But after 
that incident, I found a much greater freedom to talk without notes, to just be myself and 
thus forget myself, to be easily close to people and at one with what I was doing. In a way, 
that’s why I didn’t reply to your letter. Things were working of their own accord, and I 
didn’t want the formalization of a kong-an; it seemed inappropriate. Because what pleased 
me more than anything was the easy simplicity of it. There were no particular states or 
experiences; it certainly had nothing to do with satori, but it was a practical working loose 
from self-imposed restrictions, and I needed that very much. 

If anything, it made me feel that all religious ways and methods were inappropriate and 
make no hoot of difference, and that what really matters is something far, far simpler, which 
has nothing to do with any method, but just has to do with being who you are without any 
fear. Then there is no point in passing kong-ans or in gaining recognition of any sort. For 
what can it matter if I am wrong or right about a kong-an, so long as I am able to be open 
and entirely sincere with whatever person I talk to? For the last twelve years I have loved Zen 
and lived on Zen in the form of the old Masters’ writings and my own experiences of turn-
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about in my mind. But now it is as though the word “Zen” could be dropped from my 
vocabulary without any trouble. 

I would like now to return to your letter and thank you again for your kindness in writing 
such a good and detailed letter. I would like to think that just being simple approximates to 
your number four state, because it seems to be what you describe—just doing what one does 
and being what one is, only really engaged on it, not from any idea. 

I can’t answer the kong-an. Master Duk Sahn sounds as though he was carrying his bowls 
rather purposefully, as though he were rather over-involved with carrying bowls, and thus 
over-involved with ideas of the world and himself, but I don’t know what the last word 
could be. If I were Am Du, I think I would whisper, “Drop the bowls without any clatter,” 
meaning, “Let go your hold on ideas of yourself but without causing any trouble to the 
world as you do so—no fuss.” Then the Master’s speech would be fearless and sincere, which 
could certainly be different from speeches drawn from ideas, even if those ideas were good 
ones. 

The time is growing short now until you arrive, and we look forward to it very much. If you 
have time to reply to this letter before you go, I would be delighted and very pleased, but if 
you do not have time, it does not matter a scrap. 

I will be writing separately to Diana Clark within a day or two to tell her what arrangements 
we have made. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Anne 

P.S. As I had specifically asked you for a kong-an, I sound more than ungrateful in this letter 
for not paying it very much attention. Please overlook this rudeness—which is tantamount 
to dropping my bowls with a clatter—and please understand that it was unintentional. 

 

March 22, 1978 

Dear Anne, 

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

In your letter, you said you visited India and returned. When you were in India, you had 
many, many good experiences. You talked about the Indian man who offered a blessing for 
Biddy. That is India mind. In India, there are many rich and high-class people and poor, 
low-class people; it is very wide. But India cannot become a communist country. They all 
understand enough mind, which is “What is life?”—a philosophical mind, and “What is 
truth?” So they don’t care about their position. High-class, rich, low-class, poor—it doesn’t 
matter. They understand what is most important. That is giving mind. Giving mind is 
Great-Love mind. Great-Love mind, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva way. 
You already experienced that. That is wonderful. 
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You said, “… after that incident, I found a much greater freedom to talk without notes, to 
just be myself and … forget myself, to be easily close to people and at one with what I was 
doing… Things were working of their own accord, and I didn’t want the formalization of a 
kong-an… What pleased me more than anything was the easy simplicity of it.” That is 
wonderful. In my last letter, I already told you that a kong-an is not special. Moment to 
moment, keep correct situation, which means when you are doing something, you must do 
it. Then 1700 kong-ans are no problem. Also, a good answer or a bad answer or no answer 
doesn’t matter. How much do you believe in yourself? That is very important. If you believe 
in yourself 100%, then you can see; you can hear; you can smell; you can taste; when you are 
doing any action, just like this is truth. That is called a live, true kong-an. You already said 
this. “Then there is no point in passing kong-ans or in gaining recognition of any sort. For 
what can it matter if I am right or wrong about a kong-an, so long as I am able to be open 
and entirely sincere with whatever person I talk to?” So I say to you, you are wonderful. 

But sometimes, we have a bad back-seat driver. This back-seat driver controls our Master. 
Not only one, there are three, which are sixth consciousness, which controls the body, 
seventh consciousness, which is the discriminating consciousness, and eighth consciousness, 
the storehouse or memory consciousness, understanding. These back-seat drivers want to 
control our Master. If your Master is strong, then the back-seat drivers cannot control your 
car. But if your Master is not strong, these back-seat drivers always control your car and your 
Master. So you will have many problems. You must control your car and take care of these 
back-seat drivers. Then these back-seat drivers will listen to your Master, only follow you, 
and also help you. Then any condition, any situation is no problem. Also, you can see; you 
can hear; you can smell; any of your actions are just truth. 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 Truth, it is clear like space.” There is 
no subject, no object, no inside, no outside. Inside and outside become one. If somebody is 
hungry, feed them. If somebody is sick, only pray to help them. It is like that Indian man. I 
already told you, that is Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 

You already said, “I would like to think that just being simple approximates to your (just like 
this) state, because it seems to be what you describe—just doing what one does and being 
what one is, only really engaged on it, not from any idea.” That is called simple mind. Very 
old people, about 200 years ago, understood Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism very 
well. But they controlled their understanding, so their minds were very simple, which means 
their understanding and their action became one. Nowadays, people understand a lot, so 
they don’t practice, so they cannot control their understanding, so they become complicated. 
This means their understanding’s direction is one way and their action’s direction is another 
way. So they check, check, check inside and outside. They are holding something, making 
something, attached to something. So they are busy, busy, and can’t control their minds, and 
therefore are afraid, confused, angry, full of desires, ignorant, sad, etc.—much suffering. 
Finally, some people kill themselves. That is modern people’s sickness. Nobody guarantees 
our life. When you die, where are you going? What is life? What is death? These are primary 
questions. If you finish those primary questions, you are completely free, and you will get 
true happiness and everything. 

Modern people like freedom and want happiness. But they don’t understand what complete 
freedom and true happiness are. They only understand the path of freedom and the path of 
happiness. Those kinds of freedom and happiness have something changing. Freedom is not 
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freedom; there are many hindrances. Happiness is not happiness; there is much suffering. 
That comes from where? Only holding their idea, holding their situation and condition. If 
their opinion and condition and situation disappear, then correct opinion, correct condition, 
and correct situation appear, and if they die after one hour, no problem. If you keep enough 
mind moment to moment, this is possible. Taoism said, “If I hear the True Way in the 
morning, if I die in the evening, it is no problem.” But Zen is, originally in our true self, 
there is no life, no death. If you attain your true self, you will get freedom from life and 
death. That is our Zen style. You already understand. 

Next, we will talk about the Duk Sahn kong-an. Your answer is not good, not bad. Don’t be 
attached to the kong-an. If you keep your mind like a clear mirror, then a good answer to the 
kong-an will appear by itself. The first question is, “What is the last word?” Am Du’s saying, 
“Great Zen Master doesn’t understand the last word” means that Duk Sahn Zen Master 
doesn’t understand the correct situation, which means he doesn’t understand just like this is 
truth. When you reread the kong-an, then you can soon find Duk Sahn’s mistake. Duk 
Sahn’s action, if he hadn’t made a mistake, is the last word, which means moment to 
moment correct situation. The name for that is just like this. Next, Am Du whispered in the 
Master’s ear. First, the Zen Master was very angry: “Do you not approve of me?” So you 
must first make this angry mind disappear. Next, you must teach him the correct situation. 
The last part, “How was Duk Sahn’s Dharma speech different from before?” What is Duk 
Sahn’s understanding? Then you will understand how Duk Sahn’s Dharma speech was 
different from before. All very simple. If you think, also, if you check, you make 
complications and don’t understand. Cut off all thinking and only perceive this kong-an. It 
is like keeping your mind—when you are doing something, just do it. That’s all. 

So, a kong-an is not special. Also, not necessary. Not only kong-ans—all Zen Masters, all 
Buddhas, all eminent teachers are not necessary. Only go straight—don’t-know mind. This 
don’t-know mind understands everything and fixes all mind sicknesses. So how strong and 
complete is your don’t-know mind? That is very important. Don’t know is not don’t know. 
Don’t know is primary point. Don’t know is everything. But don’t know is don’t know. So, 
only go straight for 10,000 years, nonstop. Try, try, try. Then you will get everything. 

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 am looking forward to seeing you in May. 
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827 

March 17, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Thank you for your wonderful letter, especially the story about the sand 
Buddha…  

The enclosed letter came for you yesterday from England. Perhaps it is about our trip, so 
that is why I am sending it special delivery. As yet, Anne (our contact in London) has not 
replied to my letter of two weeks ago. 

Ezra became a grandfather (a second time) yesterday! And it is a girl, so he is very happy. He 
had four sons and one grandson, so a girl is most welcome! 

We (Ezra and I) looked at a very interesting piece of property on Sunday. It is down the 
coast, below a place called Pescadero, one mile from the ocean, about 1 1/3 hours drive from 
Berkeley. There are thirteen level acres—meadow, huge trees, a creek—with mountains 
rising behind. There is a seven-bedroom one-hundred-year old house, which would take a lot 
of work to restore but would be worth it. Also, there are three large barns and three smaller 
structures. Perhaps we could get a good deal on it—the old lady who owns it first gave it to 
the state to restore and use as a historical monument and park, but when they did not do 
anything with it, she took it back a year ago. She will only sell to someone who will restore it 
and give it its due respect. It would be perfect (with lots of work, of course) for a retreat 
center—farm—monastery—whatever. Anyway, maybe you would like to go see it the day 
after the May 26-29th Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley. We could take kim pops and have 
a picnic. There is a man who lives nearby who understands this property very well and has 
restored other such places. He is very interested in having people like us there, as he feels we 
would help the area not become too commercialized. Right now, there is just beautiful open 
farm land. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a place in Berkeley and a place like that in the 
country—so people could go back and forth, have long retreats, etc.? Maybe this gold 
Buddha is putting too many ideas in my head!! 

The Zen Center will have two more people April 1, probably. Sheldon L. and Diana S., the 
couple that wants you to marry them, want to move in. That will be a total of ten! Not 
counting Allan and Eric, who are now in the downstairs apartment. That, by the way, is 
working out very well. I fix meals for them down there quite a bit and therefore am with 
them more, which makes things a lot better. Before, I hardly saw them and felt sad whenever 
I did. Both are actually going to school this semester—Allan is even liking it. Also he is 
taking a celestial navigation course, extra, which he LOVES. Next week is their spring 
vacation—I am going skiing one day with Eric and sailing one day with Allan. When I am 
alone with them for a time, they want to talk about things—and sometimes they will even 
listen a bit when I talk about the Dharma, as I am beginning (slowly) to experience it. In 
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some ways, I wish I were not going away for so long right now—but I also feel good that we 
will have had this time together first. They will do all right. 

Tonight we begin Yong Maeng Jong Jin, until Sunday noon. It will be the first one we have 
had without you. There will only be family plus a few “regulars”, making maybe ten or 
eleven people. The timing is excellent—it will make us stronger and more together. Everyone 
else is getting along well with each other, but I have had some tensions with people—my 
expectations of “what a Zen Center should be” are hard for some people to deal with. My 
ideas are good—but my ability to encourage others to put them into being is limited by my 
own lack of development. I need much more really hard practice. The letter that Bobby 
wrote to her sister before she went on her retreat spoke straight to me. I feel in a very similar 
place. My seedling needs to get more strongly rooted so it doesn’t topple over with every gust 
of wind that blows. Also, I am finding it is not so hard to get unattached to things—money, 
house, etc.—or even old habits—but putting down my opinions and, most of all, my desire 
to be “appreciated” and “liked” is a losing battle. Very little progress. But what is really new, 
however, is that I know, somewhere deep down inside, that someday, in some lifetime, 
maybe even this one, “it will happen”. There won’t be any need for all those small-I trips 
because ——too many words! You already understand. The trouble is—and I know I’m 
making something—I’m more and more impatient. There is so much to be done. Because of 
your teaching, I have caught a glimpse of that “bliss” and yet I still feel, most of the time, 
separated from other people. I want to share that “bliss” with others—but the fact that I feel 
separated makes it all a lie… Do you understand what I’m trying to say? And so people, 
correctly, don’t believe me yet. I am like a baby playing at being grown up. 

So—only try, try, try! 

I can almost hear your response to all this—“Too much thinking! Checking no good! Only 
go straight!” 

O.K.! 

See you soon—I’m glad. 

Respectfully, 

Hae Soeng 

P.S. If someone is available and wants to visit Berkeley for a month or two, of course it 
would be great. But after talking on the phone with you, I realized that probably everyone 
there is very busy. So, if no one can easily come, that’s O.K. Only an idea. Not necessary. 

P.P.S. Your visa seems to be coming along all right. I had the man call Chicago where it now 
is, yesterday. No problems so far—it just takes a long time, because Poland and South Korea 
don’t have diplomatic relations, etc. Should be O.K., but may take up to last minute. 

P.P.P.S. Don’t bother answering this—you are very busy. I’ll see you soon. Felt good just to 
write you. 
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March 22, 1978 

Dear Hae Soeng Poep Sa, 

How are you and Ezra and the BKZC family? Thank you for your letter. 

Anne’s letter was very interesting. She had satori before, and understands truth. But she 
doesn’t understand kong-ans, which means she only understands truth and has not attained 
truth. So her speech is that sometimes, kong-ans are not necessary; kong-ans are go-straight 
mind. But she wants to answer kong-ans, but she has much thinking. This means she likes 
kong-ans. She only talked about this. There was no advice about our Europe trip. 

Next—Congratulations to Ezra on becoming a grandfather for the second time! And you 
found an interesting piece of property. I would like to see the place. Also, just today at PZC, 
we found out we may move to the forty-acre farm you looked at with us. They only want 
$210,000. Everybody is very excited. I hope BKZC also will move to the place you found 
and become the number one West Coast Zen Center. 

Also, you will have two new people at the Zen Center. That is wonderful. I think in the 
future, many people will want to live at the Zen Center, so BKZC must move soon. The 
news about your sons is also very wonderful. That means your Dharma Energy shines very 
brightly to your sons. Everybody cannot see Dharma Energy, but this Dharma Energy is 
stronger than any kind of energy. So your Dharma Energy is shining not only to your sons, 
but also to your Zen Center family and your friends and all beings. So already, you are a 
great Bodhisattva. 

You called and said you had finished Yong Maeng Jong Jin. That is wonderful. Bobby’s 
letter is very wonderful. You want strong roots. The last Providence Yong Maeng Jong Jin, 
when I talked, at the end, I said that everybody has a back-seat driver. This back-seat driver 
controls your car and your true self. If you have a back-seat driver, then you lose your job, 
but if you are strong, you can control your car and you can control your back-seat driver. 
Don’t listen to your back-seat driver. There are three back-seat drivers: sixth consciousness, 
seventh consciousness, and eighth consciousness. If you can control those back-seat drivers, 
then the back-seat drivers will follow you and help your Bodhisattva action very much, but if 
you are not strong, then the back-seat drivers will control you and you will check, check your 
feelings, be sad, confused, angry, have many desires, ignorance, etc., and you will suffer a lot. 
So you must become strong in your True Self, and you must control your car and control 
your back-seat drivers. This is very necessary. But before, you took the gold Buddha from 
Los Angeles to Berkeley. This style of back-seat driver is very wonderful. Also, this style back-
seat driver gives you very good ideas. A silent Buddha is better than an open-mouthed 
Buddha. So you like the gold, silent back-seat driver. 

You say you feel separated from other people and want to share bliss with them, but your 
feeling separated makes it all a lie. But don’t check. If you check, there is no bliss. I am here, 
somebody is there. Already, you have under your neck Great Love. This Great-Love heart 
always teaches you. If you have a problem, you ask it. Then your problem will soon 
disappear. You already have only try, try-mind. So no problem. Don’t turn your head. Only 
go straight. You already said, “Checking is no good. Only go straight.” O.K.? Already you 
understand a bicycle. It cannot go backwards—only go straight. 
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I hope you always go straight—try, try, try, which is clear like space, soon finish the Great 
Work of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. See you soon. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. I checked all the Dharma Teachers, but all Dharma Teachers have jobs. Only Mu 
Ryeom Su Nim is possible, but he is working in a store, but he wants to get money to go to 
Korea, so if he goes to Berkeley, he cannot work for one-and-a-half months and can’t get 
money. So I asked him, and he had a little thinking, so I said that’s O.K. So I am sorry; we 
cannot help the BKZC. 

P.P.S. Thank you very much for helping me with my visa. I only follow you and are 
dependent on you. You are my manager. 
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828 

March 11, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter of March 1st, ‘78. You ask me about the two answers from two 
Zen Masters to the question, “What is Buddha?” One answer was “Three pounds of flax.” 
The other was “Dry shit on a stick.” And you ask me, “Are they the same or different?” I 
don’t understand how you can expect a monkey to answer such a difficult question. 

All questions come from the mind which is ignorant, and all answers come from the same 
ignorant mind. Questions and answers are for fools. Philosophers have been asking and 
answering questions all of their lives, and they are still ignorant of Truth. 

The little self asks and answers all questions, and as long as the little self is there, it will stay 
on this crazy wheel of questions and answers, but it will only keep going around in circles 
and never getting off the wheel. A question is asked; an answer is given, but the answer only 
creates more questions ad infinitum, sheer folly. 

So why should I try to answer your question when, in Reality, there is no answer. I 
appreciate your letters very much; if you can find the time, please keep in touch. Please note 
my change of address. In finishing, I would like to include this little poem I wrote. 

 
The sun gives warmth—the sailboat is on the lake, 
The moon gives stillness—the lovers embrace, 
The rose gives perfume—the baby laughs. 
The air gives life—the squirrel nibbles a nut, 
The mountain gives grandeur—the lion roars; 
The waves meeting the shore is a symphony—the birds sing, 
All is as it should be. 
The sky is high—the earth is low, 
All is, as it always has been, 
You are you and I am me, 
We are where we should be, 
Nothing really changes, 
Everything is in its rightful place. 

Respectfully, with Love, 

Norm 

 

March 22, 1978 
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Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You are very attached to words. If you cannot understand, only go straight—don’t know. 
That is most important. “That question comes from where?” “Ignorance,” etc.—that is 
checking your mind. These words are all opposites thinking. Zen is a revolution of your 
mind, which means opposites-words disappear and become the Absolute. There is no 
subject, no object, no inside, no outside; inside and outside become one. Also, there is no 
name, no form, no speech, no words. Only see; only hear; you and the object of mind 
become one. Dong Sahn Zen Master was weighing flax. At that time, somebody asked him, 
“What is Buddha?” He said, “Three pounds of flax,” which means his mind was only three 
pounds of flax. So “Three pounds of flax” means no words, no form, no name. Inside and 
outside only become one expression. Also, this speech of mine is a big mistake. Three pounds 
of flax is only three pounds of flax. No meaning is big meaning. If you understand this, any 
kong-an is no problem. Don’t make something; don’t hold anything; don’t attach to 
anything. Then you are already complete. O.K.? Only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check 
your feelings; don’t check your mind; don’t check your understanding. Try, try, try for 
10,000 years. That is very important. Put it all down. Only don’t know. O.K.? 

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

The sun gives cold—the sailboat has no bottom. 
The moon gives noise—the lovers quarrel. 
The rose has thorns—the baby cries. 
The air gives death—the squirrel bites the cat. 
The mountain gives goosebumps—the lion cowers. 
The waves take away direction—the bird cannot find its nest. 
All not as it should be is as it should be. 
No sky, no earth. 
All always remains still. 
No yours, no mine, no I, my, me. 
Don’t check, don’t check, don’t check. 
Nothing really changes. 
Spring comes. The willow is green; the flower is red. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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829 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? Things have been rather hectic here, but everything is O.K. We have had 
many rainstorms, flooding, and mudslides in Los Angeles, so it has been a little difficult 
moving, but everything has cleared up. Our car is fixed, and now we are moved in. Now it is 
very sunny and hot. Everyone is working hard. Business was very slow for a while; it seems to 
be getting better now. Everyone is under great pressure. The challenge is to keep clear mind, 
not holding conflicts. Living here, more and more I feel the practice has been entering more 
and more into my bloodstream, so to speak. Homework answer: 

I would tell the cigarette man that form is form: emptiness is emptiness. If he only hits me, 
then I would tell him, 
“XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX” (answer deleted) 
What do you say? 

Here is a poem for you. 

Tahl Mah Sah is made of sawdust  
Buzzing saw cuts off all thinking 

Hammers are hammering away 

The moktak bird is singing  
Shin Myo Chung Ko Tae Ta Rani 

The sun is coming out  
The rain dries up and disappears 

Love, 

Your student, 

James 

P.S. Love to Louise from all of us 

 

March 22, 1978 

Dear James, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and Bridget and See Hoy and Hee Sok and Ken and 
all the Tahl Mah Sah family? 
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I heard you moved into Tahl Mah Sah and are doing hard training every day. That is 
wonderful. I saw your letter. Some lines are double-spaced; some are single-spaced; some are 
long; some are short. Not good, not bad. That is your mind. Sometimes that style is 
beautiful. But you are a businessman, also a Zen student. Keeping correct form moment to 
moment is necessary. I know you are busy nowadays. Tahl Mah Sah is moving nowadays; 
you are moving into Tahl Mah Sah nowadays, so this style appears. That’s O.K. You already 
understand; you already said, “Everyone is working hard. Business was very slow for a while; 
it seems to be getting better now. Everyone is under great pressure. The challenge is to keep 
clear mind, not holding conflicts. Living here, more and more I feel the practice has been 
entering more and more into my bloodstream, so to speak.” I know your situation nowadays. 
I only say to you, thank you very much. 

Next, your homework. Your answer is not good, not bad. Wonderful. But one more thing. 
Your answer has no necktie. This necktie is in-between your body and your head. When you 
are working, this necktie is not necessary, but at special times, it is very important. So you 
must find your necktie. Then you are complete. Your head, your clothes, your shoes are 
O.K., but you only have no necktie. One more step, please. 

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

This world is already sawdust. 
Originally nothing. Don’t cut. 
When you hit, only hit. 
The moktak dancing 
Kills all Buddhas and eminent teachers. 
The sun is setting in the West. 
The moon is rising in the East. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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830 

March 17, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your letter. 

I was interested in the story of your cutting your leg with a sickle; I’m sorry you hurt 
yourself, though, as you say, there was no problem until you checked yourself. 

I’ve been having difficulty explaining Zen and my practice to my family and friends, and 
especially my parents. Most of them like the questions, “What is life? What is death? What is 
our correct job in life?” They say they have asked these questions themselves, but feel that we 
can never know the answers, that “Only God knows.” 

Another thing people say is that to save all people from suffering is impossible. They feel that 
life is suffering and that we cannot change that. Also, they cannot understand how sitting 
Zen or chanting or bowing can help other people. It seems self-centered and selfish to them 
to be always “thinking about yourself” and “doing nothing” in a Zen Center away from 
other people. They feel that a person should be “out in the world” working with people who 
need help. 

I would like to ask you what would be a good answer to these questions. 

See you at the Buddha’s Birthday celebration in April, if not before at CZC. I hope you have 
a wonderful trip to Europe. 

Thank you very much for your teaching. 

Sincerely yours, 

Steve 

 

March 22, 1978 

Dear Steve, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you? 

You liked my story. That’s good. And, in your letter, you asked how to save all people and 
what is life and death. So, we sit; so we chant, bow, and act together. Those questions are 
very easy. Originally there is nothing. If you make something, you have something. If you 
don’t make anything, then already, you are complete. They make something; they hold 
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something; they are attached to something, but this something is nothing. Only they made 
something. What is death? What is life? Their body has life and death, but their true self has 
no life, no death. They don’t understand true self so they have life and death. They said, 
“Only God knows.” What is God? They don’t know God. How do they know only God 
knows? That’s a lie! Don’t be deceived by others. If you understand God, then you must first 
understand your true self. This is the first course. Here is our primary teaching. You must 
use it to teach them. 

The Human Route 

Coming empty-handed, going empty-handed—that is human. When you are born, 
where do you come from? When you die, where do you go? Life is like a floating 
cloud which appears. Death is like a floating cloud which disappears. The floating 
cloud itself originally does not exist. Life and death, coming and going, are also like 
this. But there is one thing which always remains clear. It is pure and clear, not 
depending on life and death. Then what is the one pure and clear thing? 

Next, how do you teach other people? An eminent teacher said, “One is many; many is one.” 
If your mind is already saved, then already, you have saved all people. Your mind and all 
people’s minds are not different. If you keep correct situation, correct condition, and correct 
opinion moment to moment, this is already world peace; already, you have saved all people. 
So, when you sit, just sit; when you chant, just chant; when you bow, just bow. That is most 
important. If you have this mind, then when you teach other people, just teach. Don’t check 
their mind. Also, don’t check your mind. Only teach; only help them. Don’t worry if they 
understand or not. Try, try, try for 10,000 years. Persevere. So, this try, try mind is already 
complete. Already your mind-light shines to them. They don’t understand. Also, you don’t 
understand. But your mind-light is already shining. Don’t worry. Only try. This try mind is 
better than a Zen Master, better than Buddha, better than God. It already has Great Love, 
Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check 
your mind; don’t check your understanding; don’t check outside. Then there is no inside, no 
outside, no I, no you, no he. Always become one. That is very important. I again tell you: 
Only go straight—try, try, try for 10,000 years. O.K.? In the kong-ans, the cat, the dog, the 
mouse help Zen students very much and save all people. They give them Enlightenment. 
You are human. Why not? 

