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Still Mind at 20 Years:
A Personal Reflection
by Sensei Janet Jiryu Abels

Still Mind Zendo was founded on a selfish act. I needed
a sangha to support my solo practice and, since none
existed, I formed one. Now, 20 years later, how grateful I
am that enough people wanted to come practice with each
other back then, for this same sangha has proved to be the
very rock of my continuing awakening.
We began sitting every Tuesday in the library of the
former Catholic Center at NYU, where I was a longtime
volunteer at the weekly soup kitchen. It was 1993, and a
year before I had begun Zen practice and study with Roshi
(then Sensei) Robert Jinsen Kennedy. He also had no
sangha of his own at the time, having received transmission only recently beforehand; he saw students for daisan

GATE and “Gate”
by Sensei Gregory Hosho Abels

It is an early October evening in 1997 in Chelsea, Manhattan. I am carrying a statue of the Buddha. It is heavy,
made of solid, cream colored marble in southern China,
circa 1915. I place it on an altar with water, flowers, and
incense, the Buddha signifying Not Two. It is official. A
thrilling step. I feel pride and gratitude that Still Mind
Zendo has a new home. This, after four itinerant years as
Greenwich Village Zen Community.
The space is a beautiful picture of what one thinks of
as a New York City art loft or studio complex. There are
polished, amber maple floors, original brick walls, and 22
feet of tall, south-facing windows. This will be our center
for primary sitting. The sign on the front door does not
indicate a zendo, though. It reads, “GATE, Gregory Abels
Training Ensemble.” GATE is the professional actor training conservatory I had founded a year earlier.
From then on, every Tuesday the student actors will
leave the studios clean when finished with their work (part
of their training) so that the work of the sangha can begin.

in a one-room zendo in Jersey City. So I invited folks
from a series of meditation sessions that Roshi had led at a
church in Manhattan, as well as people I was seeing in my
spiritual direction work who were interested in meditation.
We called ourselves Greenwich Village Zen Community
(GVZC) and Sensei Kennedy became our first teacher.
We sat on chairs or, in some cases, on toss pillows that
were strewn on the comfortable library sofa; there was no
altar, no daisan, only two periods of sitting with kin-hin
in between, along with some basic instruction. My major
enduring memory is that on most Tuesdays as we began
sitting at 7 pm, the chapel organist would begin his weekly
practice. The organ was on the other side of the library
wall so our sitting space was usually filled with Bach &
Co. Having come to Zen to “be in silence,” it drove me
rather crazy.
I didn’t have to worry too much, though, because after
a few months the staff told us the library was no longer
available. So we moved, literally down the street, to the
(cont. on pg 2)

An early sesshin at Our Lady’s Retreat House

I will leave my desk in whatever condition it’s in and make
the transition to Head Monk. I say, “leave,” but “letting go”
becomes a stringent part of my practice.
Practitioners will arrive from their jobs and become
Sangha. They will come in their shirtsleeves and enter into
our spirit of good will. Many will finally face their pain in
zazen. Many will come through our door nervous strangers; they have never been in a zendo before. Many will
never turn back. SMZ’s clear motto is developing: We do
not take ourselves seriously but we take the practice very
seriously.
We will stay at GATE until April 2004, when we will
move to our 1,700 square foot space on West 17th St., the
same square footage as GATE. Forms and organizational
details will continue to be tested.
Vincent Van Gogh wrote, “One may have a blazing
hearth in one’s soul and no one to come sit by it.” Well,
we have been sitting by each other now for 20 years. The
Buddha statue is still with us—a pleasing cream patina,
soft smile, and hand in the mudra of reassurance. I am 16
years wiser since I carried it to the altar. And we continue
together.