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. Thank you for wishing me a good trip to Europe. 
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831 

January 18, 1978—France 

Dear Master Seung Sahn Soen Sa, 

Thank you very much for your good and so hoped-for letter. Would you kindly excuse me 
for wasting your time again. 

In your letter, you asked me if the mountain and I are the same or different, and you said 
you ask this question only when you keep don’t know. If I keep don’t know and I answer, 
there is no more don’t know. Therefore, I can’t answer. I feel one with the mountain only 
during a split second, and already I think, wanting to continue this perception, and so on…  

I am not clear about practicing don’t-know mind. Could you kindly add some teaching 
about this. How can I keep don’t-know mind always and everywhere? i.e., how keep Zen 
mind always and everywhere? Often one needs living rules and stirring words. 

I have written to Stepehn Mitchell as you prescribe, so that I can make arrangements with 
him, because I shall be very glad to see you, if this would be possible, if you pass through 
France. 

I hope very much you will answer. 

Yours very kindly, 

Jacques 

P.S. What do you think about Nembutsu? And kong-an: “Who repeats the name of 
Buddha?” 

 

February 7, 1978 

Dear Jacques, 

Thank you for your beautifully-written letter. How are you? You are my wonderful French 
student, so I am always glad to get letters from you, and I hope that soon, I will be able to 
meet you. I look forward to that. 

About the mountain and you—are they the same or different? You said, “If I keep don’t 
know and I answer, there is no more don’t know; therefore, I cannot answer.” Then I hit 
you. Do you know this hit’s meaning? Already, you said don’t know is no more don’t know, 
which means already cutting off all thinking. When you are thinking, your mind and my 
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mind are different. When you cut thinking, then your mind and my mind are the same. You 
said no more don’t know, which is 100% mind, which is before thinking. 

Before, I already told you, your don’t-know mind, my don’t-know mind, somebody’s don’t-
know mind are the same. Already this don’t-know mind has cut off all thinking, is before 
thinking. Your before thinking is your substance, my before thinking is my substance, is the 
mountain’s, the moon’s, the sky’s substance—they are the same. So when you keep 100% 
don’t-know mind, you are the universe; the universe is you; you are everything; everything is 
you. So don’t know is not don’t know; don’t know is everything. Don’t know and 
everything become one, which is called primary point. So primary point’s name is don’t 
know; don’t know is primary point. But somebody said primary point is mind or Buddha or 
God or nature or substance or energy or holy or everything. But true primary point has no 
name, no form, no speech, no word. If you open your mouth, it is already a mistake. If you 
want a speech-answer, then you cannot answer. If you keep 100% don’t know, then when I 
hit, this is you; this is don’t know; this is primary point. No speech or word is used. 

Before, Buddha picked up a flower. No one understood, but Mahakashyapa smiled. What do 
you think about this? The flower’s substance, your substance, the maountain’s substance, 
Mahakashyapa’s substance, the smile’s substance—are they the same or different? If you say 
the same, I hit you thirty times. If you say different, also, I hit you thirty times. If you open 
your mouth, it is already a mistake. Without opening your mouth, answer me. The Buddha 
already demonstrated to us. Do you know this? If you don’t understand, only go straight—
don’t know for 10,000 years, nonstop. Try, try, try. 

You asked me how to keep don’t-know mind. When you drive, just drive; when you eat just 
eat. The name for this is don’t know. Don’t think about anything. When you eat, just eat. 
Moment to moment, just keep the correct situation; this is called don’t know, which is the 
same as clear mind, put-it-all-down mind, only-go-straight mind. They all have the same 
meaning, so only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your feelings; don’t check your 
mind; don’t check your understanding; don’t check anything. Only go straight—don’t 
know. This means when you are doing something, you must do it. This means, moment to 
moment, you must keep your correct situation. O.K.? 

If you want to keep the correct situation, you must make your opinion, your condition, and 
your situation disappear. That is very important. So again I ask you, are the mountain and 
you the same or different? If you open your mouth, I hit you. If you close your mouth, I hit 
you. What can you do? 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Stephen Mitchell will not be able to go on the European trip with us, so please write for 
the itinerary to Diana Clark. 
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833 

December 31, 1977 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

It’s been a year since I first met you. Much has happened. Right now, contrary to your good 
advice, I’m not living in the Berkeley Zen Center. I have a very small basement apartment in 
San Francisco, near where the Southern tip of Golden Gate Park meets the Pacific Ocean. I 
work in a mailroom for a private company. I jog. Usually in the mornings, I do the bows and 
sitting meditation. I’ve had two colds in the last month, very unusual for me. On December 
9, my father died, after much suffering, from leukemia. I’m in debt to various friends for 
neary $200.00. I’m gaining weight and indulging my appetite. Right now, I’m re-reading 
Shogun, an enormous novel set in seventeenth century Japan (very exciting, with a refreshing 
periodic seasoning of spoken Dharma. I admire the craft and understanding of the man who 
wrote this). 

I respect and admire you greatly. Living alone is as yet too new an experience for me to begin 
to shrink into words. I enjoyed living at Tahl Mah Sah. It was also very dramatic, difficult, 
and strange. Tahl Mah Sah, you, my father, all are creations of my mind, at least my 
experience and understanding are. Yet, as the story goes, if all these are in my “head”, it must 
be very crowded and heavy in there… I still do not begin to understand myself or my life. I 
have experienced the limitations of words; I play with them, use them for pleasure and 
potentially for profit. Often I find people reacting in incomplete understanding to what I 
express. Sometimes “putting it all down” becomes an excuse (I think) for not daring 
communication or understanding. Am I a poor Zen student (or not one at all)? I begin to 
feel, oh, growth, I suppose. Perhaps when practice becomes more important to my life, I will 
again join a group. 

I think often, doing a practice is like joining a club, learning a new language, with new rules 
and secret passwords. Many people desire companions, love, a sense of home (of course, I 
experience these feelings as well). If ever I am to be your student, Zen Master, it will be when 
becoming your student becomes the most important fact of my life. Living at Tahl Mah Sah 
became, for me, too crazy. One student believed he was Jesus Christ. Another, I was told, 
believed you are. Not being a Christian anyway, things like this were neither inspiring nor 
encouraging. Also irrelevent distractions. The game here is truly I wanted to experience some 
type of comprehensible communication with you…  

I enjoy sitting, yet oddly, the Kidos have been most positive. I’m sure most of this letter 
could appear an exercise in not “putting it all down”, in not letting go of my opinion, my 
situation, my condition. I won’t lie to sound like a good Zen student. (I don’t seem to want 
to play the whole Zen family game, yet I do admire and respect your teaching.) There were 
times I wanted to be able to talk with you as my oldest friend … isn’t there “a time for every 
season under heaven?” Sometimes I wondered if I qualified as your second “Crazy Michael,” 
only usually I don’t believe all the changing dreams and plans, my three months retreat at 
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Barre, Mass., taught me that. Maybe Korean Zen style isn’t my style, dear Zen Master, at 
least not now, not yet. Maybe I’m just not desperate enough yet to seriously practice. (I 
think of the story of the Master holding the student’s head under the surface of the pond 
while he struggled, gasping for breath.) 

Yes, I know I’m checking, checking, checking, and I’ve read too much, but honestly, I don’t 
think I know it all or use my “Buddhist” words as a way to confuse or manipulate others. Do 
you sense the humor here? At times, I’m nearly bemused. I hope (and I suppose, expect) you 
will see through the seeming arrogances and blindnesses contained here … Certainly, 
whatever I see in others, I see, as well, in myself. So maybe practice is, at least in part, 
worrying less about what I am, or seem to be, than SEEING CLEARLY. Anyway, I would 
honor any response from you, Soen Sa Nim. 

Thank you, 

Michael S. 

Hello to See Hoy, Ajima, No Su Nim, and all you sentient beings I’m honored to have 
known at Tahl Mah Sah. 

 

January 30, 1978 

Dear Michael, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. You said you have a small basement apartment, 
that you work in a mailroom, that you jog and do bows and sitting meditation in the 
mornings. That is wonderful, but you said your father died of lukemia. How much you must 
be suffering. I am sad. 

You said you admire the craft and understanding of the man who wrote Shogun, and that 
you find it very exciting with a refreshing periodic seasoning of spoken Dharma. Not good, 
not bad, but only following words will complicate your consciousness more. You already 
understand what is the correct way. Then, only action is necessary. Why do you read more 
books, always checking something, which means you want to understand something. But 
your understanding cannot help your true way. If you don’t put it all down—words and 
speech—then even if Buddha appears and speaks to you, it cannot help. 

An eminent teacher said, “One action is better than 10,000 thoughts.” You already said, 
“Put it all down—your condition, your opinions, your situation.” If you attain these words, 
living at Tahl Mah Sah, living outside, living in a Zen Center, somebody believing in Jesus 
Christ—anyone’s opinion, anyone’s condition, anyone’s situation is no hindrance and no 
problem, if you understand these words, “Put it all down.” Your opinion is very strong, and 
you are checking your condition and checking your situation, so there is a problem, so you 
said that living at Tahl Mah Sah became too crazy, very dramatic, difficult, and strange. 

Now you have found a place of your own, and you said you begin to feel growth. Also, you 
said that perhaps, when your practice becomes more important to your life, you will again 
join a group. I said to you, a bad situation is a good situation; a good situation is a bad 
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situation. You must understand this. If you live together and do correct practicing every day, 
then your bad karma will disappear, but living and practicing alone will only make more bad 
karma, which means you don’t understand your bad karma. Also, you want freedom, so this 
bad karma is nonstop, and is growing, growing, growing. Finally, you cannot control your 
mind, your thinking, your desires. If you live together with crazy people, Jesus Christ people, 
strong practicing people, then good and bad are your mind meal. 

I tell you, you must not only live at Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center or Berkeley Zen Center; any 
kind of Zen Center is O.K. You must go there. Don’t stay in your own apartment! You said, 
“I don’t seem to want to play the whole Zen family game, yet I do admire and respect your 
teaching.” This is very bad mind sickness! If you still have strong opinions, my stick will hit 
you thirty times. If you don’t feel pain, you are a rock-head. An Oriental saying says it like 
this: “Reading sutras to a cow’s head.” 

The Great Way has no gate; your tongue has no bone. Any speech is possible, but if you 
have likes and dislikes and are always checking, checking, then you lose your tongue. Be 
careful! 

Again I ask you, what are you? If you don’t understand, your opinion, your condition, your 
situation must disappear. This is necessary. Only go straight—don’t know. This is very 
important. Here is a kong-an for you. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

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

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

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

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself, two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 

Tell me! Tell me! Don’t make two I’s; don’t make two me’s; don’t make two my’s; also, 
don’t make “I”, “my”, “me”. Only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your feelings; don’t check your understanding. Then already, you are complete. You 
must believe in yourself 100%. 

I hope that you always and everywhere keep don’t know, which is clear like space, which is 
clear like a mirror, 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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834 

March 24, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you and the family? I hope all is well and the Dharma is flourishing with great 
energy. 

I am now teaching in Southern California with Jack, Joseph, and Jacqueline. You have never 
met Joseph and Jacqueline. They are both good friends and good teachers. 

We are in the desert with over 130 people for one month—all training to see the Truth. For 
me, it is very interesting to understand about everybody’s karma. Many different kinds. It is 
sometimes disappointing to meet many students who are not very serious about their 
practice. Breaking precepts, talking, not doing it fully. But of course, I try my best to 
encourage them all to raise the Bodhi mind and help all people. It is a great joy when I meet 
a few students who are deeply sincere in practice. But many kinds of karma, some good, 
some bad—for me, my direction is clear. Not to be attached—except to help. 

Paulette is now in Boulder trying to find a job. There is much competition for jobs. It is 
difficult. We both hope she gets one soon. She is fine and sends her love to you. We both 
thought about your suggestion about having the wedding in a temple. We feel that is O.K. 
The Shim Gum Do Center would probably be the best place to have it. We want it to be in 
Boston or Cambridge. After the ceremony, we can then have a celebration, and this can take 
place at Jonny’s house. It can be more relaxed, and there is a yard outside, and people would 
probably appreciate that more. 

In your letter, you make correct and incorrect. You say, “I give you the correct situation.” So 
I hit you. For me to have the wedding ceremony in a temple or not in a temple is O.K. Are 
you attached to form? Maybe you will say, “You only understand one and not two. A temple 
is a temple; a house is a house.” But in America, and especially the many friends who will be 
coming, they perhaps don’t feel that a temple is so special. Everywhere is a temple. But this is 
only my opinion. Not correct or incorrect, only an opinion. 

I have great love for you, so if you like to have the ceremony in a temple, that is good. 

I will speak with Louise and get a time that is good for all of us. Paulette and I aren’t clear on 
the date yet. We will let you know. I look forward to seeing you and the entire family. Be 
well. Love to all. May all beings benefit from the Triple Gem. 

With devotion, 

Richard 
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April 6, 1978 

Dear Richard, 

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

In your letter, you said you are teaching over 130 people for one month, doing hard training 
in the desert to see the truth. It is very interesting for you to understand about everybody’s 
karma, disappointing to meet many students who are not very serious, and a great joy to 
meet a few students who are deeply sincere. That is wonderful. So together action is very 
important, which means potatoes being scrubbed together in a large pot, then cooking the 
potatoes, then mashing the potatoes, making very good food. That is each person’s karma 
disappearing and making Bodhi potatoes. Then it has a good taste and saves all people. So 
you are a great potato master. Wonderful. 

Then next, you said the Shim Gum Do School is the best place to have the wedding, and 
that afterwards, you will have a reception at Jonny’s house. That is a wonderful idea. You 
understood the correct way, which means already teaching other people and saving other 
people. You already said, “relax.” If you say relax, then completely relaxing everything is 
necessary. This means only relaxing feelings cannot help them; this is emotional. Completely 
relaxing means no subject, no object, no inside, no outside; everything becomes one. You 
and everybody become one. So your marriage saves all of them. 

You say you hit me. I say ouch. What can you do? 

Speaking with Louise to set a date for the wedding is good, but Louise and I are going to 
Europe. We’ll come back May 10. If you have to make the invitations before May 10, then 
talk to Ken or Linc. 

Everybody likes your marriage, so our family will have two great events. Also, everybody says 
hello to you. 

I hope you only go straight, which is clear like space, become a great Bodhisattva, 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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835 

March 20, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Namu Kwan Sae Um Bosal. It is raining; the ground is wet! 

How are you? 

Sunday the 18th, five children came to Sunday school. At present, it is only in a beginning 
stage, which is baby-sitting services. We have no tables or chairs, so we sit on the floor and 
color in the coloring books, eat a few cookies, and laugh. One girl named Michelle came; she 
is in the eighth grade and wants to help with the children, which is wonderful! I will make a 
request that the parents donate old toys, books, and so on. We need a permanent room, too, 
so we can have a little shrine so the children can bow and have their own practice. One thing 
for sure, I am not there to teach the children, but they are there to teach me! 

You ask, “How is your homework?” If I say it is not yet finished, that would imply an end; if 
there is an end, that would also imply a beginning. So, my answer to you is only go 
straight—Namu Kwan Sae Um Bosal, Namu Kwan Sae Um Bosal, Namu Kwan Sae Um 
Bosal… … … … … … … … … … … … … !  

Yours in the Dharma,  

Sumana 

 

April 6, 1978 

Dear Sumana, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Your letter was written March 20, so this answer has already passed downtown. But I already 
saw and understood that you are a great Bodhisattva and a children-master. You said the 
children teach you very much. That is correct. These children are better teachers than a Zen 
Master, better than Buddha, better than God. So helping children means helping Buddhas, 
helping Zen Masters, helping Buddhism, helping all people. So I say to you, you are a great 
Bodhisattva. 

I already talked with Tahl Mah Sah directors at their last meeting on April 4. At that time, 
all the directors talked about you and said thank you very much to you. So we decided to 
help the children’s Sunday school. So if you want something, talk with Mrs. Kim. Then Mrs. 
Kim will give you any help you want? O.K.? 
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I hope you only go straight—don’t know, soon finish your homework and the Great Work 
of life and death, get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Kwan Sae Um Bosal Kwan Sae Um Bosal Sumana Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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836 

March 26, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for coming to Yong Maeng Jong Jin in New Haven. 

“Hyang Eom’s Up a Tree” 

How will he save his life? 

There is no life for him to save. 

Only go straight—don’t know. 

It is raining outside. 

Sincerely, 

Paul 

 

April 6, 1978 

Dear Paul, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Your homework answer is not good, not bad. But you said, “There is no life for him… “ You 
are already dead. Again, I ask you. If you are in the tree, how can you stay alive? Only go 
straight—don’t know. That is correct. Outside, it is raining—this is also correct. Your 
answer is not correct. Next time, please give me a correct answer. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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837 

March 21, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

83,000 miles in ONE instant, 
ONE Buddha, 
ONE JoJu, 
ONE “Mu!” 
ONE Answer, 
KATZ! 

Winter is barely over  
And already Spring arrives. 

Hello, how are you and the Zen Centers? I hope all is well. 

I try to go only straight. Much effort, so much understanding. It’s O.K. My karma must be 
thick, like mud. 

I am glad to find that your stick reaches very far. Thirty hits! 

Maybe one day, we will meet. I don’t know. I would like to visit one of your Centers and 
answer you in person. I will be patient. 

Sincerely, 

Ned 

P.S. I am sending Louise Stanton $5.00 for the Newsletter. Thanks again. 

 

April 6, 1978 

Dear Ned, 

Infinite time in the moment, 
Numberless Buddhas, 
Numberless Jojus. 
Mu, Mu, Mu, Mu, Mu. 
84,000 answers. 
HIT! 
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Wooden dog barking in the cloud.  
Car running—South, North, West, East. 

How are you? Thank you for your wonderful poem and your letter. 

You said, “I try to go only straight. Much effort, so much understanding. It’s O.K. My 
karma must be thick, like mud.” That is wonderful. You understand your situation. Then 
you can throw away your situation. Then you will get your correct situation. That is Zen. 
Not special. What are you doing now? When you are doing something, you must do it. That 
is all. Not special. My stick is very expensive and very heavy, so don’t worry. I don’t hit you. 

I give you simple homework. Maybe it will help your practicing.  

“JoJu’s Washing the Bowls”: 

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

JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

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

The monk was enlightened. What did the monk attain? 

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 hope we will meet some day. Louise said she already sent you the Newsletter. 
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March 19, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Providence in July may not be possible for me. So I will come to Berkeley in June and live in 
the Zen Center if there is room. Is that O.K.? 

Love, 

Judy 

 

April 6, 1978 

Dear Judy, 

Hi. How are you? You said, “Providence in July may not be possible for me. So I will come 
to Berkeley in June and live in the Zen Center if there is room. Is that O.K.?” 

You’re O.K.; I’m O.K. You like; I like. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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March 17, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter. I know you are fine.  

You ask what is no mind? clear mind? 

You are joying playing with attachment to words…  
Just like this is here, now…  

is running in warm winter rains on Maui…  
is eating strawberry papaya…  
is awareness of God’s perfection in all things…  
is the joy of loving God 
Is God loving God…  
is Love loving Love…  
is IS 

I am joying playing with attachment to words…  
Just like this. 

Yours in the Force,  

Bruce 

P.S. Louise, will Soen Sa Nim be giving a Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Providence in June? 
Please? Thank you. 

 

April 6, 1978 

Dear Bruce, 

Thank you for your wonderful letter. How are you? 

I ask you: What is just like this? You say to me, “You are joying playing with attachment to 
words…” Is this correct? You enjoy playing with attachment to words, so I enjoy playing 
with attachment to words. If you don’t attach to words, I also don’t attach to words. If you 
are without thinking, I am also without thinking. Please, what is just like this? Without 
words. Without thinking. 

Your “is” poem is wonderful. Here is “no” poem for you: 
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no running in warm winter no rains on Maui…  
no eating enough mind strawberry papaya wonderful…  
no awareness of God;everything is still and perfectly  
complete…  
no joy of Great Love, Great Compassion, Great Bodhisattva Way…  
no God true God…  
no love, Great Love…  
No NO…  

What do you think about “no” poem? 

Here is a kong-an for you: 

Soeng Am Calls Master: 

Master Soeng Am Eon used to call to himself every day, 

“Master!” and would answer, “Yes?” 

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

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

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself, two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 

If you understand, tell me! Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. 
Then you will understand just like this. 

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 will be in Los Angeles in June, not in Providence, I will be giving Yong Maeng Jong 
Jin in Providence in July. Please come. 
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Wednesday, April 5, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you very much for your last letter. I will try to teach other people. Your letter will 
help me very much. 

I have the answer to the dropping ashes on the Buddha kong-an: I grab the cigarette and puff 
on it; I bow to the Buddha statue. Very simple. 

If this letter reaches you before you leave for Europe, I hope you have a nice trip. 

Thank you very much for your teaching. 

Sincerely yours, 

Steve 

 

April 6, 1978 

Dear Steve, 

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

You want to teach other people. That is wonderful. I think you will be a great Dharma 
Teacher in the future. 

Next, your answer is not good, not bad, but this man is very attached to primary point. But 
this man will not listen to you, and he will hit you again. Then what can you do? 

Your action is not good, not bad, but this man does not understand like this and just like 
this. How do you teach him like this and just like this? How do you fix his mind? This is the 
point. You understand the correct situation. You must teach him the correct situation for 
that time. 

I hope you bnly 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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P.S. Thank you for wishing me a good trip to Europe. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope your body is functioning well. I am diabetic also, so I can comment. 
You probably won’t remember me as a personality, so I’ll speak from one Buddha-mind to 
another. I have been to the Center and have been sitting for five years, but have been 
troubled by “What am I?” for about eleven years. 

I think I’m stuck in emptiness, to be direct. Nothing seems real—everything I do or think 
and immediately—“What is this?” I realize the self (personality) is not real, but only a social 
construct, one of convenience and security, but desires are still there. The dilemma is this: 
Should I pursue a livelihood of woodworking to support myself in a peaceful and fulfilling 
way, or should I throw it out and come to the Center to truly find “What am I?” Or am I 
making a separation where there is none? I am rendered inactive by this emptiness and have 
no motivation, because nothing seems worth striving for. Could you hint at a direction I 
might take? Thank you. 

Sincerely yours,  

Don 

P.S. Please answer before you leave for Europe; it’s very important to me. 

 

April 9, 1978 

Dear Don, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You said you have been sitting for five years but have been troubled by “What am I?” for 
about eleven years, and you said, “I realize the self is not real, but only a social construct.” 
You are checking yourself. You check society, and you check the universe. That means you 
make something, so you have some idea. This idea is your idea, but not the correct idea. If 
you want to understand your true self and society and the universe, then put down your idea, 
your condition, and your situation. You have already done sitting for five years and “What 
am I?” for eleven years. If you carry your idea, you cannot get the true way in even 10,000 
years. But just now, put it all down—your opinions—which are “I”, “my”, “me” mind. 
Then you can see; you can hear; you can smell; all, just like this, is truth. What color is the 
sky? What color is the tree? The dog—what does it say? The chicken—what does it say? This 
means if your mind is complete, everything is complete. 

Complete means truth. So your mind is not complete. You said empty, not existing, so 
everything is empty and does not exist. “Empty” and “non-existent” are only names. You say 
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empty, not existing. Then, I hit you thirty times. What do you say? Maybe you say “Ouch!” 
That is correct, which means the correct situation. If you make your opinion, your 
condition, and your situation disappear, then correct opinion, correct condition, and correct 
situation appear. When you are hungry, what? When you are tired, what? If somebody is 
hungry, what can you do? If somebody is thirsty, then what can you do? I hit you. Then 
what do you say? If you touch a hot place, what do you say? Those things are the correct 
situation. If you keep some of your opinions, you cannot keep the correct situation, so the 
correct situation and your situation are different. 

Your situation has “I”, “my”, “me”. If you have “I”, “my”, “me” you have an object of mind. 
Correct situation means there is no “I”, “my”, “me”. Just like this is truth. There is no inside, 
no outside, no subject, no object. Outside and inside become one. That is correct idea, 
correct condition, correct situation, which means Great Love, Great Compassion, and the 
Great Bodhisattva Way. Then moving your hand, taking a step—every action is truth. This 
means you can keep correct situation moment to moment. That means you keep the correct 
relationship with everything. Not difficult. Also not easy. Don’t make difficult; don’t make 
easy. When you are doing something, do it. When you drive, when you come to a red light, 
stop. When you come to a green light, go. At that time, you and the car, you and outside 
always become one, because there is no “I”, “my”, “me”. Just driving. So, if you are doing 
something, you must do it. Don’t check yourself; don’t check your feelings; don’t check your 
understanding. If you check something, you have a problem. So I say to you, put it all down. 
At that time, what are you? If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. That don’t 
know is not don’t know. You don’t know you, so you are don’t know; don’t know is you. So 
don’t know is driving; don’t know is drinking; don’t know is playing tennis; don’t know is 
just sitting; don’t know has everything. So only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years, 
nonstop. Try, try, try. O.K.? 

Here is homework—“JoJu’s Washing the Bowls”: 

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

JoJu said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

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

The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? 

If you understand, tell me! Tell me! 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, 
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S.S. 
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Soen Sa Nim’s  

Buddha’s Birthday Poem, 1978 

Holy in the Holy 
King in the King. 
But Un Mun’s stick 
Stronger than Holy and King. 
Also the stick kills Un Mun. 

The stick able to do everything 
Where does it come from? 
Bigger than universe 
Brighter than sun. 
No shadow, no form. 
Cannot see; cannot hold. 

Only appear Buddha’s Birthday. 
Where is it? 
Hit! 
Did you get it? 
If you get it, this stick 
Will hit you thirty times. 
If you did not get it, also 
This stick will hit you thirty times. 

Why? 

KATZ! 

2522 candles shining everywhere. 
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April 10, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letters. Please forgive me for not answering sooner. 