Friendly, Ordinar y, and Right
by Marisa Seishin Cespedes

After a few months of checking out other zendos in
NYC, I finally arrived at Still Mind Zendo. It was the fall
of 2002, and I made the decision to attend the Zen For Beginners instruction after visiting the SMZ website, which I
found truly relevant, simple, and inviting. At the time, the
introduction for newcomers was being held in the basement apartment of our teachers’ home in the West Village.
I vividly remember a sense of anxiety after ringing the
Abels’ doorbell, as I stood facing the unknown. While I
waited briefly on the street, several thoughts ran through
my mind in a flash: What on earth am I doing here? What
kind of place is this? What should I expect? Should I run
away?
This train of thought halted as the door opened and
Julia McEvoy, one of the instructors, greeted me with a
warm welcome. She signed me in, gave me some guidelines and took me to a small room facing a backyard.
There were a few zabutons on the floor, and we worked
together on trying different types of cushions, what my
posture would be, things like that. She then introduced me
to Sensei Janet, who taught me how to focus on my breath,
either by counting it with each inhalation and exhalation
or by mindfully following it. Afterwards, we meditated in
intervals for a few minutes, in order to get the mechanics
of the practice in place. Before I knew it, the evening was
over—and to my happy surprise, it felt friendly, ordinary,
and right.
(cont. from pg 1)
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(then) Washington Square Methodist Church. The pastor
was a colleague from my days in the anti-nuclear movement and he was glad to receive the small fee we offered
for use of the rectory. The space now gave us the chance to
further develop a zendo and to do that we needed mats. So
I went to Canal Street, bought foam rubber, black material,
and glue, and made a number of the mats which we
still use to this day. We would set up a little altar, which we
broke down after each Tuesday sitting, and we’d schlepp
altar and mats and a few zafus back to my home three
blocks away.
The place had one major drawback, however. Just as
Sensei began the Dharma talk at 8 pm, the Alcoholics
Anonymous meeting downstairs began their “support and
encouragement” section, during which folks told their
stories of recovery. So every five minutes or so, there’d
be this big blast of applause practically drowning him
out. Unwanted “noise” had reared its head again! But we
had nowhere else to go and the applause became part of
the ritual, so to speak, until, after a year and a half, other
factors (such as the church needing the room for its own
growing activities) forced us to move once again.
Not wanting to leave out any Village denomination
(!), we moved to the parish house of St. John’s Lutheran
Church on Christopher Street. We had a nice space on
the lower floor with, lo and behold, an actual closet of our
own! No more schlepping. The sangha grew slowly, the
forms became more solid, daisan could be offered by

The initial apprehension I felt about undertaking my
first Zen step dissipated somehow. I was encouraged to
practice at home for at least five minutes a day, and to
attend formal sitting with the entire sangha the following
week.
As I entered the space on West 27th Street, I felt a
strong sense of warmth and community, and was greeted
with broad smiles and deep bows by several sangha members. Numerous people asked me my name, others helped
me find a cushion,
and some guided
me inside the zendo,
where I was assigned
a spot to sit. The
lights were dim, the
room looked sober,
and it felt cozy. The
most moving moment
for me was at the
end, when the jitsu
made announcements
Sangha room on Washington Place
and welcomed me
by speaking my name. I can still see people smiling and
bowing to me, and hear their warm, crisp, and unexpected
applause.
With all of this in mind, I continue to find the presence
of newcomers at SMZ very nurturing and inspiring. It
always brings me back to the beginning, where thousands
of possibilities arise, where life truly is.
Sensei because there was another small space downstairs… in short, GVZC was thriving. Above all, the
people who came to sit regularly were discovering the
strengths of communal Zen practice as a necessary support
for waking up.
Things were good at the zendo—except for one thing.
The upstairs apartment of the parish house was rented to
a voice coach, and each Tuesday, at 6:55 pm, a student
sang an aria from the opera “Madame Butterfly”—and he
always tried to reach the last note. After a while, everyone
in the zendo was totally focused on this last note. Will
he make it—this time? He never did, and I regret to say
that we sometimes couldn’t contain our laughter as we sat
there, waiting for formal zazen to begin. It was the most
“exciting” preparation for sitting that I’ve had in my many
years of Zen practice.
After a year and a half, Gregory opened his acting
studio (GATE) on West 27th Street in 1997 and, of course,
offered us a space for our Tuesday sitting. We changed our
name to Still Mind Zendo after a memorable brainstorming session, and at GATE we remained (with the addition
in 2001 of a second small zendo in our home for daily
sitting) for many fruitful years until our move to West 17th
Street in 2004.
Was there any noise at GATE? Of course! A Kung Fu
studio a few floors below did their thing with lots of grunts
on Tuesday evenings but, I’m happy to say, my practice
had evolved enough by that time that it didn’t even bother
me. Everything changes.