I came from Maui to Honolulu March 1 to lead a 30 day training period at Koko An, 
including a sesshin. It was a good experience—29 people took part in the sesshin and one 
person experienced realization. I finished my sequence of teisho on the Mumonkan which I 
began in 1974. 

Now Anne and I are hiding in a beach cottage where I am putting my haiku teisho together 
for publication. We are enjoying our private life together. Within sight and sound of the 
ocean. 

Stephen Mitchell completed the training period at Koko An in fine style. I like him very 
much and feel that he is very promising. He is an ideal kind of Zen student, very intelligent, 
sensitive, and discreet. I like the way he minds his own business and does not discuss his 
practice with others. 

Do you know the origin of this koan?: 

“What if someone came to you in a dream and asked, ‘Why did Bodhidharma come from 
the West?’ If you cannot respond, Buddhism has no subtle power.” 

I know this koan only as a traditional one—I want to use it in my book, and to be able to 
cite its source. If you know who said it and in what book it may be found, please let me 
know. 

I hope that you are enjoying the best of health these spring days. 

With Nine Bows,  
Robert Aitken 

 

May 13, 1978 

Dear Aitken Roshi, 

How are you and Anne and your Zen family? 

Thank you for your letter. I have just come back from a trip to Europe, so my answer is a 
little late. We traveled around many countries—Italy, Switzerland, Poland, Germany, 
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England, Holland, Belgium, and France. We gave many Dharma Speeches and did much 
Zen teaching. Very interesting! Someday when we meet together we will talk about this. 

In your letter you said you led a 30 day training period at Koko An in Honolulu and that 
one person experienced realization. That is wonderful. Also you said that you and Anne are 
living in a beach cottage where you are putting your teisho together for publication. That is 
also wonderful. 

Next, you talk about Stephen. You are correct. He is a wonderful student. You like Stephen 
so I am very happy. I hope that practicing with you Stephen soon finishes the Great Work, 
gets Enlightenment, and becomes a great Bodhisattva. 

Next, you talk about the kong-an, “What if someone came to you in a dream and asked, 
‘Why did Bodhidharma come from the West?’ If you cannot respond, Buddhism has no 
subtle power.” I understood this kong-an, but I don’t know where the original came from. I 
have an extra copy of the Den Do Roku so I am sending it to you as a gift. If you have time, 
check this book and then you can find the original of the kong-an. All 1,700 kong-ans are 
there. I hope you soon find it and it helps your book. 

Today my students Linc and Bobby are getting married. You know Linc. Before, he was the 
Dharma Teacher at Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center. He also likes you very much and says hello 
to you. 

I hope your Dharma shines through this world, your Zen Centers grow and grow, and many 
keen-eyed lions appear and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 19, 1978 

Dear Anthony, 

How are you and all of our friends in Poland? We miss you and wonder how you are doing! 
Visiting your beautiful country and practicing with you was definitely the high point of our 
trip, although we also met wonderful people in the other countries, too. Thank you for 
opening your doors and your hearts to us. 

Soen Sa Nim has just telephoned me with exciting news for you! He asked me to tell you 
that the Chogye Order of Buddhism in Korea is very enthusiastic and glad about our recent 
visit to Poland and now wishes to invite two or three of you to visit in Korea this fall! 

There will be 15 or 20 of us going on September 15th, returning on about October 15th, to 
visit temples in Korea (three weeks) and Japan (one week). Probably we will be able to take 
part in a short Yong Maeng Jong Jin in one of the Korean temples, and perhaps even in a 
Kido (chanting retreat). Also, of course, there will be plenty of sightseeing! It will be a 
wonderful journey, even more so if you and one or two others can come with us! 

Soen Sa Nim says to please let him know as soon as possible the names of the people who 
might be able to come so that official invitations can be sent, so that your visas can be 
obtained. Hopefully you would all be able to come a couple of weeks early to the United 
States and visit some of the Zen Centers here before leaving on Sept. 15th from Los Angeles. 
All of your expenses, for two or three of you, would be paid, from beginning to end. Airline 
tickets will be sent when all the arrangements are made. I will be handling this part of the 
trip, so any questions or problems should be handled through me. 

Write to me as quickly as you can and I will relay the information to Soen Sa Nim. He is 
now on the West Coast and will return to Providence on June 27th. 

Please give our love to everyone—and again, thank you all so much for arranging such a 
magnificent time for us. 

Love, 

Diana 
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April 9, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your instruction. How is this day? 

You are direct and to the point. May your school grow straight and true. One can eat so 
much of a paper lion before spitting it out. I like my food, so I pay for it. I work, eat, clean 
dishes, and rest. Then I forget. That makes me remember my Self. Remember your Self? 

Dharma Regards, 

Peter 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Peter, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? This answer is late because I have just returned 
from Europe and have been a little busy. 

You said, “You are direct and to the point.” Do you know this point? If you understand this 
point, a paper lion is not bad. Also, a picture of a banana has no taste, but is not bad. You 
can see, you can hear. Any kind of happening is enough. Don’t spit out anything. Everything 
is yours! Why do you spit something out? 

You like your food. What is your original food? Pay whom? What kind of work? What do 
you eat? How do you eat? Do you know number one big dishes? Can you clean these dishes? 
There are numberless people suffering. How can you rest? 

If you forget, you must completely forget—don’t make “myself.” You ask me, “Remember 
your Self?” I hit you thirty times! What can you do? Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t know, 
only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your feelings, don’t check your understanding. If 
you open your mouth, you lose your tongue. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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April 10, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter. 

“Hyang Eom’s up a tree.” I am hanging from the tree; how do I save my life? 

The sky is blue. 
The grass is green. 
I hang from the tree. 
Only just like this. 

Only go straight—don’t know. Have a good time in Europe. 

Sincerely, 

Paul 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Paul, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? This answer is late because I have just returned 
from Europe and have been a little busy. 

Your answer is not good, not bad. You say, “The sky is blue”. You already opened your 
mouth so you are already dead! 

If you are the man in the tree, how do you stay alive? Your answer is only like this. What is 
just like this? Only like this means Truth—but for this Kong-an, it is not necessary. Doing 
the Truth is necessary. Don’t be attached to words, don’t be attached to speech. Only go 
straight—don’t know. There is no life, no death. If you completely attain don’t know, you 
can have freedom from life and death. Then this kong-an will be no problem, O.K.? 

Again I ask you, if you are in the tree, how do you stay alive? Tell me! Tell me! 

If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. Don’t check your mind, don’t check your 
understanding, don’t check anything. 

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

S.S. 

P.S. You gave me, “Only go straight—don’t know, have a good time in Europe”—so I had a 
good time in Europe! 
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846A  

April 27, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I have read some letters you and your students have written. You have your own way of 
saying things. It is nice and simple, especially when you say, “Put it all down.” It reminds me 
of a time in my past when I was most peaceful and content. My language helped to keep me 
that way. I would say, “Whatever happens, happens… flow with it.” People called me spaced 
out and irresponsible. I was. So now I am responsible and have a lot of opinions, etc. But 
your talk reminds me how wonderful it is to “put it all down.” I can keep don’t-know mind 
for a few moments but the rest of the time I live in desire and attachment. 

My question is, how can I keep don’t-know mind more of the time? I get so involved in 
everything that I forget myself and I’m thinking it’s all real and soon I am just a fool yakking 
away… creating problems to discuss in the future, etc. It’s awful. I get sick of it. And then I 
remember to stop it but not until I’m in pain. Such is life. 

Anyway, before all this I was just going to tell you how much you’ve helped me already and 
say thank you. 

Sincerely, 

Anna 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Anna, 

Thank you for your letter. This answer is slow because I have just returned from Europe and 
have been a little busy. How are you? 

I read your letter. I think you have no problem. You can cut all thinking. Only going straight 
is possible. Also getting Enlightenment is possible. 

Only one thing. You must believe in yourself. “I can!” Don’t say “I can’t!”. O.K.? Only this. 

If you make “cannot”, for infinite time you cannot. If you make “can”, already you get 
everything. 

So this “can” already cuts off all thinking, already goes straight, already gets Enlightenment, 
already saves all people. 
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Some people only have understanding and don’t try so they cannot get. But you ask me, 
“How can I keep a don’t-know mind more of the time?” You already have your direction, so 
every day you must sit and try to keep don’t-know mind, non-stop. Thoughts coming, 
thoughts going, feelings coming, feelings going—don’t worry. Don’t hold your thinking, 
don’t hold your feeling, don’t hold your understanding. Let it be! 

Only go straight—don’t know. This don’t know already cuts off all thinking. Cutting off all 
thinking is empty mind. Empty mind is before thinking. Before thinking is the absolute—no 
opposites. No outside, no inside. Inside and outside become one. So when you are doing 
something, you must do it. The name for this is don’t know. When you drive, just drive. 
When you play tennis, just play tennis. When you sit, just sit. When you drink coffee, just 
drink coffee. Moment to moment, keeping your correct situation is possible. 

When you see the sky, then what? When you see a tree, then what? When you hear a sound, 
then what? When you hear a dog barking, then what? Then you can see, you can hear, you 
can smell; just like this is Truth. 

So already you have everything, but you do not believe in yourself so you lose everything. So 
you cannot understand Truth. 

If practicing alone is difficult, then you must go to a Zen Center. Together action is very 
necessary—bowing, sitting, eating, working together. Then all your karma disappears. 
Controlling your karma is possible. Then soon you will get your True Self, then you can save 
all people from suffering. So together action is very important. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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April 29, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Welcome home from Europe! 

I hope you enjoyed your Self and enlightened many people. 

The Newsletter said Zen Center has a new home. This is great. Maybe one day I can come 
visit you there and leave my pen-zen behind. 

84,000 thank you’s for my homework—Jo Ju’s Washing the  
Bowls! As to what the monk attained— 
Don’t know has no-answer  
with Nothing to Attain,  
only a clean bowl. 
KATZ. 

I also hope we will meet someday. Your teaching is wonderful and I always look forward to 
your letters and poems. Your hit is fantastic! 

Rain falls on dry land  
Soaking innumerable Buddhas 
To the bone. 

Thank you, 

Ned 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Ned, 

Thank you for your letter. This answer is a little late because I just returned from Europe and 
have been quite busy. Now we are here in Berkeley having a Yong Maeng Jong Jin with 
twenty-nine people together. Sometime you must come here and sit with us. 

Next, your kong-an answer. Not good, not bad. Your head is a dragon, your tail is a snake. 
Also, this snake has legs. Many unnecessary words appear. Here are four kinds of “like this.” 
You must understand these four kinds of “like this!” 

1) Without like this. True Emptiness. Silence. Complete stillness. 
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2) Become-one like this. True Nature. KATZ! Hit. etc. 

3) Only like this. The meaning is Truth. Spring comes, the grass grows by itself. 3 x 3 = 9, 
etc. 

4) Just like this. Just doing is Truth. Three pounds of flax, dry shit on a stick, etc. 

For this kong-an, a just-like-this answer is necessary—only one sentence. If you speak a lot 
you lose your tongue! Be careful! So again I ask you, what did the monk attain? 

If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know for ten thousand years. Try, try, try, 
non-stop, 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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Warszawa April 30, 1978 

2/ Pies szczeka, kot miauczy, 
 jaka znowu natura buddhy, gdzie? 

1/ Czy mozna mowic “nie ma” o czyms czego nie ma? 
 Czy mozna mowic “ma” o czyms czego nie ma? 
 Ten mnich jest glupcem lub niezlym cwaniakiem. Buduje przed 
 Joju murek i krzyczy: “przeskocz”!, a Joju tylko “mu”. 

3/ hau! 

Zapytales: Jak uciec przed wlasnym cieniem? 
pytam: Po co uciekac?. Spojrz na mnie. Ham dwie rece, dwie nogi i glowe. 

Thank you for all, 

Andrzej 

Jacob’s translation: 

1) Can it be said “is not” about what is not?  
 Can it be said “is” about what is not? 
 That monk is an idiot or quite a clever fellow. He builds a wall in front of Joju and 
shouts: “Jump!” but Joju only “mu.” 

2) Dog is barking, cat is meowing, 
what then is this Buddha-nature, where? 

3) Woof! 

You asked: How to flee from your own shadow? 
I ask: Why flee? Look at me. I have two hands, two legs, and a head. 

Thank you for all, 

Andrzej 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Andrzej, 
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Thank you for your letter. How are you and all the Warsaw students? 

Your first answer: eleven heads, two horns! Don’t make eleven heads, don’t make two horns! 
Please give me only one word. 

Your next answer: You are scratching your left foot when your right foot itches. The answer 
is too simple. Don’t make “dog barking”, don’t make “cat meowing”, don’t make Buddha-
nature, don’t make anything! You must understand “Red comes red, white comes white”. 
Then this kong-an is very simple, O.K.? 

Third answer: That is wonderful! 100%! 

Next, this question is, “How do you not step on your own shadow?” Your question was not 
correct (you said, “How to flee from your own shadow?”), so your answer is different. So 
again I ask you. Everyone has a shadow following them. How can you not step on your 
shadow? 

I like your letter very much. I hope you always keep a don’t-know mind, which is clear like 
space, finish the Great Work of life and death, soon get Enlightenment and save all people 
from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Hello to everyone in the Sangha! 
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April 16, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter of March 22nd. 

Your words have faded into the distance—and all that is left is the presence behind your 
words. My words have faded into the distance and all that is left is the presence behind my 
words. All there is, is “IT”,and your presence and the presence here is “IT”. 

I had reached the boundary walls of the mind and have jumped over and now—no thoughts, 
or any thoughts are recognized as play things that are only to be indulged in to pass the 
time—just a play. I am not happy—I am not unhappy, I am not! IT IS! I am nothing and all 
nothings are absorbed in “IT”, the fullness and the emptiness. 

The sun will rise in the East tomorrow,  
The rat will drop its shit someplace, 
Someone will ask a question. No one will answer. 

Love, 

Norm 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? My answer is late because I just returned from 
Europe and have been a little busy. 

I say your thoughts are very clever. But you say “no thought.” Which one is correct? If you 
open your mouth, I cut your tongue. If you close your mouth, I hit you thirty times. What 
can you do? 

Next, you make “it is” and “presence” and “distance” a lot. Do you know “it is”? Also do you 
believe “presence”? If everything is “it is”, how is there “distance”? Your tail already appears. 

This tail will always kill you. Don’t make tail. 

So I say to you, Don’t hold anything, don’t make anything. Put “it is”, “presence”, 
“distance” all down. Then you are complete. 
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Why make something? If you do, your tail will get longer and longer. Then you cannot go 
through the empty gate; you cannot get the True Gate. 

You said, “The sun will rise in the East tomorrow.” Why do you believe the sun will rise 
tomorrow? 

Do you know the big rat never shits? 

I think you understand a lot. But how much does this understanding help your True Self? 
Your understanding cannot help your True Self so throw it away. Keeping it is not necessary. 

Here is a kong-an for you. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

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

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

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

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself: two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 

Tell me! Tell me! 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. O.K.? 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 1, 1978 

Dear Rev. Seung Sahn, 

Recently I saw a copy of your book Dropping Ashes on the Buddha and enjoyed it very much. 
I will be making a trip back to the U.S. this summer for the first time in five years and plan 
to visit as many American Zen Centers as possible in August and September. I would very 
much like to come to your community and observe your Zen practice. 

My studies in Japan have mostly been with Dogen, Zen poetry, and Japanese martial ways 
(aikido, shorinji kempo, classical swordsmanship). Recent works include an English 
translation of the Shobogenzo, One Robe, One Bowl: the Zen poetry of Ryokan, and Introduction 
to the Heart Sutra. The last is scheduled for publication later this year. I train at Daimanji in 
Sendai and lecture at the Soto Zen school’s Tohoku College of Social Welfare. 

I will be giving a number of talks at various societies, centers, and universities during my trip. 
One talk I am thinking of preparing is “The Zen Poetry of China, Korea, and Japan.” As you 
know, it is difficult to find good material on Korean Zen. Do you know of any readily 
available collections and/or translations of Korean Buddhist poetry? Unfortunately, I cannot 
read Korean but can read Chinese verse written by Korean monks. Could you possibly give 
me the name of someone whom I could contact (in English or Japanese) in either Korea or 
Japan for help with this problem? I would greatly appreciate any information or suggestions 
you might have. 

By the way, if there is an opportunity I would like to give a short talk on one of the above 
subjects to your community. I always enjoy sharing the results of my own studies with others 
and it wouldn’t be necessary to make elaborate preparations. It could be quite informal. I 
realize that this might not be feasible, however, so please let me know if you are not 
interested. In any case, I would like to visit your Zen Center. 

With gassho,  

John 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear John, 

Thank you for your letter. My answer is late because I have just returned from Europe and 
have been a little busy. How are you? 
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You like Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is wonderful. You will be making a trip back to 
the U.S. this summer. That is also wonderful. I hope you visit our Zen Centers. I am 
sending you a copy of our Newsletter which has addresses of all the Zen Centers. 

Next, you talk about your studies in Japan and your recent 
works, including an English translation of the Shobogenzo, One Robe, One Bowl: The Zen 
Poetry of Ryokan, and an Introduction to the Heart Sutra. This is also wonderful. 

Next, you ask about Korean Zen poetry. I will introduce you in Tokyo to our Center, where 
my disciple, whose name is Myo Gak Su Nim, is. He will then introduce you to Korean 
Buddhism and poetry. This is the address of our Center: … … … … …  

Next, some of my students like poetry. Also, our teaching style is a little different from the 
Japanese style. Our school’s name is the Chogye Order. The Chogye Order is before Soto, 
before Rinzai. When you come to visit us, then we will talk. 

Aitken Roshi is in Hawaii. He understands Japanese Haiku. Maybe it would be very 
interesting if you visited him. Aitken Roshi and I are good Dharma friends. 

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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April 12, 1978 

Krakow Zen Center 

Venerable Seung Sahn,  

Hello from Poland! 

You have done beautiful work here! We all thank you very, very much. 

Every Wednesday about fifteen people are sitting Zen with us. Soon we’ll try Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin—one day first, then three days. Now our meeting consists of two times half an hour 
Zen sitting with walking period, chanting (we learn how to chant), and short reading from 
your Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. 

Also, we started with translation of this book. When we finish that we’ll be very happy to 
send it to your Center. 

Since your visit-time on, new Zen family started to grow. It’s Myong family. Thank you for 
this; thank you for your teaching. 

Hapchang, 

Anthony 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Anthony, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and all the Sangha? I like your country very much; 
also all the Sangha. Very warm, very bright, very pure, very much family-style. Same as our 
Zen Center. I also thank you very much, and all the Poland Sangha. 

You say that every Wednesday fifteen people are sitting Zen, and soon you’ll try a Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin, and also that you are beginning to translate Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. 
All wonderful! 

Thank you very much. 

Next, did you get Diana’s letter? You invited me and I went to your country. So our Chogye 
Order is very happy, and now they invite you and another two students to visit Korea in the 
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fall. They will pay for everything and for airplane tickets. Our students are visiting Korea at 
the same time. I think the together action is wonderful. 

We will leave Los Angeles about September 17th and will come back about October 16th. 
What do you think of this plan? Please come with us. Please send names and addresses of the 
people who can come. This is necessary. 

I hope the Myong family and the Krakow Zen Center grow and grow—everyone keeping a 
mind which is clear like space, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, soon attain 
Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 14, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Today we all worked in the garden together in the sun. After so many people and so much 
excitement, the Zen Center seems empty. Everyone is resting. Sam went home and Mu Bul 
Su Nim went to California, so I’m sad. Why am I always so sad when people go away? I’ve 
always had friends in different places and been unhappy because I missed them. It seems like 
something I don’t need—unnecessary—but I don’t know what to do about it. 

I went to visit my family for a week, and found out how much I need together action to 
practice. I sat and bowed every day but it took a lot of effort. My mother sat with me every 
day, and that was wonderful—she’s a Quaker, but I do think we have the same practice, even 
if I call it don’t know and she calls it the inner light. She’s coming to visit at the end of June, 
and maybe she’ll ask you some questions. My friend Carolyn, who was going to come with 
me the first time I came here, came for her spring vacation and sat one day of Yong Maeng 
Jong Jin, and practiced with us for a week. Before she didn’t like Zen, but now she’s sitting 
every day at college and wants to sit a whole Yong Maeng Jong Jin. Very good! 

I’m worried about my sister Heidi. She’s sixteen and is becoming a caring and sensitive 
person, but she has so much hatred and bitterness locked inside her. She wants to completely 
control her own life and not do what anyone else wants, so she gets hysterical and miserable 
because of little things, and she takes this hatred out on my parents, our little sister, her 
boyfriend, so sometimes she’s unhappy and makes everyone else unhappy, too. She respects 
me and usually listens to me, but I don’t know what to say to her or how to help her. I just 
try to be around when she needs me, but that’s not changing anything. It isn’t enough, 
because she doesn’t have a direction, and I can’t give her mine. I don’t know. I also don’t 
know my homework. I don’t know anything. The sun is shining through Kwanseum Bosal 
in the library window. How are you, Soen Sa Nim? Are you resting up from all your travels? 
I hope you take good care of your health. I worry about you. Here is a poem. 

A circus tent in the yard, 
Many, many happy people. 
The tent comes down, 
The people all go away, 
Only me. 
I am sad. 
Gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha…  
No sad, no happy—no me! 
Yesterday we had a wedding. 
Today we are having leftover lasagna for dinner. 

Thank you and see you soon. Much love, 
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Do Mi, Barbara 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Barbara, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and all the PZC family? 

You said the Zen Center is empty. Not only the Zen Center is empty; the whole world is 
empty. You already understand. 

You said Sam went home and Mu Bul Su Nim went to California so you are sad. You are a 
great Bodhisattva, so you are sad. This sadness is Great Love. Great Love is Great Sadness—
they come together and make Great Bodhisattva Mind. So Great Bodhisattva Mind is always 
for all beings. 

Next, you say you visited your parents and that your mother is a Quaker. That is wonderful. 
Quaker and Zen are not different, and they are also not the same. If you keep something, 
this is not correct Zen, not correct Quaker. 

“Be still and know that I am God.” So “Be still” means our stillness, Zen stillness. If you go 
through this stillness, that is correct mind, correct God, correct Buddha, correct orange, 
correct apple. So if you want to understand God and Buddha, apples and oranges, then you 
must go through this stillness. To go through this stillness, don’t make Zen, don’t make 
Quaker. There is no God, no Buddha, no orange, no apple. Put it all down, all your 
opinions. Then Quaker and Zen become one; God and Buddha, apple and orange become 
one. But if you open your mouth, that is already a mistake! “Become one” also is not 
correct—it is not the same, not different. Complete silence is better than any speech, any 
word. Silence is better than Buddha’s speech, better than God’s speech. 

Next, you say your friend is coming to a Yong Maeng Jong Jin. That is wonderful. 

Next, you talk about your sister. Your sister’s action moment to moment, just like this, is 
Truth. This style action, this style opinion, this style condition is correct for this age. Also 
she has no direction and sometimes is very happy, sometimes is suffering. But at this age, 
people want something very strongly. So you must use your sister’s want-mind, then help this 
want-mind, then catch this want-mind—then, giving her correct direction is possible. It is 
like fishing—using a small fish to catch a bigger fish. 

All this style action appears from her karma. So it is very difficult to make this karma 
disappear all at once. Slow, slow change is necessary. A child likes a toy, so this toy can catch 
this child’s mind. Then using this toy for teaching this child’s mind is possible. 

Next, your poem is very wonderful. Here is a poem for you. 

A circus tent is a Bodhisattva house. 
Many, many people attain Great Love, Great Compassion. 
Form is emptiness; 
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Emptiness is form. 
Like this is Truth. 
Only you, only empty, only full — 
Great Sadness, Great Love are the Bodhisattva’s face. 
Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, Bodhisvaha — 
Buddha dependent on these words, 
Become Anutara Samyak Sambodhi. 
You have two eyes, two ears, two nostrils , a mouth— 
This name is Beauty Path, Barbara. 

I hope you always keep Do Mi, 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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May 15, 1978 

Dear Seung Sahn Soen Sa, 

I don’t think you will know me, because I have seen you only a few times. I attended a Kido 
with you last summer. However, I hope you will be able to give me some advice. 

Last month my younger sister named Pam died in a very strange and lonely way. The karma 
of my family is difficult and full of confusion and pain. Pam was paralysed from the waist 
down for a year and a half. She tried to kill herself jumping from a balcony and broke her 
spine in three places. I cry as I write this. Though I was close to her before, I became much 
closer to her after that, going to Texas to visit her, talking with her, writing many letters. I 
loved her very much. She had a very beautiful heart, very loving and seeking. Then last 
month she suddenly ran away in her car (she had a special car that she could drive). She 
drove up to Northern Texas, called my mother twice and then we didn’t hear from her for 
many days. She was finally found in the woods by the police. She had tried to get out of her 
car, into her wheelchair, fell to the ground, dragged herself into the woods, built a fire and 
died there—probably from exposure and starvation. 

For me myself, these last years have also been a struggle; I was in a mental hospital twice and 
the past three years have been a journey back to a normal mind. It is so terribly sad to me, 
because just when I was beginning to be really strong for her, to be able to truly help her, she 
is gone—and I think she had much pain and anger in her heart when she died. 

I have her ashes now on my altar and I feel strong energy from them. I guess I wish to ask 
you two things. First, what can I do for her now—I try to find her in zazen, I think of her 
always and it sometimes seems as if I feel her suffering. Every night I chant the Great 
Compassionate Dharani and Enmei Jukku Kannon Gyo. But this doesn’t seem enough. I 
want so badly to see her, though I know I can’t, to help her wherever she is, to reach her 
somehow and make sure she is not suffering. Also, could you tell me if it matters about her 
ashes? Someone told me they would disturb the place in which they were buried. I have a 
dear friend with a beautiful house in the country, and she is willing for them to be buried in 
a lake there, so long as she wouldn’t be not at peace. 

Secondly, please tell me how to purify myself and my family when there are so many difficult 
things. I myself am such a beginner on the spiritual path—part of the reason I went crazy 
was because I thought I was such a bad person. I know somewhat differently now, but could 
you explain a little to me about karma with much suffering and unhappiness? 

I will be deeply, deeply grateful to you for any words that you can send me. As I write this 
letter, the tears come from inside with my sorrow and my desire to bring love where there is 
so much pain. 

Yours in Kanzeon, 
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Sheila 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Sheila, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? I read your letter and I am also very sad. I 
understand your mind; I understand you think about your sister. I understand your love for 
your sister. You and your sister have very strong, same karma. So your sister dies. When she 
dies, your mind also dies. 

But that is all feeling. If you are holding your feelings, you cannot help your sister. Also, you 
cannot help yourself or your family. Your feelings—let it be! You must find your correct 
way, then your mind can shine to your sister and to your family. Then in the next life this 
style sadness will not appear. But if you are only holding these sad feelings, in your next life 
this same sadness will appear. 

Everything is from primary cause and result. In your former life you already made primary 
cause, so in this life you get the result. If in this life you do not make this feeling disappear, 
then it will become primary cause and in the next life there will again be the same result. The 
name for this is Samsara. 

So don’t hold your feelings, don’t make anything, don’t be attached to anything. Put it all 
down! Then your mind will become clear and your mind light will shine everywhere. That is 
called Dharma Energy. Then your mind will shine to your sister and also to your family. 
Then all primary cause will disappear and bad sadness will not result again. 

So what are you? You don’t know. What is your sister? Also don’t know. You only 
understand your body; you only understand that your sister’s body disappeared. What is 
your True Self? What is your sister’s True Self? There is no life, no death. 

Coming empty-handed, going empty-handed—that is human. 
When you are born, where do you come from? 
When you die, where do you go? 
Life is like a floating cloud which appears.  
Death is like a floating cloud which disappears. 
The floating cloud itself originally does not exist. 
Life and death, coming and going, are also like that. 
But there is always one thing which remains clear. 
It is pure and clear, not depending on life and death. 
Then what is the one pure and clear thing? 

You must attain this, then you will get your sister’s original face. Then no problem. Already 
you save yourself, your sister, your family. 

If you don’t understand the one pure and clear thing, then only go straight—don’t know. 
Let it be—anything! Only try, try, try for 10,000 years non-stop. This is very important. 
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You also said that you were in a mental hospital. This is a very difficult situation. Practicing 
alone may be very difficult. The best thing is for you to come to a Zen Center—practicing 
together is very important. Controlling your karma all by yourself is very difficult, but if you 
come to a Zen Center, then bowing together, sitting together, eating together, chanting 
together, working together—then controlling your bad karma is very easy. This means that 
everybody helps your practicing. Also, completely putting down your opinion, your 
condition, your situation is very easy. 

Good and bad all are your true teachers. But living by yourself, you don’t understand good 
and bad. You cannot see your bad karma. So your bad karma always controls you, so your 
problem is non-stop. If you want your bad karma to disappear, please come to a Zen Center. 

Next you want to know how to help your sister. I already told you, but if you want more, 
our Buddhism has a mantra for dead people, which is Ji Jang Bosal. Try Ji Jang Bosal 3,000 
times a day for forty-nine days and then your sister will be born again in a good body. 

Next you ask, “How can I help my family?” I already told you; don’t check your feelings, 
don’t check your mind, don’t check your understanding. Only go straight—don’t know 
mind for 10,000 years, non-stop. That is the best way. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 21, 1978 

Some days ago Seung Sahn came here with his 
Lay followers from North America. 
Not all of them could make it; we did miss 
A girl or two who stayed to rest after. 

He spoke of nuns and monks in Eastern lands. 
He asked his group to pay us his respects. 
Some ask why monks throw off their worldly bands. 
This answer is for he who clear reflects. 

Monk Tassanachitdo 

 

May 27, 1978 

Dear Monk Tassanachitdo, 

How are you and all your Sangha? 

Thank you for your wonderful poem. Here is a poem for you. 

Some days ago American Sangha visited Buddhist Vihara, 
Land of quiet, land of purity. 
No hair becomes bright—whole universe. 
Orange robes enfold all beings suffering. 

Great Love, Great Compassion, Great Bodhisattva has no head,  
has no body, has no hands, has no legs. 

Don’t hold, don’t make, don’t attach to anything.  
Clear reflected sky is blue; tree is green. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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April 12, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your full of wonder letter… You are…  

I became laughing hyena while reading your letter… your “NO” poem nothing special… 
and splendid… Here is new (?) poem for you…  

Not Two 
“IS” poem plus “NO” poem 
Not Two 
Just Like This 
Not Two 
Soeng Am Eon 
Not Two 

Aloha…  

Bruce 

P.S. Second sheet of paper also… Just Like This…  

P.P.S. Where and when in June in L.A. Yong Maeng Jong Jin? In July will be Oregon, then 
home to Maui. 

(second page) 

Bruce 

 

May 28, 1978 

Dear Bruce, 

Thank you for your letter. This letter is a little late because I have just returned from Europe. 
How are you? 

You like No. You like Not Two. Not good, not bad. I ask you, what is no? What is not two? 
Do you know this? 

When you say no you already have yes. When you say not two you already have one. Don’t 
make no. Don’t make not two. Then what? Do you understand this? 
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Here is a poem for you. 

Not two is two. 
Is-poem means no-poem equals 0. 
Not two is one. 
Just like this equals “You have two eyes.” 
Not two is nothing. 
Which one is Soeng Am’s correct Master? 
Not two. Hit you thirty times. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. You must give me an answer to the second page. 

 

You say you understand “just like this,” so I ask you, 

WHAT IS THIS ? 

TELL ME ! TELL ME ! 
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May 29, 1978 

Dear Ton, 

How are you and Miss Lee? We have just finished a big Buddha’s Birthday Ceremony in Los 
Angeles and now are at the end of a Yong Maeng Jong Jin here in Berkeley—three days, 
twenty-eight people gathering. Hard training! 

When we were in Holland, you and Miss Lee took wonderful care of us. Thank you very 
much. Everybody liked Holland. It is like Berkeley; everything is funky; everything is simple; 
everything is wonderful. Thank you again. 

Also, everybody is waiting for you. Please come at the end of June, sit with us and get 
Enlightenment, soon finish the Great Work of life and death, make a Zen Center in 
Holland, and save all people from suffering. The name for this is Great Love, Great 
Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva way. 

Here is a kong-an for you. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

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

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

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

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself, two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 

Tell me! Tell me! 

If you understand, you are already Buddha. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t 
know for ten thousand years, non-stop. Try, try! O.K.? 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 
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S.S. 
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May 18, 1978 

Dear Seung Sahn, 

Your visit was a great inspiration for many people and I have had nothing but positive 
echoes. For me, also, many things were made clear. Thank you very, very much for all the 
energy, etc., that has been spent on this trip. 

Now that you have been and gone and life has taken on its normal course, I find that it is 
impossible for me to battle for my existence here. (Perhaps Karma meant for me to stay here 
just for your visit?!) 

First, I want to find a way to get enough money together to move, and then on arriving in 
the States I want to decide where to live. (I can always get some kind of a job there, whereas 
here, I have the right to work as a free-lance artiste-peintre only.) 

I would like so much to live with one of your groups. For a long time now, I have wanted to 
do that or enter a monastery and maybe now, circumstances have ripened so that the step 
can be taken. 

What do you think? Would you accept me as a student? Maybe you do not need a “House-
mother” anywhere, but maybe you do. Somewhere. 

Again, for all of us, thank you for bringing us your presence, your teaching and your Light. 

Elizabeth 

 

May 31, 1978 

Dear Elizabeth, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You did much hard training organizing everything 
for us in Paris. Everybody thanks you very much. 

When we came back to the United States, we were very busy. First was the marriage of Linc 
and Bobby, two of my oldest students, with a hundred and fifty people attending. Next was 
a big Buddha’s Birthday celebration in Los Angeles, and now we have just finished a Yong 
Maeng Jong Jin in Berkeley with twenty-eight people sitting together. Same as the Europe 
trip—running, running, running. 

In your letter you said that perhaps Karma meant for you to stay there just for my visit. That 
is wonderful. Also you said you want to return to America. Also wonderful. Our eight Zen 
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Centers are in many big cities in the United States and Canada. If you want to come to any 
Zen Center, you are welcome. Also, if you don’t like the city, maybe we will soon get a big 
country place on the East Coast with forty-eight acres. Anything is possible. If you like, O.K. 
Also, maybe we will get thirteen acres on the West Coast near San Francisco. If you want to 
stay at any of these places, I will help you. Also I like you very much. Please come! Don’t 
worry about anything. If you come to a Zen Center, helping many other people is possible. 

But, most important, you must find your correct direction. Do you know your correct 
direction? What is this? 

Here is a kong-an for you. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

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

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

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

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself, two minds. Which one is the 
correct Master? 

Tell me! Tell me! 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 try, try, try for ten 
thousand years, non-stop! O.K.? 

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. Note from secretary: The correct way to address him is “Soen Sa Nim”, rather than 
“Seung Sahn.” “Soen Sa Nim” means “Zen Master”. 
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May 21, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I am glad to think of you helping so many people out there. 

I wonder if you can spot some error in my practice? I try to keep my correct situation, i.e. 
when sitting, thoughts continually appear and when I notice one, it dissolves. Or walking or 
running or talking, the same thing—I notice a thought and let it dissolve and remember 
what it is that I am doing. Any mistakes here? Thank you Soen Sa Nim. 

Take care and please give my regards to Mu Bul Su Nim. 

with love,  

Ellen 

 

May 31, 1978 

Dear Ellen, 

How are you? Thank you for your card. You ask me about correct practicing. Any thoughts, 
any feelings, any “I-my-me”, any anything—let it be. Only go straight for ten thousand 
years—try, try, try non-stop! 

Your mistake is the same as the earth. Put down all your questions about mistakes. Then 
already you are complete. Don’t lose your don’t know treasure—always everywhere keep 
with you. This is very necessary. 

Mu Bul Su Nim is Mu Bul. You don’t worry. 

Have a good day! See you soon. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 22, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I am sorry that I did not return to Providence for Linc and Bobby’s wedding. I wanted to be 
with everyone, and especially I wanted to thank you for your wonderful teaching on this trip 
to Europe we all took. 

Many times I was very unhappy on this trip and very confused. I hadn’t realized how much 
my practice was tied to you personally. So when you didn’t pay a lot of attention to me—
BOOM! The bottom fell out! I had to face: even if I hate Soen Sa Nim, even if he is not my 
teacher, then what? BLANK. If I’m not for myself, then there’s no place to start from. So I 
decided, even if you don’t care about me, I am practicing every day non-stop. 

Now everyday, I am doing an extra 200 bows and Kwanseum Bosal in the evening. When 
my work ends in July, I’ll try 600 like Louise was doing. And when I sit now, I do only 
Kwanseum Bosal instead of don’t know. Don’t know is there, behind Kwanseum Bosal. I 
understand now what you said: my understanding cannot help me. So I must practice very 
carefully and become strong. 

Louise said that you will come and be with us in Toronto for several days beyond the Kido 
in August. This is wonderful. Thank you very much! We will be in the new house by July 1st 
and will have a good room for you. Also, Lawlor and Martin are preparing for public lectures 
for you, and we will contact Kwang Ok Su Nim and Chae Su Nim and Samu Su Nim and 
organize whatever is needed—as soon as we hear from Louise. 

Lawlor and I send you our love. Please also send love to See Hoy and our family in L.A. and 
in Berkeley. And take very good care of your body, O.K.? 

With gratitude, 

Sherry 

P.S. We have reserved a wonderful big house in the country for the Kido—right on a river, 
with no other houses for miles. 
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May 31, 1978 

Dear Sherry, 

Thank you very much for your wonderful letter. I love you very much. We had a wonderful 
Europe trip. This trip was up—down, up—down—so everyone’s feelings were also up—
down, up—down. But everyone has a strong direction. So up time was very happy and down 
time was very sad with much suffering. But it soon disappeared. If you don’t check your 
feelings, don’t check your mind, don’t check your understanding, up—down doesn’t matter. 
So everyone can learn a lot, can attain a lot—grow, grow, grow. This means Great Love, 
Great Compassion, Great Bodhisattva Way becomes wider. How wonderful it is! 

You said you are doing 200 bows and only going straight Kwanseum Bosal. Very, very 
wonderful. You are strong, no problem. It is great to hear that. You make me very happy. 

We are going to Toronto for the Kwanseum Bosal Retreat. You already are preparing 
everything. Also you bought a house and will have a good room for me. Thank you very 
much! Also, you say you are contacting Kwang Ok Su Nim, Chae Su Nim and Samu Su 
Nim and preparing public lectures for when I am there. That is all wonderful! 

How is your homework? Check the Compass of Zen’s Ten Gates sometimes. This is very 
important. You are a great Dharma Teacher. Soon, passing all ten gates is very necessary. 
Once a week you must check. Understanding or not understanding 
—doesn’t matter, O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, Kwanseum Bosal, 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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May, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Monk 

How is your Dharma? Linda and I are very blessed that you have this opportunity for 
traveling here and abroad and preaching the Dharma. Are there many practicing Buddhists 
in Europe? 

KATZ! 

The Vietnamese Buddhists here just held the Buddha’s Birthday celebration in a park near 
Lancaster, Pa. on Sunday afternoon. Over 100 people attended and there was talking, 
chanting, singing, and much discussion and friendship. The Buddhist Association of 
Pennsylvania is slowly getting organized, despite problems of finance and local anti-
Vietnamese, anti-Buddhist discrimination. Hopefully before too long we will be able to get a 
church building together for more regular meetings. 

Linda and I are moving out near Pittsburgh soon to live with some friends with whom we 
lived on the West Virginia Farm. We may organize a Pennsylvania Farm (did you see the 
Farm pamphlets that I sent to Providence?). Our friends have two little boys and are trying 
to adopt another boy who was beaten by his father when young. He has been diagnosed as 
autistic and it will take some time, work, and a lot of love to help mature his karma, but he 
will come through. He is five years old and is named Eddie; he cannot speak yet. 

Mrs. Ho, the Vietnamese social worker who organizes the Buddhist events here, said that 
Linda and I should run for a position on the Board of Directors of the Buddhist Association, 
but Pittsburgh is pretty far from this part of Pennsylvania. We hope to stay in good contact 
with these folks and help as much as possible. Also, we would like to come for a visit to 
Providence, but we have so much work to do here, and no jobs in Providence, so we will 
continue to do our important work where we can. We will continue to get the Providence 
Newsletter, and especially hope to stay in correspondence with you. 

One question: How important to the transmission of the Buddha Dharma is staying at a Zen 
Center and training under the supervision of a keen-eyed lion? Linda and I feel that the 
continuation of the Zen Sect and Transmission of Mind to be important, and would like to 
contribute to that and help manifest it. But we have our Zen training before us, consisting of 
helping the Vietnamese Buddhists, working, helping out kids, probably doing a folk music 
concert at a home for the aged, and various other things of this nature, and don’t have the 
time or money to come to Providence to do formal Zen training. The Pennsylvania Farm 
will be a full time endeavor that hopefully will do some lasting good, but we would like to 
get connected with the Patriarchs’ Sect somehow. What do you suggest? 
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We will keep you posted, and hope also that you will keep in touch. And take care of that 
monk with the dirty breakfast bowl. 

Dale 

 

May, 1978 

(Sent on the back of a post card with shooting fountains on it.) 

Dear Dale, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. 

You like monk. You like Katz. You like Pennsylvania. Not good, not bad. One more step! 
The sky is very high, the ground very wide—do you know this? Why do you only 
understand one? Sometimes two is necessary. 

You say, “like carrying that monk’s dirty breakfast bowl.” Don’t make dirty breakfast bowl. 
Again I say to you, what did the monk attain? 

Any place you want to be is O.K. But you must finish your homework! 

I am sending you this picture. What do you think about this picture? If you understand this 
picture, you attain monk’s attainment. 

See you someday. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 24, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Welcome home from Europe. I hope you had a fine visit there, and helped many students. 

I am writing this letter while sitting on a rock deep in the woods behind the building where I 
work. This is the second spring that I have watched burst upon this forest and meadow next 
to it. Just now a pheasant called (“honk, honk!”) from somewhere to my left, and a 
chipmunk rustles around through the leaves below me to the right. The seeds of some plant 
float through the air like small puffs of cotton and sparkle when they pass through the sun. 
Soon, red dragon-flies with two sets of wings will appear; if you are very quiet and hold out 
your finger, they will fly over and land on it and sit and rest there in the sun. 

I am sending you a copy of “The Story of Pink Jade”, which I thought you might enjoy. I’m 
sorry the print is so small—it was necessary to make the original large page smaller. 

An ant was just walking across this page, and has now returned to the ground. 

Thank you very much for your last letter. Thank you for your advice about how to answer 
the questions that many people have about Zen. Many people, especially one’s parents, feel 
they know what’s right for you, and are unhappy when you take another direction. Then, 
you must believe in yourself, and patiently explain why you have taken this different 
direction. People are often like sculptors who want to chip away at a big piece of rock, until 
it has the shape that they think is beautiful. But, if we (the rock) believe in ourselves, then 
the rock becomes very hard and cannot be broken by the sculptors. All their tools break on 
this hard rock. Then perhaps they will stand back and say, “Ah, that rock is not such a bad 
shape after all.” Perhaps they will stop and see the rock just as it is, and not their opinion of 
what it should look like, or what is “beautiful”. 

My answer to the “dropping ashes on the Buddha” kong-an: I ask the man, “Who makes 
one?” 

This kong-an seems very important to me. Many people today are attached to freedom, no 
rules. They say that anything is O.K., as long as it makes you feel good, and doesn’t hurt 
anyone. I think though that it is very hard to judge what may hurt someone, or what karma 
is being made for the future by our acts that seem harmless now. So, it is very necessary to 
show people, like the man in the kong-an, that their freedom action is not O.K.—it is not 
true freedom and will produce further difficult karma. 

When I write to you, I would like to ask a question. But, your teaching is clear, and there is 
no need for questions: only go straight—don’t know; don’t check your mind or your 
feelings. I feel like Sok Du who did not understand, but still had no questions. So, I will ask 
one that I have wondered about all my life. What is time? For example, when I wake up in 
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the morning and am lying on my bed, I think that right now I am on my bed, and later I 
will be lying down on it again to go to sleep. And suddenly it will be night; and there will 
appear that moment of lying down again. Are those two moments the same? Was there time 
or space in between them? It seems also that time is somcthing you can’t stop, like a large 
wheel turning around; happy times pass into suffering, which passes into suffering again, and 
we are all riding along on the wheel and can’t get off. (I think we would all like to get off 
where it is happy all the time.) 

I must say goodbye now to the woods and go back to work. (Time passes on.) A bee buzzes 
by, while the bird sings in the tree in front of me, and an ant crawls up my leg. 

Thank you very much for your teaching. 

Sincerely yours, and best wishes,  

Steve 

 

June 9, 1978 

Dear Steve, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter and the “Story of Pink Jade”. Your mind is wonderful so 
your letter, sentence by sentence, is very wonderful. These wonderful words are from your 
understanding—but sometimes this understanding cannot help you. What is most 
important? Cut off all your understanding and only go straight—try mind. 

Next, your answer to the “Dropping Ashes on the Buddha” kong-an is “Who makes one?” 
This man is very strong and he hits you! Your answer is a thinking answer, which means it is 
from your understanding, and so cannot help you correctly answer. 

You talk about freedom. You also like freedom. 

If you understand something, you must believe in it 100%. This is very important. Then this 
understanding becomes truth. But this kong-an answer of yours is only a guess, maybe good, 
maybe bad, which means you don’t believe in yourself 100%. It is from your understnading, 
and your understanding cannot help you. 

Again I ask you. Someone comes to the Zen Center, smoking a cigarette. He blows smoke 
and drops ashes on the Buddha. If you are standing there at the time, what can you do? This 
man is very strong! To any answer he only hits you. To open your mouth is already a 
mistake. What can you do? Tell me, tell me! 

One drop of water is stronger than rock. 

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, 
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S.S. 
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May 25, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim 

Welcome back from Europe; I hope your travels bring all sentient beings to realization. 

It is very hard writing to you because I always catch thinking words and have to cross out 
half the letter! 

I’ve been working hard on my homework about the man hanging from a tree limb by his 
teeth = I bite off Ku-Ji’s finger! 

Soon I will be moving in with Sherry and Lawlor for together action; we all look forward to 
George’s visit in July and the Kido in August. The Kido is at the same time as the three week 
Kyol-Che. I don’t know whether it would be best to go to Providence for the retreat or stay 
here and help organize for the Kido. What do you feel about this? 

Is Aitken Roshi a good teacher because I might find myself in Hawaii soon. My life has so 
many options right now but I always keep my practice number one. I’m working as a busboy 
in a restaurant, this is very good training, and Zen applies in every moment, but if one were 
a writer of fiction, how would he or she use clear mind? I am curious because of my own 
artistic endeavors and because you started explaining it once but we were interrupted. 

Thank you for the Precepts Ceremony, Buddha’s Birthday celebration, and your teachings. 

Ji Kwang, Martin 

 

June 9, 1978 

Dear Ji Kwang, Martin, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You understand your karma. You can soon make your karma disappear; then getting 
Enlightenment is possible and saving all people is possible. How wonderful it is! 

You said you are soon moving into the Zen Center with Sherry and Lawlor and that you are 
all looking forward to George’s visit and the Kido. All wonderful! Providence’s long retreat is 
not possible, so you must come to the Kido. So we will all see each other at the Kido. 
Everybody is excited, so I think it will be a good experience. 
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When you go to Hawaii you must visit Aitken Roshi. He is a very good teacher. That is a 
very good idea. 

You talk about your job as a busboy in a restaurant. If you have direction, any kind of job is 
O.K. and is good teaching for you. But if you have no direction, it is very difficult—also any 
kind of job is not interesting. But you already have strong direction, so I think there is no 
problem. 

You ask how one would keep a clear mind if writing a story. When you make a story, only 
make a story. When you make a sculpture, only make a sculpture. Doing dishes and cleaning 
tables are no different—only TRY! This is very important. In any kind of job, don’t check 
your feelings, don’t check your understanding, don’t check your mind, only go straight TRY! 
Don’t make I-my-me. If you make I-my-me, you have a problem. If you don’t make I-my-
me, no problem. Why make difficult? Don’t make difficult, O.K.? 

Next, your kong-an answer, “I bite off Ku-Ji’s finger.” Already you are dead! What can you 
do? This style thinking answer is no good. You must give me a correct answer. 

If you don’t understand, then only go straight—don’t know. Don’t make something—only 
go straight TRY, TRY, TRY, for ten thousand years, non-stop O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight, try, try, try, which is clear like space, finish the Great Work of 
life and death, soon get Enlightenment, and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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May 26, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Arrived home only a few weeks ago from a five-day visit with Seo Un Su Nim and a seven-
day sesshin with Maezumi Roshi. 

Other than that, I really don’t have anything much to say for myself; nothing to “show you” 
in the Zen sense. 

Seo Un was so very kind to me in every way. I’m very grateful I was able to have that time 
with him. He is such a good and strong Dharma friend. 

The sesshin was, in many respects, the strongest I’ve ever sat. The strain and pain were 
sometimes tough, but “something” proved to be even tougher, more durable. What is that 
something? 

During the sesshin I had what, for me, was a new experience. That is, during some of the 
sittings I had what I can only describe as “blank spaces.” I would “come to” and find myself 
sitting there with no recollection of periods of time or of any activity that might have gone 
on around me. I don’t know if this went on for seconds, minutes, or what. A kind of 
periodic amnesia. 

I asked, what is that “something”. Also, what is that which asks? What is that which 
determines to keep going, trying? 

I still have no Zen answers to the koans you gave me. Washing the bowls and the monk of 
two minds. Both situations are very ordinary. I’m hungry, I eat and then clean up the dishes. 
Just as simple as that. 

Two minds; one speaking, one answering. How can that be? In my own mind, is not to 
speak also to answer? Please, Soen Sa Nim, give me a clue! Okay, so send me thirty blows; 
there is a lot of love in that, too! 

I want so very much to solve these koans I feel really ashamed of the “garbage” I just wrote. 
Stay with me and I promise I’ll give you a wonderful answer one of these letters! 

Hope to hear from you soon. 

Gassho, 

Virginia (Zui Shin) 
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June 9, 1978 

Dear Virginia, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You said in your letter you had a five day visit with Seo Un Su Nim and a seven day sesshin 
with Maezumi Roshi. That is wonderful. 

When you sit sometimes you have blank spaces. This is called Lost Mind. There are three 
kinds of mind: Lost Mind, One Mind, and Clear Mind. Lost Mind is when everything is 
lost: no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind no perceptions, no 
consciousness—so no direction, nothing at all. In Korean this is called “rak gong”. Rak 
means “fall into” and gong means “empty”. At that time your don’t know mind is not clear. 
Already you lose your don’t know mind. If you lose your don’t know mind, you lose your 
correct situation. 

In your letter you already said, hungry time—eat, tired time—sleep. This means that when it 
is hungry time, just eating is the correct situation. When you drive, just drive—red light 
comes, stop; green light comes, go—that is the correct situation. So, when it is sitting time, 
what is the correct situation? You must find what is the correct situation when you sit… 
what is correct sitting. That is correct practicing, that is correct Zen. 