M e m o r i e s O f Tw o St u d e n t s
by Roshi Robert Jinsen Kennedy

I first met Janet at Xavier High School in New York. She
was one of a hundred curious people who came together
to listen to a talk about Zen. When the talk was over, Janet
stood in front of me and declared that she was ready for
Zen practice. Indeed she was. What matters for the growth
of Zen is not the number of people who come to listen to a
Zen lecture. What matters for the growth of Zen is someone
like Janet.
I remember Janet coming every week to Jersey City for
koan work. I recall her going up and down a kin-hin line,
relentlessly, until the participants walked as one. I laugh
thinking of the man in Texas who came to me during a sesshin and said of Janet, “Your head monk!” I said, “Yes?”
He said, “No one ever spoke to me that way since I was in
the army!” I said, “You deserved it.” I also remember Janet
telling a student to raise the bar. The student replied that
she raised the bar yesterday. Janet said, “That was yesterday.”
And that was Janet! She brought strength and integrity
to every day of her practice. She raised the bar for herself
and for all her students, and settled for nothing less than
an excellent performance. I gave Janet the Dharma name
“compassionate dragon” – the symbol in China for creative
energy and life giving teaching.
I first met Gregory at his farm, Seven Meadows. What
struck me first about him was the sound of his voice. I
thought that this voice was made for the theatre. Later I
learned that Gregory was a master teacher of theatre and

Brave Warriors
by Julia McEvoy

I came to Still Mind Zendo in late September 1997 by
way of an invitation from my then-spiritual director, Janet
Abels. The extent of my knowledge of Zen was that it was
a popular meditation form from Japan where people sat on
the floor. After that first evening sitting, I went home and
repeated parts of the talk on “no-self” to my husband. He
said, “So what does that mean?” I said, “I don’t know, but I
like it.”
Within two weeks, the zendo packed to move to GATE.
Before leaving St. John’s Lutheran, we sat in a small circle
after zazen and Janet suggested “Still Mind Zendo” as a
new name for the group. There was silence as we listened to
the sound of the name within our own minds. Then Miriam
Healy, the Head Monk, gave such an enthusiastic “yes” that
we all agreed in a nanosecond. What did I know? I had
never been in a zendo before, let alone named one!
Sensei Robert Jinsen Kennedy came from Jersey City
every Tuesday to meditate with us, give a dharma talk, and
hold daisan. I still have many memories of Sensei Kennedy
(now Roshi Kennedy) from those early GATE days. For
example, at the beginning of my first ever daisan he assured
me that this was not Catholic confession. To my relief, it
wasn’t. Then there was the time that Sensei returned from
daisan, walked up the center of the mat rows, stopped

taught students who came to him from all over the country.
But theatre was not all there was to Gregory. I remember
him as a lover of classical music, especially Mahler. I recall
that in spite
of his obvious personal
strength he
was courteous and
deferential
with others
in conversation. He
reminded me
of Newman’s
definition
The Abels with Roshi Kennedy of a gentleman. This sensitivity appeared in his poetry when he wrote,
“Today the sky is different – we each cry in our own way.”
I remember Gregory as a good companion on Zen trips to
Texas, to Southern Dharma Centre, and to Louisiana, where
he found time to listen to fellow travelers and share a single
malt scotch, which he insisted on paying for.
I named Gregory “the sound of the Dharma.” I had in
mind the words of Robert Frost on “the sound of sense,”
when words are used not to make sense but to engage our
meaning making habits. I had in mind the sound of rain
falling when I read another poem of Gregory’s: “Nothing
repeated never never never.”
in front of a student, and pointed his finger to where the
sitter’s eyes should be resting. He did not move until the
person finally got it. To me it was both a serious and tender
teaching. I also remember the time he walked into the
zendo from daisan and congratulated us on-the-spot for the
beauty of the kin-hin line. Such heartfelt encouragement for
a budding Zen group. Such generosity to break the silence
with words for the sake of a teachable moment.
The zendo was left to Janet Abels’ care when Sensei
Kennedy was in daisan. He often reminded us that he got
to be “the kind one” in daisan and depended on Janet to be
strict and tough in the zendo. That she was. Her frequent
monitoring admonitions were “Sit strong!” and “You are
stronger than you think you are.” Every Tuesday night
when I returned home, my husband would ask, “Did you
sit strong or were you thrown out?” I thought it was just a
matter of time before I would be asked to leave. During one
sitting I kept sliding forward no matter how still I tried to
be. By the end of the 25 minutes, I was sitting on the floor
in front of my zafu, not on it. But no one said anything. And
once as I sat down after kin-hin, I missed the zafu completely and landed on my neighbor’s mat with outstretched
legs in the air! But no one said anything.
Zen Master Hakuin Zenji (1686-1768), referring to a
particular koan, is quoted as saying, “Waiting for a brave
warrior by setting a high price.” At Still Mind Zendo in
those early years, a high price was set and brave warriors
showed up – as they continue to do so today.
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Clockwise from top left: space at St. John’s; Zen Council; GATE; painting the 17th St. zendo; an early sesshin at Seven Meadows

Join us!