Next, you ask what is that “something”? If you make something, you have something, but 
that something will kill you. So I say: don’t make something, don’t hold something, don’t be 
attached to something. Then you are already complete, O.K.? If you open your mouth, again 
you make something and I will hit you thirty times! 

Then next, your two kong-ans. Your answer to the first is only your understanding—not 
your speech. I want your speech! Why use other people’s speech? I again ask you, what did 
the monk attain? Tell me, tell me! To the next one, Soeng Am calls Master, you say, “In my 
own mind, is not to speak also to answer?” If you use this style, already you lose your tongue! 
Just more thinking. This thinking is a bad habit. 

You already understand my style. If you want something, my Zen stick is not permitted to 
hit you! Be very careful! 

Only go straight—don’t know, always everywhere—for ten thousand years, non-stop, try, 
try, try! 

One drop of water is stronger than rock, because it finally will make a hole. 

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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May 30, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Sitting in a park. 
Head aches. 
Birds chirp loud. 
Traffic Vrrmmmm…  

So. 
But not just so. 

Cause mind hurts 
with thinking and desire. 
So. 
Mirror mirror Zen Master mirror: 
What is this? 

I went to New York last weekend to see my mother and father. I had decided beforehand 
that I would tell my father that in a few weeks I would come to stay in New York for a while 
to help him find a better place for him to live. He is in an institution now that is not very 
good. (I told you about this once.) But when I got there I felt very unclear about what I was 
trying to do and why and what the long-range effects would be. I felt like my lack of clarity 
was based in an unperceived attachment to “helping” my father—which I am afraid really 
means, “trying to change my father’s karma.” I feel very, very sad when I see my father’s bad 
karma and understand that he may never change his mind in this life. So that even if he is in 
a better environment he will be angry and unhappy. I also felt very, very helpless because 
there really few alternatives open to a man like my father who has no money, poor health, no 
family willing to live with him or take care of him, and, most importantly, very strong 
opinions about life and other people. For such a person, there is suffering everywhere. I wish 
these things were not all true. But they are. His bad karma is just like this. And my bad 
karma is that I desire “just like this” to be different than it is for him—for me. 

Right now my mind is not strong enough to go straight and go to New York. This makes me 
sad. 

I am going to do a fifteen day retreat at Jan’s cabin in Maine soon. Then maybe I will 
perceive this karma more clearly, instead of hold on to sad. Then have much energy to work 
here at P.Z.C. and with my father and mother. Energy to practice moment to moment to 
moment. 

Thank you very much for your teaching. 
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Say hello to all the West Coast family. A hug to Diana and Ezra, hapchang to Mu Bul Ju Ji 
Su Nim and bow to you. 

Sincerely, 

Shana, Housemaster 

P.S. We are all fine here at P.Z.C. George and Suzie and Kim and Drew are all doing much 
together action with us now. This is very wonderful—makes very strong energy. We babysit 
the children so George and Suzie can sit more. Suzie cooks one night a week at the Zen 
Center. We all work in the garden together. This helps everyone. 

 

June 9, 1978  

Dear Shana, 

Thank you for your letter and your wonderful poem. Here is a poem for you. 

Sitting in the park 
No head, 
No eyes, no ears, 
No bird, no chirp. 

So. 
No not just so. 
Originally nothing. 
Thinking, desire come from where? 

So. 
No mirror, no Zen Master— 
Then what? 
No hindrance, 
No problem. 

The road outside the gate  
Passes through downtown. 

I read your letter and am very sad. Your mind is wonderful. You understand what your 
obligation is. Your parents and you have strong same karma. If you go to New York and try 
to help your father, that is wonderful—but if you lose your direction, then there is a 
problem. You must keep your direction; then being with your parents or staying in the Zen 
Center—no difference, no problem. If you make your karma disappear, it is possible for your 
mind-light to shine to your parents. But if you are attached to your situation or to your 
parent’s situation, you cannot make your karma disappear and cannot help them. 

Also you said that you understand your father may never change his mind, his opinions, in 
this life; that even if he is in a different environment he will still be angry and unhappy. This 
is correct—but you can change your father’s karma and make his opinions disappear. It is 
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possible! How strong is your practicing? How much do you believe in yourself? If you believe 
in yourself 100% and keep only strong Try Mind, then your Dharma Energy will shine to 
your parents and slowly, slowly, your father’s karma will change and disappear, which means 
same karma, same action. So you can change your karma, then changing your father’s karma 
is possible. It is like the same T.V. station and the same channel. If the original station 
changes the picture, all the pictures on the same channel also change. So if your original 
karma disappears then all the same family karma disappears, too. 

You said you are going on a retreat—that is very wonderful! I say to you, you can do 
everything. That is most important. Only go straight, O.K.? 

You also said that your mind is not strong enough to go to New York. Don’t check! If you 
check, your mind is very weak, but if you don’t check, your mind is very strong—like 
Buddha, like God. You must believe these words. Again I tell you, don’t check your 
opinions, don’t check your mind, don’t check your understanding, don’t check anything. 
Then you will get everything. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. You say that George and Suzie and Kim and Drew are all doing much together action 
with you now and this makes much strong energy. That is very wonderful! 
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May 26, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope this letter finds you and our West Coast family in the best of spirits. 

But to get to the point. I have heard that the Chogye Order in Korea wants to invite three of 
your Polish students for a visit. I think it’s wonderful but please be careful about how it is 
done. As you know, Poland and South Korea have no diplomatic relations and no direct 
trade. It is quite possible for the Polish government to disallow the three people the visit to 
South Korea. Subsequent stories in Korean papers about the refusal would have a bad effect 
for Buddhism in Poland. In other words, please do not allow even a chance of this visit 
becoming political. I think that the best procedure would be for Chogye School to ask the 
South Korean government to explain the situation to the Polish government and to ask if 
they would O.K. this visit if the Chogye School made a formal invitation. If Poland says no 
there should be no invitation. If Poland says yes—only then should the Chogye School invite 
the Polish students. 

I have also heard that you wrote a big story about Poland for the Korean papers. I trust your 
judgement Soen Sa Nim, but it is very difficult for us who are used to being able to say as we 
feel to catch all the dangerous observations. Forgive me if I seem very forward to be advising 
you, but you must be aware that anything negative we say about Poland will hurt our future 
work there. 

That’s all about Poland. Again, please forgive my impertinence in advising you, but I think I 
have a good understanding of the situation there, and as you know I have quite an interest in 
Polish Buddhism. 

Here all is well. I feel good, and my mother is very strong nowadays. My brother and his wife 
are also well, and I’ve been told that I soon (in seven months) will be an uncle. 

That is all. Please be well. 

Love, 

Jacob 

 

June 10, 1978 

Dear Jacob, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you and your mother? 
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We are having Yong Maeng Jong Jin here at the new Tahl Mah Sah Zen Center. Strong 
practicing and complete silence. Dharma Teacher See Hoy is very strong. That is wonderful! 

You talk about inviting Polish students; that we should be very careful. When I went to 
Poland, I did not go secretly. They understood that a Korean monk would come and give 
lectures. To this extent, Poland has freedom. Also, the Polish government does not touch 
religion, which means religion has freedom there. Some of the Polish students said that they 
have pride in the religious freedom in Poland. 

I think not inviting the Polish students directly from Korea is a good idea, so we will only 
send the invitation from the Providence Zen Center, which is a bridge from the Chogye 
Order. In the invitation we will invite the students to come with us on our trip to Korea and 
Japan. 

You talk about this newspaper article. Before I went to Poland I heard about the trouble we 
would have by going there, and it was all lies. You worry about this Korean newspaper—
don’t worry. I only talked about Buddhism, not politics. Also, I talked about what a 
wonderful country Poland is. Maybe if the Polish government sees this newspaper they will 
be very happy. Why not? That is also Buddhism’s original job. Your thinking is very narrow. 
The world is very wide. If your action, your thinking, is for world peace, then you must try! 
If Poland were like North Korea, then it would not be possible. But it is different from 
North Korea. So that means the political situation in Poland is changing, which means they 
also want world peace. Then their direction and our direction are not different. Only our job 
is different. We don’t touch their job; they don’t touch ours. That is the true way. That is 
Zen! Maybe that name is Communism Zen. 

Zen is not narrow; it is very wide. It is not a religion, it is not political, not academic, but is 
able to be anything. So Communism Zen is possible, any religion Zen is possible, and also 
any academic Zen is possible. There are no boundaries in Zen. The Polish have already 
opened Communism so maybe they like our style! 

This is my opinion. Maybe your opinion is correct, but maybe we don’t understand. We 
must check. Our correct direction is world peace and to save all people. 

I hope you only go straight Great Vow, which is clear like space, make a good bridge 
between Polish Buddhism, Korean Buddhism, and American Buddhism—all become one, 
everybody gets Enlightenment, saves all people from suffering and attains world peace. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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866 

May 28, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Here I am sitting on a Sunday morning once again reading Dropping Ashes. Each time I read 
it I seem to understand it better; its truth penetrates more into my very essence. At times I 
have the clear mind, the “before thinking” mind, the reflecting mirror and I am not there—
it is very blissful. At other times I get caught up in thinking and criticizing myself for my 
many weaknesses. If only I could be in the clear mind state all the time—oops there I go 
again back into the ego-mind. It is really quite a battle, isn’t it? Please send me some 
reinforcements when you get a chance. 

One thing I cannot quite comprehend. Having no attachments is very good, but how about 
the ritual of Buddhist training—the chanting, bowing, etc.—isn’t this attachment? If there is 
only clear mind, one only reflects, and isn’t the ritual merely a reflection, a play? When I do 
this by myself, I feel like someone acting a role, “I” am not doing the ritual. Is the purpose 
only for taming the animal in us? I feel hypocritical when I attempt any ritualistic training. 
Why should a still lake create its own waves? 

On page 27 of Dropping Ashes you wrote a beautiful poem, “After so much suffering in 
Nirvanic castles… “ Some twenty-five years ago I experienced Nirvana, the golden peace 
where there is nothing, and all have roots. When I “returned” to this existence, I found it 
very difficult to equate “That” with “This” and I began to dislike “This” all the more because 
of the comparison to “That”. Now I know that “This” and “That” are the same, have the 
same essence, but appear different to our senses. I cannot understand “suffering” in Nirvana. 
How can anything suffer in Nirvana when there is no one there to suffer? The pull toward 
creation to help mankind is understandable. Can you please explain “suffering” in Nirvana? 

Respectfully with love, 

Norm 

P.S. You are right, I do have a monkey mind damn it! 

A little poem for you: 

Existence lives for itself 
It has no reason for being. 
In the deserted pathway 
With the sunshine and breeze admiring 
The little red flowers play by themselves 
In sweet seclusion. 
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June 10, 1978 

Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

In your letter you said you read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha again and again. Not good, 
not bad. And you said you understand it better each time. Keeping a don’t-know mind is 
better than understanding. If you strongly keep a don’t-know mind and read Dropping Ashes 
on the Buddha, then you can soon attain your True Self, but if you don’t keep a don’t-know 
mind, then this book will read your mind, which means that each time you read it you will 
understand it better. This understanding, however, cannot help you. You must read Dropping 
Ashes on the Buddha while keeping a strong don’t-know mind. This is very important. 

What is Zen? Zen is moment to moment keeping a clear mind, which means moment to 
moment keeping your correct situation. Correct situation means when you are doing 
something, you must do it. When you are bowing, just bow. When you are chanting, just 
chant. When you are sitting, just sit. When you are driving, just drive. That is Zen. 

You ask me, “Isn’t this attachment”? You make attachment so you have attachment. When 
you are doing something, just do it—no inside, no outside; inside and outside become one. 
The name for this is “try mind”. Also, don’t make “taming the animal” and don’t hold “a 
lake creating its own waves.” If you keep your opinion, your condition, your situation, then 
anytime you will have a problem. You must make your opinion, your condition, your 
situation disappear. Then the correct opinion, correct condition, correct situation will 
appear. This is the True Way. 

You said that before you experienced Nirvana. You say Nirvana, I say hell. If you are 
attached to Nirvana, already it is hell. Why do you make “that” and “this?” And why are you 
holding that they are the same? Also, you make suffering and you make Nirvana. You are 
only attached to words. Tell me, tell me: What is before words? If you understand before 
words then you can understand suffering and Nirvana. 

Here is a kong-an for you. 

Soeng Am Calls Master 

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

“You must keep clear!” 

“Yes!” 

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

“Yes! Yes!” 

Soeng Am Eon used to call himself and answer himself—two minds. Which one is 
the correct Master? 
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Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. This don’t know is 
better than Buddha, better than God, better than a Zen Master, and better than Dropping 
Ashes on the Buddha! Try, try for ten thousand years non-stop, 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. Your poem is wonderful, but first you must attain your True Self and then make a 
poem! 
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867 

June 3, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

The crook-ed pine 
      on the garden path, 
 gentle breeze. 

Thank you for taking time to teach me about Jo Ju’s washing the bowls. I must find the 
answer! (It may take 10,000 years.) 

You say the monk was Enlightened. What did he attain? 

June shower, 
     fresh flowers 
          in the yard! 

Mist hung in the air last night. Today the sky is clear. I hope your Yong Maeng Jong Jin goes 
well and all twenty-nine people find Enlightenment together. Sometime I must come there 
and sit with you. 

Yours truly, 

Ned 

 

June 10, 1978 

Dear Ned, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

Who made the crooked pine? 
     How many trees are on the garden path? 
            How much does the gentle breeze help you? 

Next, your answer to Jo Ju Washing His Bowls kong-an is like scratching your right foot 
when your left foot itches. “Like this” and “just like this” are different. Here is an example: 
here is a bell. If you say “Bell” you are attached to name and form. If you say “Not a bell” 
you have an attachment to emptiness. Is this a bell or not? 

If you say “The sky is blue” or “The tree is green”, or 
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June shower, 
     fresh flowers 
           in the yard! 

then this is a “like this” answer. “Just like this” means only ring the bell. A one-point 
question needs a one-point answer. So again I ask you, what did the monk attain? Don’t be 
attached to “like this.” You must attain “just like this”—O.K.? 

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

Don’t hold anything, don’t attach to anything, don’t make anything. Then you will get 
everything. 

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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868 

 

June 4, 1978 

Dear Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you so much for your answer to my letter. It is sitting on my altar with my sister’s 
ashes and I have read it many times. I am chanting the Ji Jang Bo Sal mantra for her. But the 
best is that I have begun going to Carole’s house for zazen in the evenings. I will continue to 
go; the desire is deep in my heart. Thank you so very much for your—I don’t know what to 
call it—because I am so grateful and it touches so many things. Thank you, thank you, so 
much. 

Yours sincerely,  
in Kanzeon 

Shiela 
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June 10, 1978 

Dear Shiela, 

Thank you for your letter and your beautiful water color. How are you? 

You said my letter is on your altar with your sister’s ashes. Your sister’s ashes are your greatest 
teacher. You must understand original ashes nature. Ths Mahaparinirvana sutra says: 

All formations are impermanent. 
This is the law of appearing and disappearing. 
When both appearing and disappearing disappear, 
Then this stillness is bliss. 

So if you only go straight—Ji Jang Bosal, already you and your sister and everything become 
one. The name for this is complete stillness and bliss. You must attain this. I am sending you 
a picture of Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva. In Korean the name is Kwanseum Bosal, which is 
the same as Ji Jang Bosal. Only go straight—Ji Jang Bosal, then you will attain your True 
Self, attain Truth, and attain Ji Jang Bosal. 

You also said that you are sitting at Carole’s house in the evenings. That is wonderful! You 
must continue sitting. And then it is of number one importance to do together action: 
bowing together, sitting together, chanting together. Then your karma will disappear, 
disappear, disappear, and finally you will be able to control your karma. Also you will be able 
to keep the correct situation. That name is Great Love, Great Compassion, Great 
Bodhisattva Way. 

I hope you only go straight—Ji Jang Bosal 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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869 

June, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope you are fine. 

Nowadays I am very happy because I have graduated and I can do the whole practice at the 
Cambridge Zen Center. Many people moved out of the Zen Center but the people who 
remain are very strong so there is no problem. Also, George and other people from 
Providence have been coming pretty often and this helps us very much. 

How is California? I hope everyone is very well. 

Enclosed is a newspaper article, about graduation, for you. 

Looking forward to seeing you soon. 

Hapchang, 

Becky 

 

June, 1978 

Dear Becky, Mu Soeng Poep Sa, 

Thank you for your letter and newspaper article. You make me so very happy. 
Congratulations for being tops at Harvard! 

How are you and your mother? One more step: tops at Bodhisattva School! Good situation, 
bad situation. Top is bottom, bottom is top. When both good and bad, top and bottom 
disappear, then you will get happiness everywhere. 

Don’t forget your homework. Don’t forget your original job. Only go straight try, try, try for 
10,000 years, non-stop. That name is Becky Bodhisattva. 

See you soon, 

S.S. 
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870 

June 6, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello, how are you? I have recently begun working in the P.Z.C office and I have begun 
working on a project which is now ready for your finishing touches. Because the original 
master copy of the Compass of Zen Teaching, which is necessary for producing clear copies for 
distribution, was lost, I have taken apart Louise’s personal copy and have been adjusting it so 
that it matches the currently used revised edition. The “first edition” has clearer type and 
calligraphy than the present copy and all that it has needed has been some corrections and 
revisions. And now we need you to write the calligraphy beneath the specified words and 
sentences, O.K.? So here they are. 

(List omitted.) 

There you have it Soen Sa Nim. Thank you very much. I trust all is well with you and the 
Tahl Mah Sah family. Regards from those of us here in the office. 

Ellen 

 

June 12, 1978 

Dear Ellen, 

How are you? Thank you for your letter. You said you are working on a project. That is 
wonderful. Now the Zen Center has become bigger and bigger, so our office needs you very 
much. 

I have made the revisions and corrections you asked for. They are enclosed. Your job is very 
good. I hope this copy makes a good Compass of Zen Teaching to help many students. Zen is 
not special. Correctly understand your original job; moment to moment keep your correct 
situation, and you and your object of mind will make a good and complete correct 
relationship. Then you will always get happiness anywhere. This happiness is named Great 
Love, Great Compassion, Great Bodhisattva Way. 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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871 

June 6, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I hope that you don’t mind that I come already so early to Providence. But I thought it was 
the only way for me. As a matter of fact, I felt the last time more and more in a psychic 
breakdown; I could not work anymore, and felt paralysed, desperate. I could not come out, 
not out of my feelings, not out of my life. I decided—it happened all after your departure—
even to go to a mental hospital. But at the last moment I hesitated: I doubt if psychiatry can 
help me after all. I don’t know what is going on with me the last half year, but I feel lost as 
never before. I try to go on, I meditate as earlier, but I think something must happen to 
bring me out of this paralysing depression. Maybe the tensions of all my life come out now, 
at least; maybe the difficulties of the last year were too much: I don’t know. 

I feel as if I am before a wall: I den’t know how to go on with my life, how to be with Miss 
Lee. Everything is dark. 

The last ten years after my divorce, I thought that I found myself back, slowly; I felt myself 
O.K., free, full of energy anyhow. Never this paralysing feeling that I have now. I must come 
out; I want to come out, otherwise I’ll become crazy. Excuse me, that I write you a letter in 
this mood, but I want to express my feelings before you. I hope that you can help me; bring 
me over the dead point. 

I’m looking forward to meeting you soon, after two weeks, here in Providence. I need very 
much to talk with you—in a letter I cannot, but “in general.” 

My best wishes for you, 
Yours, sincerely, 

Ton 

 

June 14, 1978 

Dear Ton, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? You came to Providence Zen Center early—that is 
wonderful. In your letter you said you decided not to go to a mental hospital—that is also 
wonderful. I know your karma. That is very wonderful karma. But you are only holding your 
karma, so you have a problem. You must perceive your karma, then you can make your 
karma disappear. This is possible. Then you can attain clear karma. Then you can use your 
karma. This is also possible. If you use your karma, the name for this is Great Love, Great 
Compassion, Great Bodhisattva Way. So I always tell you, don’t hold something, don’t make 
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something, don’t attach to something. Then you are complete. Then no hindrance, no 
problem. 

You must keep your mind, “I am already dead.” Then there is no I, my, me. You are a 
corpse. Then this corpse is no problem. You think about wanting a good life, wanting good 
happiness, wanting good feelings, so you have a problem. What are you? Put it all down. You 
don’t know you. So you are a corpse. Only keep don’t-know mind. Thoughts come, 
thoughts go, feelings come, feelings go. Don’t worry—let it be. Only go straight—don’t 
know. Try, try, try for 10,000 years, non-stop. This is very important. Checking, checking, 
checking cannot help you. 

The Heart Sutra says, “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form/” So, no eyes, no ears, no 
tongue, no body, no mind. So, no color, no sound, no taste, no touch, no object of mind.  

Someone asked Ma Jo Zen Master, “What is Buddha?” He said, “Mind is Buddha; Buddha 
is Mind.” But the next day he said, “No mind, no Buddha.” What does this mean, “No 
mind, no Buddha”? You must attain this, O.K.? No mind, then no Buddha; no I, me, my; 
no “my opinion”, “my condition”, “my situation.” Don’t keep your opinion, your condition, 
your situation. O.K.? If you hold your opinion, your condition, your situation, I will hit you. 
Be very careful! 

I hope you only go straight—don’t know, soon make your opinions, your condition, your 
situation disappear, get Enlightenment and save all people from suffering. 

I will be happy to see you again soon at the Providence Zen Center. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. 108 bows are very necessary. You must try bowing before breakfast, before lunch, before 
supper, and after supper. It is necessary. Try, try, try. This is the best way for you. 
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872 

June 7, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello, how are you? It was very nice to talk with you on the phone Tuesday. I hear from 
Linc and Bobby that you are getting rest, and I am glad. 

I have some questions and some things I want to pass on to you: 

When you go to Toronto, you will visit the other Korean Temples—should I let them know 
you are coming, or will you do that? 

For the Kido in August, will you need a Dharma Teacher to help? 

Is Heesok translating the article you wrote about Poland? Many people are interested to read 
it. 

The schedule for Yong Maeng Jong Jin in July has been switched, as I mentioned on the 
phone. The schedule now is that New York YMJJ will be July 14th–16 th, so that they can use 
Bob Oren’s house, and New Haven YMJJ is July 28th–30th. O.K.? 

I asked Sunny Lee about getting a string for the Kayugeum for the student in Poland who 
plays one; do you remember him? She said she can’t get one in New York. 

Merrie is moving to the Providence Zen Center! In August. 

The slides and pictures from our trip are here; there are many wonderful pictures—one of 
the student smashing the cup in Warsaw! Shall I send them to you, or keep them here until 
you return? 

Dr. Kang called; he now has seventeen doctors sitting with him. He is looking at a building 
this week, and then maybe will ask Linc to come and look. He will be in Korea when we are. 

About Korea, is there anything I should be preparing for the trip now? Would it be possible 
to stop in Hawaii on the way? 

Bobby is now Providence Head Dharma Teacher, George is our school Head Dharma 
Teacher—everyone thinks that is very wonderful. They switched seats in the Dharma Room 
last night. Bobby has many good organizational ideas about her new job, which is wonderful. 
Everything here is very good. 

Hello to the West Coast family. 

Respectfully, 
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Louise 

P.S. Ken is giving me Korean lessons! 

P.P.S. I set a time for a Corporation Meeting of the Providence Zen Center, Inc. on May 
11th, but we were in New York, so there was no meeting. So now I need to make a new 
time, and I wonder, so you want to change some of these rules? If so, I must ask—talk to our 
lawyer about exactly what we want. If not, I will just reschedule the meeting for sometime in 
July when you will be here, and the lawyer will not be necessary. Either way is fine. 

Richard Barsky just called. He said maybe the first weekend of July—the 1st and 2nd. Paulette 
just got a job, so maybe she can’t get a vacation; Richard will check and let me know. Is that 
week-end O.K. with you? Providence YMJJ. 

Becky graduated #1 in her whole class at Harvard! She gave an interview in the newspaper 
and talked about being your student, and that she did Dharma Play to get straight A’s. 

Jacob has resigned as Director of the Dharma Teacher’s Association. He has business that 
means he will not be in Providence much. 

Last week another Buddha arrived here. It’s very beautiful. And today the robes arrived. 

Congratulations on the new Berkeley K.B.C. Zen Center! 

That’s all for now. 

 

June 14, 1978 

Dear Director Louise, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? I also was glad to hear your voice on the telephone. 

When I go to Toronto, I will let them know I am coming. 

For the Kido in August, we need a Dharma Teacher. Let the Directors’ meeting decide who 
to send. 

Heesok could not translate the article about Poland this week because of his graduation from 
UCLA. Next week he will do the translation. 

The new schedule for July Yong Maeng Jong Jins is O.K.—both dates are wonderful. 

I know the student in Poland who plays the kayageum. Sunny did a good job trying to find 
the string. 

Merrie is moving to Providence Zen Center in August. That is very, very wonderful. 
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Keep the slides and pictures from our trip there—I will soon be back. But you must send 
Mr. Kim of the Chogye Order some. 

Seventeen doctors sitting with Dr. Kang is wonderful. I hope he soon finds a good building. 
I am very glad that he will be in Korea when we are there. 

We will talk in Providence about preparing for the trip to Korea. About stopping in Hawaii 
on the way, I don’t know. You must check with Diana. Maybe the plane goes straight to 
Korea, so Hawaii may not be possible. 

Bobby and George switched seats—wonderful. Bobby has good organizational ideas for her 
new job—this is also wonderful. 

I hope you only go straight—Director’s job, 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. Ken’s lessons in Korean are very good. That is his original job. 

P.P.S. The Corporation Meeting of the P.Z.C.—if the Directors meet and change rules, 
O.K. 

July 1st and 2nd are O.K. for Providence YMJJ. 

Tell Becky for me “Congratulations for being Number One.” 

The Directors meeting must decide on a new Director for the Dharma Teacher’s 
Association. 

Maybe when Merrie moves into the Providence Zen Center she can do the job on our 
second book. 

The Buddha and robes have arrived—very wonderful. You must send the robes and kasas to 
Poland. 
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June 7, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter of May 27th. I hope you had an enjoyable visit in Europe. The 
kong-an you gave me about the man who talked to himself and you ask, “There are two 
minds; which is the correct Master?” You tell me to stop making things and then you give 
me something to make! Any answer given would be “mine”—another attachment to carry 
around, so I throw it away. The sand was warm on the beach today and the seagulls were 
flying happy. On television I saw greyhounds being encouraged to chase and kill rabbits as 
part of their training, poor rabbits. 

I asked you if you would have some literature sent about the Zen Centers, but all I received 
was an advertisement for meditation slacks (somebody must be sitting too much). Zen air 
conditions my head and blows away the cobwebs. Perhaps you have heard the story of the 
lioness who gave birth to a male cub and she had to escape because there were hunters 
shooting at her. However, she was killed and the cub was left in the tall grass. The next day a 
sheep saw the baby lion and saw that he was dying of starvation so she fed it with her own 
milk and took it home with her to her family of sheep. The lion grew up thinking it was a 
sheep until one day he got lost and came upon a clear pool of water. He walked to the pool 
for a drink and saw his reflection in the water and then he realised that he really was a lion 
and let out a mighty roar. I am like that lion; for a brief space of time I saw my reflection and 
recognised myself, but I am in the company of sheep, so I need the company of lions to keep 
my awareness. You are a lion and that is why I enjoy so much getting your letters. If I come 
to a Zen Center would I be expected to perform all the ritual? I don’t think my 59 year old 
body could take it. Advise please. 

Here is a home-made kong-an for you. 

If two and two are five and the red bus going north on 23rd St. travels twice as fast as the blue 
bus going southeast on 19th St., how many peas are in a pod that fell to the ground 1,560 
years ago during an elephant stampede? 

Here is a spur of the moment poem; 

A wave is a wave, the ocean is the ocean, water is water, 
A wave is the ocean, the ocean is water, water is a wave 
 and the ocean. 
Rats give birth to angels 
And the weeping willow laughs. 

Respectfully with love, 

Norm 
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June 14, 1978  

Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you? First, I hit you thirty times. What do you 
say? Do you have your Master? If you have your Master, you can answer. Kong-ans are like a 
fishing hook; you should not touch my fishing hook. If you do, you are already dead. 

Your answer to the kong-an is much thinking, thinking, thinking—so, many fishing hooks 
are in your mouth. Don’t make your body; don’t give rise to ideas, which means don’t make 
one; don’t make two; don’t make Master. Then your correct Master will appear. O.K.? 

You like this lion story—that’s very wonderful. This lion understands original lion’s face—
you must find your original face. Do you have eyes, ears, nose, tongue? Did you get them? 
Then tell me. If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Only thinking, 
thinking is not so good. If you are thinking, you will lose your eyes, ears, nose, tongue—be 
careful! 

My student here in California, Jo Evans, is 69 years old, and she is sitting and chanting with 
no problem. Bowing is still a little difficult, but she just keeps trying, trying. 

Your home-made, wonderful kong-an—we say that is a 270 kong-an. You must understand 
this 270 kong-an, then understand correct home-made kong-an. So I ask you: 

First, under the sea running mud-cow eats the moon. 

Second, in front of the rock, the stone tiger sleeps, holding a baby in his arms. 

Third, the steel snake drills into the eye of a diamond. 

Fourth, Mount Kun-Lun rides on the back of an elephant pulled by a little bird. 

Question: Which of the above four sentences is freedom from life and death? Tell me, tell 
me! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Try, try, try for 10,000 years, 
non-stop. O.K.? 

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

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 

P.S. Your poem is wonderful, but first you must attain your original face and then make a 
poem. 
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June 7, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Louise told me you said I must go to Korea in the fall. Thank you very much but I want to 
stay here and work. 

Hapchang,  

Larry 

 

June 14, 1978 

Dear Larry, 

Your mind is very wonderful. Same as Kwanseum Bosal. I hope always, everywhere you keep 
this mind, soon get Enlightenment, and become a great Bodhisattva. 

See you soon, 

S.S. 
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June 8, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you and all the West Coast family? We are all well here. Shana is going on a one-
week retreat, and everyone is very happy that Becky graduated first in her class at Harvard. 

One of the poems Louise and I picked out for the Rudranandra publication was this one: 

Quiet night, 
Only sitting in silence at the mountain cabin. 

Everything is stillness. 
Moonlight fills all space. 

But why does the wind from the west 
Shake the forest? 

A bird shrieks; 
The sound slowly fades 
As it flies through the cold sky. 

We wanted to know if this poem is one that you wrote or one that you translated from 
someplace else. Could you tell us this, please? Thank you. 

Congratulations to Berkeley Zen Center on the purchase of their new house. I hope the 
West Coast family grows strong. 

Sincerely, 

Ken 

 

June 14, 1978 

Dear Ken, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? I was very happy that Becky graduated from 
Harvard first in her class. 

The Chinese have a poem similar to the one you and Louise picked out for the Rudranandra 
publication. But this is my poem. 
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I will congratulate Berkeley on their new Buddha house. Everyone said your hard training is 
your original job. Also learn Korean—that’s wonderful. But you don’t make 99.9% You 
must always keep 100%—very necessary. 

I hope you always keep 100% don’t-know mind which is clear like space, soon finish the 
Great Work of life and death, get Enlightenment and save all people from suffering. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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June 8, 1978  

Paris 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Your wonderful letter arrived Tuesday and filled me with joy! Thank you so very much for 
sending me the reassurance of what I felt was the right thing to do. Since arriving at the 
decision which dictated my writing you, I have told everyone that I am planning to leave 
Paris and because of this, many portrait orders have materialized. Also, strange happenings, 
i.e.: people are beginning to understand my abstract painting and one rich, old, marvelous 
Buddhist is really impressed and wants to do something for me. All this I take as a sign that 
the decision to try to enter a Zen Center in the U.S.A. was the correct one and that the 
money I will make is to enable me to move—because without the above, not a penny! 

I am planning to leave Paris around the end of August, beginning of September, unless some 
extraordinary order comes along. Do you have, in any of your Centers, a three-month 
retreat? I feel the need of one greatly. 

As you have given me a choice of places, I would prefer the country—but if not yet ready—
O.K.—city fine. 

Soeng Am calls Master: 
Because all is One Mind, the two are included in the One. 
Because the One contains all, there is no differentiation between the two. 

Again, and again, thank you for your generosity and warmheartedness, and, as always, 

My best wishes in the Dharma,  

Elizabeth 

P.S. To Secretary’s note: Excuse my not addressing Soen Sa Nim correctly—I realized my 
mistake after mailing the letter—I must have a real block about names! “What is in a name; a 
rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” Again—E. 

 

June 20, 1978 

Dear Elizabeth, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 
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You said in your letter that since you decided to come to a Zen Center in the United States 
many strange happenings have occurred—this means Beginning Mind is Enlightenment 
Mind. So already Beginner’s Mind is appearing. Beginner’s Mind is Buddha’s Mind—so 
everybody is helping you. A sutra said that if moment to moment you keep Bodhi Mind, 
you will get happiness everywhere. 

You said that you will be coming to the United States around the end of August or the 
beginning of September. That is wonderful! I will be going to Korea with my students, 
twenty people, about the middle of September. So if you come before I leave, very good—
but I will be on the West Coast. If you come to Providence they will already be moving to 
the country and they will try a long retreat. So it is a good time for you to come. I say to you, 
you are very lucky! 

Next, you answer “Soeng Am Calls Master.” First I hit you thirty times! Why make “one”? 
Why make “two”? Don’t make anything; don’t hold anything. Don’t attach to anything. 
First you are attached to the kong-an, then you attached to “one” and “two”, then you were 
holding your idea. Put it all down! What are you doing now? When you are doing 
something—DO it! THEN you can find the correct answer. Again I ask you, Soeng Am calls 
himself, answers himself—two minds. Which is the correct Master? Tell me, tell me! If you 
don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know for 10,000 years—try, try, try, O.K.? 

If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know, 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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June 8, 1978 

Seung Sahn, Soen Sa Nim (Zen Master) 
The Providence Zen Center 
48 Hope Street 
Providence, Rhode Island 02903 

Dear Sir: 

One of your students suggested that I write directly to you and that you would be kind 
enough to offer some advice. 

I am incarcerated at Atlanta Penitentiary and would like to have a suggestion on how to 
practice Zen while I am in prison. 

I have already read many books on Zen, including the essays by D.T. Suzuki. 

Sometimes when I feel as though I have achieved Satori, I seem to lose it and fall back to my 
old self again. Why am I unable to maintain my gains in the area of Zen? How do I use 
joriki? 

Thank you. 

Sincerely, 

Robert 

 

June 20, 1978 

Dear Robert, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? It is wonderful that you wrote me directly. 

In your letter you said you are in jail. That is a wonderful Zen Center! Before, I also was in 
jail and experienced your same feelings. Maybe that jail made me become a Zen Master. So I 
think maybe jail will also make you become a great Zen Master. 

You said you have read many books on Zen, including the Essays of D.T. Suzuki. Not good, 
not bad. If you have your direction, all Zen books, the Bible, and sutras will help your 
direction. But if you have no direction then the Bible, all the sutras and all the Zen books 
become demon’s speech. 
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What is your correct direction? Do you have one? Then show me! If you don’t understand, 
throw away all books! I ask you, what are you? Where are you coming from? What is your 
name? How old are you? When you die, where will you go? All are simple questions, but you 
don’t understand. Maybe you say, “My name is Robert.” That is your body’s name. What is 
your True Self’s name? Maybe you say, this is my age. But that is your body’s age. What is 
your true age? Tell me, tell me! 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—only go 
straight—don’t know. O.K.? 

Next, you sometimes thought you experienced satori. This is feeling satori, not correct satori. 
This feeling disappears; satori disappears—therefore it is not correct satori. True satori is not 
moving, is unchanging, has no feeling, no thought. Also no satori. The Heart Sutra says, 
“No attainment, with nothing to attain.” You must attain that. 

You say, “How do I use joriki?” Don’t make I, me, my. Zen is not special. Also, don’t make 
joriki. Don’t hold something, don’t attach to something. If you make something, if you 
make special—then you have something; you have special. But this something, this special 
cannot help you. Put it all down. What are you doing now? When you are doing something, 
you must do it. Don’t check anything, don’t hold anything, don’t attach to anything. Then 
you are already complete. In jail, outside of jail—it doesn’t matter. Already you have 
freedom from life and death. 

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. (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! If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know, try, try, try—for 
ten thousand years, non-stop, O.K.? 

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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From a housemeeting: June 28, 1978 

Soen Sa Nim said sometimes we do special chanting. This is not praying to God, Buddha, or 
something. Special chanting means that everybody has mind waves. Everything has waves—
light, sound, color, everything. This means you have a circle—samsara—around and around 
and around. Circles are round, and circles plus time equals waves—not around, but a wave. 

Everybody has mind waves. Someone says, “My father is dying. I didn’t understand this, but 
at night I had a dream. My father rode on a white cloud to heaven. The next day, I got a 
telegram that my father had died.” This is mind waves—the father’s consciousness to him. 
It’s like a T.V. channel. Channel 5 picks up channel 5; channel 6 picks up channel 6. 

Living together means having the same mind wave. Same wave, same action means making 
the same karma. Big waves are this style. There are also smaller waves, which are different 
from the big waves. Living together makes the same big waves. Everybody’s different karma 
waves also appear. Special chanting means making our karma-waves disappear and making 
the same style mind waves, then keeping one point. Then, maybe we help Mu Bul Su Nim’s 
father. 

Then, where does our mind wave go? One point. Then our mind wave goes to Mu Bul Su 
Nim’s father’s mind wave. Then our strong mind wave goes over there and penetrates it. So 
our mind waves are working with his. 

But usually religions pray to God. They don’t make mind-wave action, but believe in God. 
It’s like a mirror—it goes there, then bounces off and reflects back to the person you are 
praying for. Or you pray to Buddha. Zen means it goes straight over there; a mirror is not 
necessary. 

Soen Sa Nim then told the story about the army general who didn’t understand special 
magic technique, but believed in himself and understood keeping one point. He had his 
soldiers stare at a spear atop a pole to overcome the demons an opposing general sent to 
attack them. When they refused to see the demons, they turned into leaves—this story is in 
Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. 

If your mind moves, they are not leaves, but a demon army. Not moving mind means if you 
just keep one point, you have strong energy, so the demons go away. So you can make your 
bad karma disappear. When you sit, you have many thoughts, but when you chant, there is 
not so much thinking. 

So if there is nothing special happening, you must come down for special chanting. Tonight, 
we will begin chanting for Mu Bul Su Nim’s father, so everybody please come down. If you 
do this, then your mind wave can work with his. 
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Somebody in San Francisco checked mind waves. He wanted to check my mind wave. I said 
you can check my mind wave, but this is only meditation, not cognition, only one point. 
Only becoming one mind. Maybe I’m very angry. There are two kinds of anger—anger for 
myself makes a mind wave; Bodhisattva anger also makes a mind wave. How can you 
separate these? So you cannot check. I think a lot—more than other people—but it’s not for 
me, so my mind wave is very busy. So he said, “Correct,” and he didn’t check my mind 
wave. This man has already made a book. One mind makes a very strong line, so chanting 
only for somebody makes strong energy for that person. 

In this universe, if you try, you will get something. Trying makes primary cause, which 
makes a result. Karma is like a T.V. screen. If you try, you can become a station—a 
transmitting antenna. So we make a strong transmitter and save all people. 

At times, if you have something to do, O.K., but if you’re lying down or talking, try special 
chanting instead. We are lucky; other Zen Centers don’t have this. If you try, you will get. 

David asked, “Tonight we’re chanting for Mu Bul Su Nim’s father. At other times, what 
should we concentrate on?” 

Soen Sa Nim said don’t worry. Only perceive “Kwan Se Um”. This means if you only try 
“Kwan Se Um”, you are Kwan Se Um. If somebody is hungry, you give them food; if they 
are thirsty, you give them something to drink. This is Great Compassion—its name is 
“Kwan Se Um”. Only perceive your sound. Then you are already helping other people. 
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From housemeeting: June 28, 1978 

Soen Sa Nim said people had been asking him how he teaches Communist people. He said 
that Zen is not just one particular style; it is any style. So if Communists like Zen, then this 
is Communist Zen. If a policeman likes Zen, this is policeman-Zen. When you drive, this is 
driving-Zen. Communists also have minds, have I, my, me, so they have problems. So 
maybe they like Zen more. So Zen is very important and very easy. Zen means everything is 
possible—moment to moment, your correct situation. In a communist country, what is the 
correct situation? If you live in a communist country and like American style, this is not 
correct. What is your moment to moment correct situation? 

Zen mind can go through anything. There is no Communism, no west, no east, so no 
problem. Nowadays, Korean Christians don’t like Communism. So I told them, “You must 
make likes and dislikes disappear. This is correct Christianity.” 

“But Communism does not have a God.” 

“Yes they do—a communist God.” 
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June 18, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

That monk attained Enlightenment! 

The Pittsburgh venture did not work out, so Linda and I are back at this address again. 

I have started working at an electronics job now, where the pay is small but which will give 
me much necessary training. I had to cut off my very long hair and beard to get the job 
there, which was good for non-attachment to appearance. Linda is babysitting for the 
summer. We will be able to stay in close contact with the Vietnamese Buddhists now. 

Thank you for the postcard. You ask what I think. The water is wet, the skyscraper is high. 
Soen Sa Nim sends a picture of London from California. Indeed, sky is very high, ground 
very wide. 

I promise to work hard. Sometimes I forget to keep trying, and get discouraged, but when I 
remember, only try, try, try. In your letter you say, “See you someday.” This is True. If I get 
no vacation this summer I may not be able to attend Yong Maeng Jong Jin, but Providence 
is closer than Pittsburgh, so Linda and I hope to get up for a weekend this summer. Do other 
people who come for Yong Maeng Jong Jin have regular weekly jobs to deal with? 

Thank you for your encouragement. See you someday. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

Dale 

I like you very much. 

Love, 

Linda 

 

July 3, 1978 

Dear Dale and Linda, 

How are you? Thank you very much for your letter. 
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What did the monk attain? You say “Enlightenment.” What kind of Enlightenment? 
Enlightenment is only a name. Names are not complete. Example. Here is honey. Here is 
sugar. Here is a banana. All are sweet. Can you explain honey-sweet, sugar-sweet, banana-
sweet? You only say sweet, but you don’t understand sweet. What kind of sweet? You don’t 
understand. Speech is not necessary. If you show somebody, then “Only open your mouth” 
is all you need to say. Then put it in. “This is honey-sweet; this is sugar-sweet; this is banana-
sweet.” Then that person attains all different kinds of sweet. So again I ask you: What did 
the monk attain? You must show me this monk’s attainment. 

You said you are working at an electronics job, that you cut your long hair and beard, that 
Linda is babysitting, and that you are in close contact with the Vietnamese Buddhists. Also 
you said, “Indeed, sky is very high, ground very wide.” This is wonderful. 

You say you are closer to Providence than to Pittsburgh, so you will visit the Providence Zen 
Center someday. That is wonderful. Providence Zen Center may move to a new place in 
about one month. It is in Cumberland, Rhode Island. It’s a forty-eight acre property which 
was a nursing home before. It has gardens, farmland, trees, fruit trees—a very nice place. If 
you like gardening and taking care of fruit trees, then you must come live with us. Many 
people like gardens and fruit trees. So already, many people want to come. 

You like many places, many kinds of Buddhism, many teachers. Not good, not bad. But 
together action is very important, and you must find your one strong direction. Then many 
teachers, many styles of Buddhism, and many places are no problem. But if your direction is 
not strong, many problems will appear. Also, your life will not be strong and correct. So 
together action is very important. Sometime, you must come to Providence and check our 
new place. 

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. 
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June 12, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Who am I? 

Even before I took the precepts last April this question was with me; so much so that 
sometimes I think I am this question. When I get up in the morning this question is in the 
mirror with me. When I get depressed, discouraged, or egotistical, this question pops up, 
turns me around, and breaks the mood that is holding me back. Sometimes I have to laugh 
because I do not know the answer to this question. This question is like a key that opens all 
doors. Yet no one ever gave me this key. Though I try, I cannot give it away, nor put it 
down, nor pick it up. I do not even understand the doors that it opens. Many times I think 
there are no doors to be opened. 

When I first came to see you, you gave me the “dropping ashes on the Buddha” kong-an, but 
along came “who am I?” kong-an and took its place. Though I sit and think what I can do to 
instruct this fellow attached to emptiness who drops ashes on the Buddha, always I have to 
ask “who am I?” that instructs; and “who is it?” that drops ashes. When I ask such questions, 
even the Buddha disappears. 

Dropping ashes 
on sitting Buddha. 
Cleaning ashes 
from sitting Buddha. 
One man drops; 
Another man cleans. 
Ten thousand kalpas 
Before either fool understands. 
Today the sun is shining: 
After my bath 
I dry my hair in the sun. 

Love, 

Terry 

 

July 3, 1978 

Dear Terry, 

Thank you for your beautiful letter. How are you? 
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Who are you? Give me only one word! Many words are not necessary. Understanding cannot 
help you. 

I know your don’t-know mind. One more step is necessary. You said you think you are the 
question, that it helps you when you are depressed, discouraged, or egotistical, and that it is 
like a key that opens all doors. This is correct. But don’t hold your feelings; don’t hold your 
understanding. Put it all down. Then when you drink water, you understand by yourself 
whether it is hot or cold. Then your correct direction clearly appears. Then no problem. 

I gave you “Dropping Ashes on the Buddha.” That is homework. Don’t keep homework in 
your mind. Only go straight—don’t know. When this don’t know becomes 100% strong, 
then a good answer to homework will appear by itself. So it is very important not to hold 
anything, not make anything, not attach to anything—only go straight—don’t know. Even 
Buddha’s speech, God’s speech—throw it away. Of course, throw away your homework. 
Then you will find the key of the True Empty Gate. If you open the True Empty Gate, then 
you will get everything. So you must attain the True Empty Gate. This is most important. 
That is the first course. Be very careful. Don’t attach to the True Empty Gate. So I ask you: 
What is the True Empty Gate? Tell me! Tell me! If you open your mouth, I hit you. If you 
hit the floor, I hit you. Any action, I hit you. What can you do? 

Your poem is not good, not bad. Please make a poem after you finish Dropping Ashes on the 
Buddha kong-an. If you make a poem before you finish this kong-an, you will only lose your 
energy. It is not necessary. O.K.? 

So again I ask you: Someone came to the Zen Center, smoking a cigarette, blowing smoke, 
and dropping ashes on the Buddha. What can you do? This man is very strong. To any 
speech or action of yours, he will only hit you. If you don’t understand, only go straight—
don’t know. Don’t make your understanding. Your understanding cannot help your True 
Self. You must attain your True Self. Then this kong-an is no problem. So this kong-an is 
the Great Love, Great Compassion, Great Bodhisattva Way kong-an. So only try, try, try for 
10,000 years, nonstop. 

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. 
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June 25, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hope you are in good health. I look forward to seeing you in July at Yong Maeng Jong Jin. 
As yet, International Zen Center of New York still has no new place to move. Sometimes I 
feel like we might be better off having the few people who want to live in the Zen Center 
move into an apartment together and start that way, rather than making big plans, like a 
building or buying a loft. We could perhaps get a five or six room apartment and use the 
living room as a Dharma Room. However, in the meantime we are still practicing at 
Carole’s. 

I have a few questions for you. You sometimes give the example of mind becoming calm, as 
being like a lake where the waves get smaller and smaller. If you are practicing repeating 
mantra, is it necessary to keep repeating when the mind waves become calm? Some teachers 
say that when mind waves become calm, and original sound is heard, you don’t need to keep 
repeating the words of the mantra. They call this Ajapa japa in Sanskrit language. It means 
repeating with no-repeating. In Zen language I guess we would say mantra becomes no-
mantra. Also you sometimes use the phrase repeating mantra for all people. Could you 
explain this? I have asked some of your other students and no one seems to be sure what you 
mean. 

Yours with love, 

Richard 

 

July 3, 1978 

Dear Richard, 

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

I heard about the New York Zen Center situation last night. So I told her that now, Dr. 
Kang is working very hard to find a good building. Also, Judy said she had found a good 
house to rent. So we will decide when I go to New York July 10. At that time, if Dr. Kang 
has found a good building, we will move into this building, but if he still hasn’t found one, 
we will rent this house. So we will see on July 10. See you at that time. 

Next, your questions. The Compass of Zen, page 18, “Non-attachment to language”, says 
there are four gates. They are the path of scriptural study, the path of calling on the name of 
the Buddha (yom bul), the path of the mantras, and the path of Zen practice. If you are 
attached to words, even Zen is not correct Zen. If you don’t attach to language, then the four 
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gates are all correct. Not only Zen or mantra. So I always say don’t hold something; don’t 
make something; don’t attach to something. Then you will get everything. Also, an eminent 
teacher said, “The 10,000 Dharmas return to One. Where does the One return?” If you 
understand this, then your question is no problem. Not complicated. Very easy. 

Repeating mantra for all people means if you don’t keep “I”, “my”, “me” and try mantra, 
then it is already for all people. This means only-go-straight mind. Go-straight mind is 
already Bodhisattva mind. Already Bodhisattva mind already saves all people from suffering. 
This mind is infinite-time, infinite-space mind. Is it clear? So try, try mind is very important. 
Sutras, mantra, yom bul, Zen—if you keep 100% try mind, they are not different, which 
means already complete. Be very careful. Don’t be attached to mantra, attached to Zen, 
attached to yom bul, attached to sutras. Also, somebody makes “I like this; I don’t like that.” 
These kinds of people don’t understand “What is the true way?” Nam Cheon Zen Master 
said, “Everyday mind is the true way.” Then, what is everyday mind? You already 
understand. Keep your correct situation moment to moment. 

So moment to moment, if you keep your correct situation, any of these four gates are 
correct. Also, none of these gates are necessary, because these gates are like a finger pointing 
to the moon. When you are teaching beginning people, they are necessary. But if you find 
your direction, they are not necessary. 

So, you are a great Dharma Teacher. Already, you have your strong direction. Sometime, use 
a dog barking, a cat’s meow, white clouds, green trees, and save all people. Not only mantra. 

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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June 26, 1978  

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Hello. How are you? 

Fog morning. Big sky morning. 

Last night Stanley said: you must read the translation of the morning bell chant, it’s 
wonderful. 

So this morning I chanted with the translated version. What wonderful teaching! Thank you. 

It was wonderful seeing you this summer. I hope to see you again, for longer. Maybe if I am 
not too pregnant next summer I will be able to be with you for a couple or three weeks and 
learn from you. Well, it is a nice thought. 

Stanley likes you very much. I like you very much. This is wonderful. Same Dharma, same 
teacher, same lives = different lives. It is very exciting, to be marrying Stanley. It is also very 
ordinary—lots of people get married every day, right?—but this is hard to remember. 

So, okay. Just a letter to say: wonderful wonderful wonderful / no wonderful. 

I miss you but you are always with me. 

Love, 

Judy 

 

July 5, 1978 

Dear Judy, 

Thank you for your wonderful, wonderful letter. Great good morning. How are you and 
Stanley? 