Celebrate Still Mind’s 20th Anniversary
~~ Sunday, April 6, 2014 ~~
3:30 pm – 6:30 pm
in the SoHo neighborhood of Manhattan
Please call the zendo to RSVP
or for more information
212-414-3128
All welcome.
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It’s the People

break. In that apartment, Jean Gallagher and Peter McRobbie gave their first talks as senior students, and Julia McEvoy arranged a birthday celebration for Sensei Janet, on a
I came to Still Mind as a young man of 61 and am now
Saturday morning in March.
enjoying my 77th year with a great deal of gratitude for the
Most of all, I remember Peggy Grote, who was an enyears I’ve spent practicing with all the wonderful people
dearing lady with lots of Irish charm and wit, and who easI’ve met at the zendo – some who are still sitting with us,
ily falls into the category of one of life’s most unforgettable
some who are not.
women. A wonderful person, and I loved her dearly.
In February of 1997,
One Saturday morning
after my wife Elaine and
after a sit at the Abels’, Elaine
I attended a lecture given
and I went to breakfast with
by Fr. Robert Kennedy
Rosemary Shields, who
at Xavier High School in
taught us the proper way to
Manhattan, we were invited
eat pancakes by putting maple
to sit with a small group
syrup next to the pancake and
that gathered every week.
then dipping. She has made
So we ventured out on a
the practice (and eating panrainy Tuesday night (seems
cakes) fun. Sr. Eileen Brady,
like it’s always raining on
a Maryknoll nun, came to a
Kin-hin at Our Lady’s Retreat House
Tuesday) and found ourSaturday Zazenkai once, and
selves in the church hall of St. John’s Lutheran on Christobecause of the limited space, her mat ended up right outside
pher Street, where the Greenwich Village Zen Community
the bathroom. We quickly found a new use for a shoji
was meeting. Miriam Healy greeted us at the door. With her screen.
warm greeting – and the practice – we were hooked.
We moved from GATE on a (rainy) Tuesday, to West
When we left St John’s, we changed our name to Still
17th St., sixth floor. We turned Mark Rubin’s Volvo staMind Zendo and moved to GATE. It was then that I met
tion wagon into our moving van and packed it solid to the
Julia McEvoy, whom I remember greeting in the coatroom. roof. Alain Mentha and Jennifer Strong manned the freight
I told her that “Julia” was one of my favorite names, as it
elevator and ran the move like a military operation.
was my grandmother’s. We have been friends ever since.
There are many wonderful and touching memories I
On Saturday mornings we met in the Abels’ rental aparthave, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t also acknowledge the
ment. It was a small, warm, and loving environment to
time, effort, and financial support that the Abels have given
practice in. While painting the space with Jean Gallagher, I
to Still Mind Zendo over these past 20 years. Their generosremember her kind compassion in suggesting we take a
ity knows no bounds.
Tom Hakuyo Carney

Nothing Fancy
by Jean Seiwa Gallagher

My coming to sit at Still Mind Zendo something over
twelve years ago began, in a manner of speaking, with
standing on my head. Like many practitioners before me,
I arrived at sitting meditation through the gate of hatha
yoga. It was yoga class where I first heard someone say:
Be present right now, in this moment, even in this crazy
position. Keep breathing. See what you notice. After my
yoga teacher began inviting teachers in her Tibetan Buddhist lineage to give talks and instruction in meditation, I
knew I wanted to sit, and I knew I wanted a teacher, but
who? Where?
Eventually I read a short article by Roshi Robert Jinsen Kennedy, SJ, about the relation between zazen and
prayer. Hmmm… a Jesuit priest who’s a Zen roshi. You’d
think that for someone like me, who’d been running full
tilt from a Catholic upbringing for decades, the very idea
of practicing Zen with a Catholic priest would have been
anathema. But there was no getting away from the fact that
for me, the cultural references of a spiritual practice born
and raised in Asia were sometimes strange and alienating,
no matter how much I felt the vital tug of the teachings.
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Somehow, the notion of sitting with someone who also
had the vocabulary of Catholicism lodged deep in his brain
cells, as I did, seemed to make sense.
I saw that Roshi Kennedy was affiliated with a zendo
in New York City, located on 27th St. My first thought
when I saw Janet Abels at the zendo was: this lady doesn’t
look like a Zen master, whatever that’s supposed to look
like. No robes, nothing fancy. And this sangha doesn’t
look like a bunch of Zen monks, either. Instead, what I
saw was a group of really normal-looking people, people
with jobs like teacher and social worker and construction
contractor. But I could also feel the very palpable power of
their concentration and commitment, as well as a kind of
simplicity and warmth and ease of manner that made me
feel at home.
And home it remains. As the sangha has grown and
changed, one thing has remained constant: the no-nonsense dedication that our teachers and all the members of
this remarkable sangha have to the practice of becoming
more human, more alive, more awake. I couldn’t be
more grateful.