I am glad to have met you and Stanley at the Berkeley Zen Center. Stanley is very strong, 
very smart, and very wonderful—a great man. So you are lucky. I wish you great happiness 
in your marriage. I will see you in Kansas when you get married. 
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You said, “Same Dharma, same teacher, same lives = different lives.” But I say same Dharma, 
same teacher, same lives = Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. 
How wonderful it is! 

You said you are very excited to be marrying Stanley. That is called Great Happiness. But 
don’t only keep it in your mind. It is for all people. Then you will become a Great 
Bodhisattva—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. 

Also you said, “Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful / no wonderful.” I say wonderful, 
wonderful, wonderful, marvellous! That is your and Stanley’s original face. I also like you 
and Stanley very much. 

I hope you always keep a mind which is clear like space, with Stanley, 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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June 26, 1978 

Dear Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your second letter and for the picture of Kwanzeon Bodhisattva. Thank you 
so much for your care. 

I went to the Yong Maeng Jong Jin in Long Island last weekend. Please let me take your time 
to explain. When I was practicing at the New York Zendo with Eido Roshi, I became crazy 
and I caused a lot of confusion and trouble. This weekend, I felt again how difficult it would 
be. It is as if I struggle with some barrier so deep, and I become very strange with people, 
cannot really act appropriately and want a lot of special attention. I know that this is not 
good for the other people, and I cannot bear to do it. You say that together practicing will 
help my bad karma. But I feel as if I would take much more than I could give—that I would 
be a burden. I do not want to do that again. That is why I have been living and practicing 
alone. It is so important for me to work everyday and give to my friends and to keep my 
balance. George said we are none of us special, specially good or specially bad, but I feel so 
very different from other people. It is strange, I myself do not understand, and I am very 
sorry. I feel still must continue my Kanzeon practice alone. Thank you so much for your 
concern. 

Yours sincerely, 

Shiela 

 

July 6, 1978 

Dear Shiela, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

I read your letter. I know your karma. You are not the only person with this style of karma. 
Many students like practicing alone. But this style is not good, not bad. Better than nothing. 
But this practice does not grow, which means you are holding some of your ideas. If you 
don’t hold Zen practice, that is O.K. If you want to practice Zen, Zen means don’t hold 
something; don’t make something; don’t attach to something. That is correct Zen. 

But in your letter you said you are holding something, making something, and attached to 
something. This is not Zen. If you do Zen this way for your whole life, you cannot get 
Enlightenment, cannot understand your True Self. So it is very important to put it all down. 
What are you? If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. You are always checking, 
checking, checking—“my feelings, somebody’s feelings, somebody’s mind, my mind, 
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somebody’s understanding.” And you make your problems. You say you cannot help other 
people. Don’t worry about other people. Your good and bad actions already help other 
people. Good and bad don’t matter. If you do together action, your good and bad actions 
already help other people. 

It’s like washing potatoes. In Korea, when they wash potatoes, instead of washing them one 
at a time, they put them all in a tub full of water. Then they put a stick in the tub and 
plunge it up and down, up and down. This makes the potatoes rub against each other, so 
they clean each other. Then after, you make mashed potatoes. That is Zen. There is no 
subject, no object. My idea, your idea, inside, outside become one—good taste. That is 
called Great Love, Great Compassion, and the Great Bodhisattva Way. You only make your 
wall; you don’t want to break your wall. When will you get out of your small walls? 

This universe is very wide; also infinite in time. Don’t make your space; don’t make “my 
time”. Put it all down—“I”, “me”, “my”. Only try, try, try. This is very important. The first 
time is very difficult, but if you don’t check your mind, don’t check your feelings, don’t 
check your understanding, no problem. Thoughts which come and go—let it be. 

Some people, when meditating, are your style—checking, checking, checking—and cannot 
keep one mind. So I sometimes give them a mantra. Its name is “Kwan Sae Um Bosal”. 
“Kwan” means “perceive”: “Sae Um” means “world sound”; “Bosal” means “Bodhisattva”. 
“Perceive world sound” means “Become a Bodhisattva”, which means the Great Compassion 
Bodhisattva. That is Kwan Sae Um Bosal. So always, everywhere, you must try Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal Kwan Sae Um Bosal Kwan Sae Um Bosal. At that time, who is trying Kwan Sae 
Um Bosal? You must keep this big question and try Kwan Sae Um Bosal. That is called 
“yom bul Zen”. 

Then, this Kwan Sae Um Bosal mantra will help you very much. This Kwan Sae Um Bosal 
mantra has special energy. It can fix all of your kinds of sicknesses. And finally, you will 
become Kwan Sae Um Bosal and get Enlightenment and understand your True Self. So, 
most important is together action. Together action is very, very important. Only practicing 
by yourself, you don’t understand your bad karma. You don’t understand your bad karma, 
don’t understand making your bad karma disappear. Then you cannot clean your bad karma 
and cannot attain your True Self. 

Together action being very difficult means your Dharma becomes strong. When your 
Dharma becomes strong, your bad demons also become strong. But at that time, you must 
only go straight—persevere. Then you will win, O.K.? Then no problem. But if your bad 
demons become stronger than your Dharma, then you become crazy, which means that if 
you keep try mind, then you become a great woman. If you lose try mind, you become crazy. 
So only try, try, mind is very important. Again I tell you: Don’t check your mind; don’t 
check your feelings; don’t check your understanding. Put it all down—your opinion, your 
condition, your situation. Only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal. Only try, try, try for 
10,000 years, nonstop. O.K.? 

I hope you only go straight—Kwan Sae Um Bosal, 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, 
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S.S. 
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June 29, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I’m on vacation with my wife and son. Yesterday, while at the beach, we noticed a man 
meditating. He was sitting in formal Zen-like posture, upright, by the edge of the sea, in the 
midst of the beach crowd. It first struck me as ostentatious to sit so publicly. Then the sitter 
got up and walked without hesitation into the icy sea-water—water that was so cold only a 
few of the others at the beach could get into it at all, and then only with great struggle. No 
one stayed in for more than a few seconds, except for the man who had been sitting. He 
remained there, floating about, for fifteen or twenty minutes. 

My question is this: Was that true emptiness—being able to walk into the ice-cold water, 
apparently feeling nothing? That water was cold as far as I was concerned. But should I as a 
Zen student expect to attain something like that ability? Even though there is nothing to 
attain? What is true emptiness? Something special? Or the clarity of moment-to-moment 
practice? 

Zen practice for me remains steady. Trying to keep clear all the time, failing, thinking, and 
sometimes not thinking. I still haven’t found the Zen pen-point that will help my writing. 
Perhaps I’m writing with it now, but I don’t know it yet, in my bones. So my search, and my 
not-knowing continues. 

The April Yong Maeng Jong Jin at Cambridge with Master Dharma Teacher George 
Bowman was very fine. You were right. He is a wonderful teacher with much of your own 
simple, direct, no-bullshit style. I plan to attend the July Yong Maeng Jong Jin at Cambridge 
and will hope to see you then. Thank you very much for your earlier letter. It has helped me 
a lot. 

I am still sitting. Why? 
Katz! 
Sunlight on the forest floor. Gold stripes on bed of pine needles. 

Here is a beach-poem for you: 
 

Waves that talk for hours to the beach  
say nothing. 
Wind that moves tree boughs back and forth  
does nothing. 
Sunlight gilds the world without a sound,  
and still the world is never silent.  
In all this vast space,  
empty sea, sand, and sky for miles and miles, 
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only I am confused,  
walking the beach for hours,  
foolishly searching,  
looking for truth (or something),  
missing, in front of me,  
the shells, the sand,  
the sound of waves. 

Tom 

 

July 6, 1978 

Dear Tom, 

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

You had a vacation and went to the ocean with your family. That is wonderful. You also said 
that at the beach, you saw a man sitting in a very formal meditation posture, and then he got 
up and went into the icy sea water, where he stayed for fifteen or twenty minutes. Then you 
asked if this was true emptiness, and if a Zen student should expect to attain something like 
that ability. If inside, you have “I”, “me”, “my”, this is called “Yeo hung shim”, which means 
“hero-mind”. But in Buddhism, there is a difficult kind of practice. It is called one of the 
Tantras. People who do this try a lot of mantra practice, then become one mind; then they 
break ice and go into the water for ten or twenty minutes or go into a fire for ten or twenty 
minutes. Or, after they try mantra and become one mind, they bathe in hot or boiling oil or 
sit on a bed of nails. These are all tests of perserverence-mind. Then, if they pass this style of 
practice, they go on to the next higher up class of Tantra. Then after they have finished all of 
the practices, they get magic. That is called Tantra practice. Not Zen, O.K.? 

Zen is clear mind, always clear mind. Clear mind means, everyday mind is Truth. Cold 
water is cold. Hot water is hot. Not special. So, somebody thinks, “I want to experience 
difficult practicing.” Then O.K. But if they always keep difficult practicing, that is making 
something. If you make something, if you are attached to something, then that thing hinders 
you, and you cannot get complete freedom. Maybe you will get freedom from some things, 
but not perfectly complete freedom. Then what is perfectly complete? Don’t hold “I”, “my”, 
“me”. Then you see; then you hear—everything is perfectly complete. Not special. 

Next, you said you cannot find your Zen pen point. Not bad. If you find your pen point, I 
will hit you thirty times. If you make Zen pen point, then you already have lost your pen 
point. Don’t make Zen pen point. Then you already have it. O.K.? 

You did Yong Maeng Jong Jin with George. That is wonderful. George is a great teacher. 
Everybody likes him. You said you will do July Yong Maeng Jong Jin at Cambridge. That is 
also wonderful. 

You also said “I am still sitting. Why? 
     Katz! 
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       Sunlight in the forest floor. Gold stripes 
    on bed of pine needles.” 

Not bad. These words are only “like this”. If you say, “I am still sitting,” this means one 
point. “I” already has subject and object. If you had said “Buddha”, or “Mind”, or 
“Dharma”, then your answer would have been wonderful. For this, only “like this” is O.K. 
But for a one-point question, a one-point answer is needed. What is “I am sitting’s” just-like-
this point? 

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

Originally nothing. But waves always talk  
to each other. 
Originally emptiness. Always, wind and trees  
are wrestling. 
Sunlight is without color. But all things make  
the colors they like. 
Very, very quiet.  
Somebody has eyes, so is confused. 
If you have no eyes, then vast space, blue sea,  
white sand, ten miles of no clouds, ten miles of clear sky.  
Sun is setting in the West. 
Shell’s shadow grows longer and longer. 

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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June 29, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

The morning of your departure while we meditated, I was chanting Kwan Seum Bosal when 
suddenly the face of your teacher appeared. The one who’s picture is on the wall of the 
zendo. I never thought of him before until that morning. He has a great compassionate heart 
and has great love for you. That day was special because of his presence. Now he is in my 
heart silently. 

Today I will put one golden rose in your room near Kwan Seum Bosal and every week… so 
no matter where you are a golden flower blooms for you in gratitude for your kindness to 
teach us the Great Way. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Sumana 

P.S. Hope you are well…  

 

July 8, 1978 

(Answer on Ho Shin Bul, or Protection Buddha postcard)  

Dear Sumana, 

Thank you for your two letters. How are you? Sumana, Kwan Seum Bosal. 

 
True Kwan Seum Bosal 
Picture Kwan Seum Bosal 
Sumana Kwan Seum Bosal 
Which one is correct? 
Don’t make correct and incorrect. 
Already Kwan Seum Bosal, you, Ko Bong Su Nim 
Not two, not one. 
Then what do you say? 
Every week golden rose Kwan Seum Bosal 
Shines to the ten directions, the whole world. 

Yours in the Dharma, 
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S.S. 
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July 1, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

Thank you for your letter of June 14th. You hit me thirty times and ask what I say. I say 
“Thank you, I hope your arm isn’t painful.” You gave me four sentences and ask which one 
is freedom from life and death. I don’t know freedom, nor life, nor death, so I have no 
answer. 

I don’t want to bow or chant. Seeing, hearing, touching is enough, sitting and watching—
how wonderful. The wave follows the wave, the seagull is always hungry, the ant crawls along 
the sand—this is enough. And yet—there is something missing, I still do not see clearly, the 
haze is clearing but some of it still remains. I will be patient and wait. 

Respectfully with love, 

Norm 

 

July 8, 1978 

Dear Norm, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You must go straight—don’t know. Then your mind is clear like space, which means don’t 
know already cuts off all thinking. Cut-off-all-thinking mind is stillness. Stillness is primary 
point. Primary point is everything becoming one. Then there is no subject, no object. You 
can see; you can hear; you can smell; you can touch; everything is truth. Don’t keep your 
ideas, your opinion, your situation. Then the correct opinion, correct situation, correct 
condition appear. Then you can keep your correct situation moment to moment. This is 
Zen. 

So long ago, Nam Cheon Zen Master said, “Everyday mind is the True Way.” So, everyday 
mind is Zen mind. Not special. 

Before, I said to you, “I hit you thirty times.” But you say, “Thank you.” This is your idea, 
not the correct idea. If you touch a hot place, what do you say? If someone hits you, what do 
you say? I hit you thirty times. What do you say? You already understand. That is Zen. Not 
difficult. Don’t keep your idea, O.K.? 

Next you said, “I don’t know freedom, nor life, nor death, so I have no answer.” Your body 
has life and death. But your True Self has no life, no death. What are you? You don’t know. 
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Only keep don’t know. Then in don’t know, there is already no life, no death. No life, no 
death means freedom from life and death. So you must attain don’t know. Then you attain 
freedom from life and death. If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t know. That is very 
important. 

Next, you say you don’t want to bow and chant. Don’t make “I”. If you have “I”, “my” , 
“me”, you always have a problem. Bowing and chanting don’t matter. Very important is not 
to make “I”, “my”, “me”. Also, you said, “Enough.” How enough? Mind enough? Body 
enough? Feeling enough? Consciousness enough? What kind of enough? But body, mind, 
and consciousness have nothing. So enough is not enough. You make enough, so you have a 
problem. Don’t hold something; don’t make something; don’t attach to something. Then 
you will get everything. Then enough. 

Here is a kong-an for you: 

Jo Ju’s “Washing the Bowls” 

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

Jo Ju said, “Have you had breakfast?” 

“Yes, I have,” replied the monk. 

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

The monk was enlightened. 

What did the monk attain? 

If you don’t understand, only go straight—don’t know. Always, everywhere, try, try, try for 
10,000 years, nonstop. 

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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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I want your Dharma. 

Fondly, 

Jim 

 

July 8, 1978 

( answer on picture of Kwan Seum Bosal) 

You already have it. Is it not enough? 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

I have been interested in Zen for a couple of years and practicing zazen. My practice falters 
quite often though. I believe it’s because I have no one to talk to about problems that arise 
and I always feel like my practice isn’t doing any good, that I might as well give up, though I 
find I can’t quite give it up. 

After reading the book, Dropping Ashes on the Buddha by Stephen Mitchell, I knew you were 
a Zen Master that could help me. 

I would be grateful if you would write and let me know when you will be in New Haven, so 
that I could come and talk with you or at least listen to one of your lectures. I do believe it 
would help my practice a great deal. 

Also would you let me know how much it would cost to spend a weekend at the New Haven 
Zen Center. Living with others that are living Zen would be of tremendous help to me. 

Patiently waiting a reply,  

Dave 

 

July 9, 1978 

Dear Dave, 

Thank you for your letter. How are you? 

You said you have been practicing Zen for a couple of years, and that your practice has been 
faltering. You also said that you have read Dropping Ashes on the Buddha. That is wonderful. 

Zen is not special. When you are doing something, you must do it. That is Zen. If you make 
special, you have special. So this special something falters. If you don’t make special, you 
don’t falter. So this means don’t check you feelings; don’t check your understanding; don’t 
check your mind. Put it all down. This is very important. 

You want to come to New Haven Zen Center. That is wonderful also. Together action is 
very important, which means if you only practice by yourself, you don’t understand your bad 
karma. When you come to a Zen Center and bow together, chant together, sit together, 
work together, and eat together, then sometimes, your opinion, your condition, and your 
situation don’t like together action. That is called your bad karma. But together action is 
very necessary. Only try. Don’t keep your opinion; don’t keep your condition; don’t keep 
your situation. Only practice, practice together; then correct opinion, correct condition, and 
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correct situation appear. That is called correct Zen. Then, there is no subject, no object. 
Inside and outside, other people and you become one. Then, when you see, when you hear, 
when you smell, when you taste, same eyes, same ears, same nose, same mouth. That is called 
Buddha-mind and Zen mind. That is clear mind. Clear mind is clear like space, clear like a 
mirror. Red comes, red; white comes, white. When you see the sky, what? When you see a 
tree, what? You already understand. When you see; when you hear; when you smell; all, just 
like this, is truth. 

So I ask you: What are you? Tell me! Tell me! If you don’t know, only go straight—don’t 
know. Always and everywhere. 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. 
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June 3, 1978 

Dear Soen Sa Nim, 

How are you? I hope your cold is all gone. Thank you very much for being so understanding 
concerning the problem James and I have been having and for clearing it up. 

The rent was not the only reason we were going to move out. There were a few personality 
conflicts and I was feeling like I wanted to do some painting, song-writing, and goofing off 
in general. I felt that I didn’t want to be responsible, etc., etc. But at the same time I knew 
that if I moved out I might get very lazy and not practice very much. 

Also I love you and Tahl Mah Sah like my family. Although there are these problems and 
differences sometimes it always blows over and I see I made a big deal out of it for nothing. 
So, in short, I am staying at Tahl Mah Sah and I will try again. I know if I give up it won’t 
help me or anyone. You’re a great teacher and friend to us all and we all love you. So thanks 
again. 

Love, 

Bridget 

P.S. Hello to Linc, Bobby and Louise. 

 

July 9, 1978 

(With picture of Kwan Seum Bosal) 

Dear Bridget, 

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

You decided not to move. That is wonderful. Also, you understand your karma. Also, you 
understand what is most important. Many people cannot see their karma, so they lose their 
correct direction. They are only attached to their opinions, so have many problems. But you 
did not lose your correct direction. So again, wonderful! Here is Kwan Seum Bosal. Always, 
everywhere, you must keep Kwan Seum Bosal. Then you will get happiness everywhere. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

S.S. 
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From the March 1978 Newsletter 

The following exchange took place after a Dharma Talk Zen Master Seung Sahn gave at the 
New Haven Zen Center on December 9th, 1976. 

Student: Do you dream about different kinds of things now that you are a Zen Master? 

Soen Sa Nim: What kind of dreams? 

Student: Well, I dream about things I desire, but if you don’t desire anything, what do you 
dream about? 

Soen Sa Nim: Yah, I have dreams. 

Student: What kind of dreams? 

Soen Sa Nim: You are laughing, so I am laughing. This is a dream. You say you have a 
dream, so I am having a dream. 

Student: I understand what you say, but I can’t believe it. 

Soen Sa Nim: You can’t believe the dream. So your dream is a not-believing dream. 
Everything is a dream, O.K.? Last night you had a dream. Just now we are talking. How is it 
different? 

Student: I can feel it’s different. 

Soen Sa Nim: Feel? You say “different.” So here is a famous story. Before, in China, there 
were five schools of Zen: Rinzai, Soto, Poep-An, Un Mun, and E An. E An and An Sahn 
together made one school; E An was the teacher and An Sahn the disciple. 

Once E An was asleep. At that time, An Sahn was only his secretary. An Sahn happened to 
open the door, saw that the Zen Master was asleep, and slowly closed the door. The Zen 
Master woke up, asked An Sahn to come in, and said, “Just now I had a dream. Do you 
understand?” 

An Sahn said, “Yes, just now I understood,” and washed the Zen Master’s face with water. 
The Master said, “Oh, thank you very much.” 

Then a student named Haeng Om, later a Zen Master, came into the Zen Master’s room. 
The Master said, “Oh, Haeng Om, we were just talking about my dream. Do you 
understand my dream?” 
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Haeng Om said, “Yes sir,” went into the kitchen, and brought out some tea. The Zen Master 
said, “Ah, my students are very wonderful. You all understand my dreams.” 

This is dream talking. What does it mean? A dream is just like this. Just like this is a dream. 
When you wake up, you wash your face. This is the correct way. Then you drink tea. This is 
the correct way. If you completely understand dreams, then you understand the correct way. 
If you don’t understand dreams, then you don’t understand the correct way. 

So you must understand that this whole world is a dream. Then my desire is also a dream, 
my anger is also a dream, your life is also a dream. You must understand dreams. Then you 
will have no desires. Only doing Bodhisattva action is possible. So this is a dream, O.K.? I 
have a dream. Once, Martin Luther King said, “I have a dream.” Famous speech. So you 
must understand dreams. Understanding the dream is no good; you must attain the dream. 
Then you will understand your True Self, O.K.? This wall is white. This floor is brown. 
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March 1978 

The New Haven Zen Center contributed the following section: 

Moment by moment by moment our situation, our condition, the universe, is transformed. 
Soen Sa Nim often says, “changing, changing, changing.” So it is at the New Haven Zen 
Center. Since its beginning in 1975, New Haven Zen Center has grown and changed 
elastically. Only three of the original members—Bob Moore, David Mott, and Steve 
Cohen—remain part of the regular practice in New Haven. Yet the Center as it is now is the 
off-spring of all the energies of all the people that have lived and practiced here in these three 
years. 

Being still so much in its toddlerhood, there is an interesting precariousness about the Zen 
Center’s situation: on the one hand, the financial and some of the practical aspects of 
maintaining a residential Zen Center have not yet been solidified; for instance, we’re still 
raising money to buy the house that we have been renting. On the other hand, the 
involvement of each individual member has a profound effect on the situation of all: a 
woman came to see what we were like for a month last December, and now she’s the 
Kitchenmaster. 

Among the seven now living at the New Haven Zen Center, plans are being made for 
projects that we hope in time will make us self-sufficient—a bakery is now being considered 
as a possibility. As it stands now, however, each member contributes through individual 
vocation, of which there are as many as individual members: students and professors from 
Yale, a social worker, administrator, waiter, typist, cook. 

New Haven Zen Center continues slowly to expand. There are a few wanting to move in as 
soon as space opens up, and a few new folk beginning to practice regularly as our existence 
becomes more widely known. The upstairs hallway still needs repairs, and the bathrooms 
have to get finished. The garage in the back would make a perfect dojo and adjunct Dharma 
Room. 

Only try, try, try! 
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From the April 1978 Newsletter 

Master Dharma Teacher Bobby Trexler and her sister exchanged these letters shortly before 
Bobby left for her one-hundred day retreat, which she will finish in early May. 

January 13, 1978 

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 one-hundred 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 are trying to do. 

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

Love, 

Sally 

 

January 19, 1978 

Dear Sally, 

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 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1899 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

moment to moment in any situation. This is much more difficult than 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. 

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 May 1978 Newsletter 

The following is taken from Mu Bul Ju Ji Su Nim’s introduction and Soen Sa Nim’s talk at 
the Man Cham ceremony on March 3, 1978, at the Providence Zen Center. 

Ju Ji Su Nim: Welcome to the first Man Cham. Man Cham is a formal Dharma speech, the 
style of which originated in China. “Man Cham” means “Coming together to check the 
Dharma”. Originally in China, Japan, and Korea, a Zen Master’s Dharma was very 
expensive, very difficult to hear, and many people wanted to hear it. Here in the United 
States, we get the Dharma very cheaply, but it is getting more and more expensive. So we all 
have been sitting for four days and are now gathered here to hear this Dharma. 

When a Zen Master speaks the Dharma, it’s just like a mirror, so that your own mind is 
reflected. If you hear this speech and you understand yourself, you understand your mind. 
You are Buddha, and you can save all people. If you have bad karma and you hear this 
speech, then you will understand your bad karma and you must do more hard training. 

• • • 

Zen Master Seung Sahn enters the Dharma Room, followed by Mu Bul Su Nim carrying a 
book wrapped in cloth, and Mu Ryeom Su Nim who is ringing a bell. They stop at the high 
seat before the altar and bow, and the book is placed before the seat. Then Soen Sa Nim 
takes the high seat, and the following is chanted (in Korean): “This Dharma’s meaning is 
very profound. The whole assembly wants to hear it. Please, great Zen Master, descend. 
Reveal Buddha in this place.” Soen Sa Nim hits the Zen stick on the platform three times. 

• • • 

Soen Sa Nim: Before the ancient Buddha appeared, there is one which is already pure and 
clear. Even Shakyamuni Buddha did not understand the transmission to 
Mahakashyapa.What does this mean? Buddha transmitted to Mahakashyapa and through 
Bodhidharma, from India to China and then to Korea, and now to America. Now this 
Dharma shines here in this Dharma Room. Which one is correct? Somebody appears and 
says, “I understand this,” but this stick hits him. Somebody else says, “I don’t understand,” 
and also this stick hits him. Why? KATZ! When Shakyamuni Buddha picked up a flower, 
Mahakashyapa only smiled. This is correct Zen. 

Today we perceive one kong-an from the Mu Mun Kwan, number thirteen. Famous kong-
an; already you understand. The title is, “Duk Sahn Carrying His Bowls”. Very difficult 
kong-an, but very easy. 

One day, Duk Sahn came into the Dharma Room carrying his bowls. Soel Bong, 
Housemaster, said, “Old Master, the bell has not yet been rung and the drum has not been 
struck. Where are you going, carrying your bowls?” The Zen Master was surprised. Then 
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Duk Sahn returned to his room. Afterwards, Soel Bong told the head monk, Am Du, who 
then said, “Great Master Duk Sahn does not understand the last word.” Later 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. Then Am Du was very 
happy. He went to the front of the Dharma Room, laughing loudly and clapping his hands, 
and said, “Great joy! The Old Master has understood the last word! From now on, no one 
can check him.” 

This is the kong-an. We’ll check the first point of this kong-an. Am Du said, “The great 
Master doesn’t understand the last word.” What is this “last word”? “Last word” means 
moment to moment, keep your correct situation, and this means “just like this.” When you 
are hungry you must eat; when you are tired you must sleep. When someone is hungry, give 
them food; when someone is thirsty, give them a drink. Tired time, sleep: that is tired time’s 
last word. Hungry time, you must eat: this is hungry time’s last word. When somebody is 
hungry, give them food: that is somebody’s hungry time’s last word. When somebody is 
thirsty and you give them something to drink, this is somebody’s thirsty time’s last word. 
This last word is not difficult. Our everyday mind is the last word. 

Again, we check this: “One day Duk Sahn came into the Dharma Room carrying his bowls. 
Soel Bong saw this and said, ‘The bell has not yet been rung and the drum has not been 
struck. Where are you going carrying your bowls?’” It has already appeared, do you see? 
What is Duk Sahn’s mistake? If you understand Duk Sahn’s mistake, then you understand 
the correct situation; then you understand the last word. Very clear, this first course. 

Next course: The Zen Master heard that the head monk had said, “He doesn’t understand 
the last word.” Now, the head monk and the Zen Master are very close, like father and son, 
but this head monk had bad speech about the Master, so he was very angry. “Come here! 
You don’t believe in me?” “No, no, no, I believe in you,” and he whispered in the Master’s 
ear. What did he whisper? This is the next course. Not difficult! If you keep the correct 
situation, then no problem. 

So the next day on the high stand giving his Dharma speech, Duk Sahn was very different 
from before. What does this mean, “different from before”? There are two points: “What is 
different before the Dharma speech/” and “What is the Dharma speech?” Maybe before the 
speech he didn’t understand the last word, and during the speech he did understand. Maybe, 
I don’t know. What is “understanding-the-last-word Dharma speech”, and what is “not-
understanding-the-last-word Dharma speech”? So, Am Du heard his speech and was very 
happy. Why? He taught the great Zen Master, so that the Master’s Dharma speech was 
changed. And he went to the front of the room laughing loudly and clapping his hands, and 
said, “Great joy! The Zen Master has understood the last word!” Before he’d said, “The Zen 
Master doesn’t understand the last word.” Now he says, “He does understand.” What is this 
last word? Very important. 

Everyday mind is the last word; “just like this” is the last word; “put it all down” is the last 
word; “go straight” is the last word; “let it be” is the last word. It is not any special word. 
When you see the sky is blue, that is the last word. When you see this wall, at this time the 
correct situation is only white. Not special. If you make something, are holding onto 
something, this last word goes away; it doesn’t like you. Don’t check your mind; don’t check 
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your feelings; don’t check anything. Only go straight. This go-straight mind is very 
important. It is like one drop of water being stronger than rock. One drop after drop after 
drop for ten years, twenty years, one hundred years, will make a big hole. One drop nonstop, 
one point not changing. If you are changing, you have a problem: you cannot make a hole. If 
you stop, you also have a problem. Only drip, drip, drip. You must understand this. Try, try, 
try. Try-mind is stronger than demons, stronger than Buddha. It is able to do anything. 

Why have we come here today to talk about this very difficult kong-an? For the Great Work 
of life and death. Some are from New York, some from New Haven, some from Cambridge, 
some from Providence. Why here? Only for the Great Work of life and death. If you finish 
the Great Work, then you understand what is your correct situation, what is your last word. 

So again the kong-an: If Duk Sahn had kept his correct situation, then there would have 
been no problem, but he did not, so he had many problems. But one thing: “Soel Bong said, 
‘The bell has not yet been rung; the drum has not been struck,’ and Duk Sahn returned to 
his room.” If you can give me one word, all the kong-ans are not necessary. If you were Duk 
Sahn and Soel Bong had said this to you, what would you have answered? “I am sorry”? 
(laughs) Then Am Du said, “The great Zen Master does not understand the last word.” This 
is not difficult. If you make difficult, you have difficult. Also, don’t make easy. Don’t make 
anything. The True Way is not dependent on Understanding or not understanding. Much 
understanding cannot help you. So put it all down. 

Mu Mun said,  

“Understand first word; then understand last word.  
The last word and the first word are not one word.” 

What does this mean? What is “first word” and what is “last word”? We have four kinds of 
“like this”: First, “without like this”, primary point. “Without like this” means true 
emptiness, complete stillness. Everything is from complete stillness and returns to stillness. 
So this name is primary point. Next is, “become-one like this” This substance, your 
substance, my substance, universal substance become one. What is one? Hit! or KATZ! We 
say “become-one like this” is True Nature. Next, “only like this”: “What is Buddha?” “The 
sky is blue; trees are green,” or “Spring comes, the grass grows by itself.” Only this. “3 x 3 = 
9” All is like this, not bad, not good. With wide questions, wide answers are needed. “What 
is Buddha?” “The wall is white.” “What is karma?” “The dog likes the bone.” The meaning is 
truth. “3 x 3 = 9.” This style. And next, “just like this”: For one-point questions, you must 
give one-point answers. For example, here is an apple. If you say it is an apple, you are 
attached to name and form. If you say it is not an apple, you are attached to emptiness. Is 
this an apple or not? At that time, what is the correct relationship between the apple and 
you? What is the correct function? 

So “just like this” means the correct situation, the correct relationship. If you understand 
your True Self, then any relationship is no problem. Your boyfriend, girlfriend, husband, no 
problem. With your car and you, with your coffee and you, being correct is possible. 
Everyday mind is Zen mind. 
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So these are the four kinds of “like this”: “without like this”, “become-one like this”, “only 
like this”, and “just like this”. “First word” means “become-one like this”. “Last word” means 
“just like this”. What is the correct relationship between you and something? 

So I ask you: The first word and the last word, are they the same or different? Mu Mun said 
they are not one word. Then are they different? The same? If somebody says the same, this 
stick will hit them. If somebody says different, this stick will also hit them. 

Why? 

KATZ! 

One head, two hands. 
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From the May 1978 Newsletter 

Zurich, Monday, April 17  

Dear Providence Zen Center Family, 

Hello from our travelling European Zen Center—Soen Sa Nim, Diana and Ezra, David, 
Sherry, Merrie, and me! How are you? 

We had a wonderful time being tourists in Italy. In Rome, we visited St. Peter’s and the 
Sistene Chapel, toured the catacombs and other attractions by bus, and enjoyed spaghetti, 
cheese omlettes, and capuccino in the soft beauty of spring coming into bloom—azaleas, 
wisteria, spring-green buds and grasses in the fields. We rode by train north to Venice, eating 
breakfast and lunch bought by Ezra and Sherry in an open-air market in Rome. We trooped 
around Venice and one morning donned our robes and, holding umbrellas, chanted to the 
sea just off St. Mark’s Square as people arrived for work in water taxis of every description. 
St. Mark’s Basilica was a favorite of everyone, as was a gondola ride during which Soen Sa 
Nim sang “Santa Lucia” and Diana warned our gondolier lest he bump his head on one of 
the innumerable low bridges we passed under. 

We called a man at a Zen Center in Milan to see if they were interested in visiting with us, 
but notice was short, and our schedules didn’t come together. So we decided to go straight to 
Zurich and spent a day there in addition to our scheduled half-day. We had contact through 
Dr. Zuk-Nae Lee, a student of Soen Sa Nim’s, with a group of Jungian analysts studying at 
the Jungian Institute here, and had arranged to spend an evening with them, talking about 
Zen and doing our formal practice of chanting and sitting together. 

Mr. Eugene Pascal and Mr. Armin Warner are the organizers of a group of about seven or 
eight students who meet once a week to practice Zen together. For three years, their group 
has been meeting, and they have been very dedicated, continuing for so long without a 
teacher. They were most hospitable to us, preparing a delicious home-made vegetarian meal, 
which we all appreciated after a week of restaurant food. But the most wonderful part of our 
visit, of course, was the receptivity, excitement, and gratitude with which they absorbed Soen 
Sa Nim’s teaching. I gave a short circle talk and told them of Master Dharma Teacher 
George Bowman’s dream of being in Providence and wanting to buy a bus ticket to 
Providence—Jungians love dreams!—and then for over an hour, Soen Sa Nim gave his basic 
teaching, asking “Where are you coming from?” “Is 0 a number?” and other such fascinating 
questions. Everyone joined in the interchange, delighted and humored by Soen Sa Nim’s 
instruction. Afterwards, there was a great exchange of addresses and future plans, the 
beginning of a wonderful relationship. 

There were about twenty people at our meeting in Zurich, among them Maria Rowe Sa Bom 
Nim, who was travelling in Europe with her parents and her brother. Maria just happened to 
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be driving by the train station when we happened to walk out after our arrival. She saw us, 
and she and her parents gave Soen Sa Nim a ride to our hotel. She joined us for breakfast our 
two mornings and took Soen Sa Nim on an unsuccessful watch-hunt. 

This trip is most extraordinary for all of us—a great experience of together action, keeping 
our direction, and Bodhisattva action. 

We all send our love. 

Yours in the Dharma,  

Louise 

 



 

Teaching Letters of Zen Master Seung Sahn   •   Page 1906 
© 2008 Kwan Um School of Zen   •   www.kwanumzen.org 

896 

From the June 1978 Newsletter 

The Shim Gum Do Zen Center in Boston contributed the material for this issue of the 
Newsletter. 

Shim Gum Do is the Korean Zen Art of Sword. Shim means mind, and is unmoving. Gum 
means sword, which means thinking. Do means way, which means moving. When the mind 
is completely absorbed in sword movement, then it becomes empty—Shim Gum Do 
training makes clear mind, clear thinking, clear action. 

This story is about Founding Master Chang Shik Kim, addressed as Gwang Jang Nim, 
meaning General Instructor. 

Gwang Jang Nim’s Shim Gum Do school in Korea had been open for two weeks when a 
gentleman visited asking to see the Sword Master. Gwang Jang Nim was out at the time, so 
his instructors asked the man what he wanted. He explained, “I have just come from the 
mountains where I have been studying special energy for twenty years.” 

“What kind of special energy?” an instructor asked. 

“I can jump up in the air two meters and fly for twenty meters.” 

“How is that possible?” 

“You have to eat special food, sleep in a special way, and train at a certain time of day. It is 
all very complex. I would like to meet the Master here.” 

“You must come back tomorrow then,” the instructors told him. 

When Gwang Jang Nim returned, his students excitedly told him about the flying man. 

“This is nothing special,” Gwang Jang Nim said. “I’m sitting twenty meters up in the air 
right now. Can’t you see it?” 

“No,” they said, “you’re now on the fifth floor; how can you say you are sitting twenty 
meters up in the air?” 

“Why do you make this fifth floor? If you are attached to the fifth floor of this building, you 
can’t understand. This building is only holding my body. I’m really sitting in the air twenty 
meters up from the ground. When people ride in a bus, they are sitting in the air moving 
along very quickly—flying. Don’t be attached to the bus. How do you keep your mind? 
Attached to the building? Attached to the bus? Where are you attached?” 
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As they were talking, the stranger returned. A look of excitement spread over the man’s face 
when he saw the Master. They introduced themselves and the visitor invited Gwang Jang 
Nim out for tea. As they took refreshment, the special energy man told his story. 

“I visited a mountain temple some time ago, and met a monk with whom I had dinner. As 
we were talking, he levitated one meter into the air and came back down. I was amazed. I 
begged him to teach me how he did this, but he refused. I was determined to learn this 
technique, so I stayed with him, tending the temple and working for him. After three years, 
he began teaching me. Now that I have come down from the mountain that I have stayed 
on, I want to try doing many things but I can’t since I still want that flying technique. And 
yet I can’t do it. Why?” 

“Yesterday when you were visiting my school, you told my instructors that you could fly. 
What has happened since then?” 

“I’m very sorry. You are quite famous; you have been in the newspapers. I said that because I 
wanted a chance to see if you were real or a fraud. Now, talking to you, I understand that 
you truly are great, so I want to ask for your help. How can I get this special energy?” 

“Why do you want this?” Gwang Jang Nim asked. “Do you think that this flying is special? 
If you really want this technique you must realize that it is already yours. Don’t make mind 
techniques: don’t make thinking. I will explain. 

Let’s say a celebrity is getting married. Everyone wants to know what his bride looks like and 
so do you. You decide to go visit. So you knock on the door and she answers that you may 
come in. You put your hand on the door-knob and begin thinking. You conjure up a vision 
of what you think she will look like. If you guess right, you think you will be happy with 
yourself; you will think you got it. This kind of thinking, thinking, thinking is very bad. Just 
open the door. Then you can see exactly what she is. Why so much thinking? Put it all 
down. It is not necessary.” 

The man bowed to Gwang Jang Nim. “Thank you very much.” 

He then explained his situation further. “I have a wife and family. For years now, whenever 
my wife has asked for help, my family for my time, or a friend has invited me out for a drink, 
I have always refused, devoting myself only to the pursuit of this special energy. It is all that I 
want, and I want nothing to distract me from it.” 

Gwang Jang Nim said, “You are making a big mistake. If you withhold your energy from 
your friends and family, then when you get this energy, this light, it will have no value. No 
one will ever know or understand it. Your wife asks for help, your children ask for schooling, 
and your friends invite you for a drink. You say no to all of it. Then your wife, family, and 
friends don’t understand you, and don’t believe in you. 

“When you get this special light, no one will understand it, so someone must come and help 
you explain. But then your wife will come and tell everyone you are crazy. Your children will 
come and say you are crazy. No one will believe in this light. Before, you never explained to 
anyone what you were doing and never helped anyone. Big problem. This special energy-
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light must help many people. If people don’t understand it, how can it help? How can you 
make everyone believe in you? 

“Now, while you have a family and are searching for this special energy, you must help them 
and explain. When your wife asks for your help, you must help her. Then explain what you 
need. She in turn will help you. Your children need schooling. Help. Explain to them that 
you need this special energy. Tell them it is not only for yourself. They will love and respect 
you. Go out with your friend for a drink. Explain to him about your pursuit. He will 
support you. When you get this light and people gather together to find out what it is, they 
will be skeptical. Then your family and friends will help you explain. Many people will 
believe in you. If you want this special light, don’t worry. It is already yours. No one can take 
it from you. It doesn’t matter if it comes very soon or later on.” 
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897 

From the June 1978 Newsletter 

A Short Talk by Gwang Jang Nim 

People want Enlightenment. They work very hard, and train very hard, sitting Zen. They 
think this will give them Enlightenment. This is terrible. Slow down. Only keep what you 
need from moment to moment. 

If you reject your family and friends, you can sit Zen for one hundred years and nothing will 
happen. This is “too fast” style. Too fast means you cannot see anything on your right or 
left. You drive a car at 500 miles an hour. Can you see what is to your side? You are going so 
fast that there is just darkness. You drive to New York. Everyone asks what you saw on the 
way. You don’t know; you were going too fast. 

How can you explain the way? You must be able to teach. If you want to get Enlightenment, 
Zen means practicing everything. Someone asks for the behind way; you can show them the 
behind way. Somebody comes to you and says, “I want the below way.” You show the below 
way. You can give anything. If you have no concern for what is around you, then your side 
way, your back way, below way, above way, are lost. If you only want to go quickly, then 
when you get Enlightenment, what do you have? Nothing. How can you help and teach 
others? 

I tell my students to train hard in Shim Gum Do. Then they train four, five, six hours a day 
and their bodies fall apart. Hard training means keeping clear. Only one clear-cut technique 
is necessary. One minute of clear-cut action. Then cut! Cut thinking. That’s all—exact, clear 
technique. Zen is no different. 

Each moment go clear. Don’t try to go quickly, quickly. Don’t mix things up. You want a 
bowl of water. If you put this bowl out in a downpour of rain, the bowl will never fill up. 
The water will splash out. Let the rain come down gently, drop by drop. Drop by drop the 
bowl fills up. 
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898 

From the June 1978 Newsletter 

The Story of Gwang Jang Nim and 
The Shim Gum Do Zen Center 

Chang Shik Kim began his study of Zen with Seung Sahn Soen Sa Nim at Hwa Gye Sah 
Temple in Seoul when he was thirteen years old. He lived for nine years in the temple before 
he was finally sent away alone to a mountain retreat. There he passed one hundred days in 
silence, keeping a special mantra that Soen Sa Nim had given him. Through visions and 
revelations the art of sword was imparted to him. Zen Sword became re-established in 
Korean Buddhism. 

Gwang Jang Nim came to America four years ago. Beginning at the Providence and 
Cambridge Zen Centers, he went on to open the Shim Gum Do School in Boston at 112 
Boylston St. in May of 1976. Since that time, his following of students has grown 
significantly. 

Students who join Shim Gum Do are usually looking only for martial arts training, but as 
they advance, they begin to discover that body training alone is not enough. The true 
sophistication in the art is mind training. Without a consistent meditation practice, it is not 
possible to clearly retain the sword movements. With this realization, the interest in Zen 
practice grows, and students begin to participate in formal Zen practice. Essentially what 
happens is that many people who would never know Zen teaching and practice, find it. They 
understand that Shim Gum Do is not an art of violence or war against others, but against the 
demons of ignorance and pride. 

Shim Gum Do is made up of a myriad of forms and techniques using sword. Shin Boep, 
“Body Dharma,” the Karate style, also has a large number of techniques. There are two 
sword forms, long-stick forms, and short-stick forms, and an art called Ho Shin Sul, the 
Korean equivalent of Aikido. How is it possible for this one Master to possess so many 
techniques? He has a very good teacher. 
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899 

From the July 1978 Newsletter 

Dharma Teacher David Gerber of the Providence Zen Center was one of the students who 
accompanied Zen Master Seung Sahn on his tour of Europe, and he has begun to compile 
pictures, talks, poems, and other memorabilia for a book about the trip. Below are some of 
his impressions of Amsterdam, and then a poem by Soen Sa Nim about the city. 

Each city we visited in Europe was unique. Soen Sa Nim wrote poems about most of them. 
In Amsterdam we were given a warm welcome at the Kosmos, a state-supported meditation 
center offering a variety of alternative treats, from Zen, Yoga, and Tai Chi groups, to a 
vegetarian restaurant and the freedom to buy marijuana legally on the premises. Soen Sa 
Nim gave a talk to some ninety people, mostly young, who sat on the floor, laughed a lot, 
and quickly understood his teaching of Hit! While in Amsterdam, we joined an endless 
stream of people walking among the shops, around the canals, and even through the red-
light district, where ladies beckon from picture windows facing the street, all somehow with 
an air of innocence. 

Amsterdam  

May 5, 1978 

Many windmills, canals—freedom country. 
See freedom, hear freedom, 
Touch freedom, everything freedom. 
Money rolling, rolling — 
Get everything. 
Stone lion, wooden fox, steel snake, ice dog 
Shaking the cage of freedom, 
Singing a song together, 
“Want to get out! Want to get out!” 
Roar, roar! Yip, yip! Hiss, hiss! Woof, woof! 
Never-moving vanes of windmills, 
Sightseeing boat passes dancing buildings. 
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900 

From the July 1978 Newsletter 

Tahl Mah Sah Temple and Zen Center of Los Angeles 

Hello, hello, “yeo bo se-o,” from the Tahl Mah Sah Temple and Zen Center Family. 
Located in the heart of Los Angeles’ Korea Town, yup!!, this is a center where Korean 
Buddhists and American Zen students have become one family, one action, one mind; where 
high class and funky have merged to form Tahl Mah Sah. 

Tahl Mah means Dharma; Dharma has two meanings. One is the Dharma as in the Three 
Treasures: Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. The second meaning is the Mind Dharma of 
Bodhidharma. On March 30, 1974 in the Dharma Speech Soen Sa Nim gave at the 
Opening Ceremony for Tahl Mah Sah at the Kingsley Drive house, he said, “… opening 
Tahl Mah Sah is opening Dharma, and opening Dharma is opening Mind.” If you open the 
doors at 3505 West Olympic Boulevard, you will not see American, you will not hear 
Korean. 
Then what is it? 
KATZ!!! 
The sound of No Su Nim’s moktak smashes the bone of space. 

Tahl Mah Sah Temple first began on busy Olympic Boulevard in a small house across the 
street from a Der Weinerschnitzel Hot Dog stand only two blocks from its present location. 
In a couple of months it grew and with five or six regular members, it was able to incorporate 
on April 6th, 1973, and move to bigger and better quarters—a small store-front in an 
inconspicuous shopping center on 8th St. and Western Ave. By March of the following year, 
Tahl Mah Sah was able to purchase a beautiful two-story house on Kingsley Drive in the 
Mid-Wilshire District of L.A. 

Soon after Tahl Mah Sah’s move to Kingsley Drive, American students became aware of 
Soen Sa Nim’s visits to Los Angeles, and were interested in following his teaching, so a 
regular morning and evening practice was established. The Korean congregation also became 
interested in sitting meditation, and a special two-hour formal sitting every Saturday night 
was instituted for both American and Korean students. The Venerable Song Ryong Hearn 
visited during these days and gave wonderful teaching. 

As more and more American students became interested, it was agreed that American 
students could share the house with Tahl Mah Sah Temple. This was the beginning of Tahl 
Mah Sah Zen Center. In the summer of 1975, East Coast General Lincoln Rhodes joined 
forces with the people who were the first group of West Coast Dharma Teachers: Michael 
Hannon, Carl and Susan Haycock, Jack Jones, and Steve Eckhart, to occupy the house. 
However, the occupation was short-lived. Pressure from neighbors who disliked the sound of 
the moktak, and city officials—zoning was not correct for a temple—forced the sale of the 
building in the fall of 1976, and the forces were scattered. 
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A month and a half later, some members regrouped in two small apartment units on Beverly 
Boulevard. The upstairs unit became the Dharma Room (a 12 x 14 foot room with an altar 
and three large Buddha statues occupying one third of the space), kitchen, and living 
quarters for Un Dam Su Nim, (called No Su Nim meaning Honored Elder Monk), Soun So 
Rae, or Ajima, and Park Bo Sal Nim. The downstairs unit was living quarters for Soen Sa 
Nim; See Hoy Liau, Head Dharma Teacher and the only American student in residence, and 
whoever else happened by. It was also the Dharma Room for Saturday sittings and was used 
when our upstairs Dharma Room was not available. 

Dae Do Hyang Bo Sal Nim, meaning the Great True Way Bodhisattva, or Mrs.Jung Sun 
Kim, came every day from her West Los Angeles home (sometimes a bus-ride of one and a 
half hours each way) to organize, help and encourage everyone. Diana Clark came down 
from Berkeley K.B.C. Zen Center often to visit and help Soen Sa Nim when he was in Los 
Angeles, and provided a lot of guidance, encouragement and support as Tahl Mah Sah 
looked for a permanent home. 

Surprisingly, none of the other apartment-dwellers minded our continuing practice, and 
some were very interested. Because of the lack of space, Korean Sunday services were held at 
either Hangook Ilbo (Korean Daily News), or P. Piks Restaurant, belonging to Mr. Chun 
Sup Cho (Treasurer of Tahl Mah Sah). In each case, every Sunday, Buddha statues, altar, 
food, and no-ride Bo Sal Nims were transported to appointed location, set up, and then 
removed afterwards. Sometimes this was hard training, but mostly good fun and often very 
funny, interesting together action for everyone. 

In February, 1978, a wonderful thing happened. Heesok Park, James and Bridget Love, and 
Roger Peterson took the Five Precepts. We were getting stronger. Tahl Mah Sah Temple and 
Zen Center continued to operate out of Beverly Boulevard for about five months and then 
during the first week of March, 1978, after many ups and downs, arounds and arounds, we 
finally found our present location: three adjacent houses on the corner of Olympic Boulevard 
and Wilton Place. 

Then the work started. Korean and American students, side by side, every day demolished, 
repaired, and remodeled with the experienced Mr. Jong Mo Kim, Tahl Mah Sah Secretary, 
as our base director. Our together action was often tested by our opinions, and our likes and 
dislikes appearing and disappearing, only to rise again. But what was most important? We 
had six weeks, until April 8th when we would hold our Opening Ceremony, to complete the 
renovation work. Everyone had one goal, so what did we attain? 
KATZ!!! 
You must open the door of Tahl Mah Sah. 

Now Tahl Mah Sah operates from two of the three buildings—one is still leased to previous 
tenants. One building is maintained for Korean services, ceremonies, and cultural gatherings, 
and houses a Buddhist Art Gallery under the direction of Mr. D. L. Song, famous artist and 
calligrapher from Korea, and long-time friend of Soen Sa Nim’s. This is also the building 
where our great chanting Kwan Seum Bosal Master, Un Dam Su Nim, has recently begun a 
1000-day chanting retreat. Also living in this main temple is Ajima, who only cooks, cooks, 
cooks good food, and Park Bo Sal Nim, who only cleans, cleans, cleans. Mrs. Kim still comes 
every day in her usual Great Bo Sal way. 
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As a result of Soen Sa Nim’s encouragement, the Zen Center is now going full blast, with 
Mu Bul Su Nim, Abbot of the Providence Zen Center on loan for a year of laughs and 
guidance. Also living in the Zen Center is Kang Yang U Su Nim, Abbot of Wa Kwang Sah 
in Korea, and Master of Chinese Texts and Chinese Classic Temple style Kung-fu, and 
Seventh Dan Tae Kwan Do Master. Soon Youn Jeong Soo Su Nim, favored disciple of the 
eminent Zen Master So Ku San Su Nim, Abbot of Soeng Kwang Sah Temple in Korea, will 
also join the Zen Center. 

Add to the list above six more students, a Sunday School founded by Sumana Dharma with 
the help of Zen Center Housemaster Bridget Love and Susan Park, plus a lounge for 
members of the Korean Ladies Congregational Club, “Kwan Um Hae,” and then you have 
Tahl Mah, Dharma, only going straight—don’t know. 