The Plums Blossom

Still.

by Neal Kakuju Griebling

In 1989, Tim Kennedy, Barry Lavery,
and I came together through a mutual friend
to sit zazen in my Pittsburgh basement.
Several months later, my wife Bev, who had
never expressed interest in Zen up to that
point, came downstairs and asked to sit with
us. Together we formed Stillpoint, one of
the first Zen centers in Pittsburgh.
Over the next 15 years, we invited some
of the most respected Zen teachers in
America to lead weekend retreats. Several
were Japanese with impressive resumes.
Stillpoint grew to over 30 members, including one Carrie Abels, who was working as
a reporter at the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.
Carrie wondered if Stillpoint members
might like to invite her mother to lead a
retreat at Stillpoint.
None of us had heard of Janet Abels at
that time, which was around 2001. However, the sangha had not committed to any
single teacher and we felt comfortable
inviting Janet based on Carrie’s recommendation. That decision was to have a huge
impact on Stillpoint and its membership.
I’ve sat retreats with more than 20 different Zen teachers, including Diane Martin
of the Udumbara Zen Center in Evanston,
who certified me as a Zen chaplain after five
years of study. In daisan with Janet, however, I felt the scrim of separation dissolve.
Transparency. I walked away shaking my
head in wonder.
It was a connection that could not be
denied. And I was not alone. A number of
us felt the same way. We wanted more of
Janet’s teaching, and the majority of the
board even wanted to invite sensei to be our
teacher. However, Janet made it very clear
that she expected a commitment, a serious
commitment to practice. The board minority
and most of the membership were not ready
for that level of commitment.
So Bev, Tim, Jackie Apone, and I left
Stillpoint in September 2005 and Plum
Blossom Zendo was born.
When the old plum tree suddenly opens,
The world of blossoming flowers arises.
At the moment when the world of
blossoming flowers arises,
Spring arises.
-- Dogen
Tim and Jackie opened their attic to us
and we created a lovely space for practice
in the Squirrel Hill neighborhood of Pitts-

News from Still Mind Zendo

burgh. But by 2005 there were more Zen
centers in Pittsburgh than when we’d established Stillpoint. Our sangha grew slowly.
People came and went.
Through it all, Sensei demanded our commitment. But she has matched our efforts
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and then some. Twice a year, in spring and
fall, she comes to Pittsburgh to lead weekend retreats, both in our zendo and at the
Chatham Village Clubhouse, where Bev and
I live. And each year we journey to Garrison Institute for weekend sesshin, or Seven
Meadows Farm for week-long sesshin.
We are a small sangha. With such a small
group, it’s easy to get on one another’s
nerves, but we have used Council Practice
to guide us through stormy waters. As a
Zen chaplain, I was touched when Tim
and Jackie asked me to officiate at their
wedding. Tim was later chosen as Plum
Blossom’s jitsu, and two of our members
recently received jukai.
From Stillpoint to Still Mind, it’s been a
long ride, a challenging ride, yet a deeply
satisfying one. We are grateful to be an
integral part of the Still Mind family and to
honor 20 years of deep practice. Janet and
Gregory have built a legacy that, through
Marisa and other Dharma Holders to come,
will live on.

Council
President:
Marisa Seishin Cespedes
Vice President:
Gregory Hosho Abels
Secretary:
Jean Seiwa Gallagher
Treasurer:
Tom Hakuyo Carney
Spiritual Director:
Janet Jiryu Abels
Carrie Kishin Abels
Charlotte Jisen Alexander
Julia McEvoy
Ken Doshin Pierce
Ben Shelton

Submissions of articles
and poetry for Still. should be
sent to:
info@stillmindzendo.org

Please consider a donation to SMZ
as we look forward to our next 20 years
Name:____________________________
Address: __________________________
__________________________________
Amount: $_________
Please make check payable to Still Mind
Zendo.
Our mailing address is on the back cover.
Thanks to all those over the years who have
sustained our zendo through deeds and donations.

Still Mind Zendo
37 W. 17th Street
New York, N.Y. 10011
Phone 212-414-3128
info@stillmindzendo.org
www.stillmindzendo.org
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Still Mind Zendo Schedule
Zendo Closed
Sundays and
Mondays

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Evening Sitting
Arrive 6:40 P.M.
Sitting 7:00-9:00

Morning Sitting
Arrive 7:20 A.M.
Sitting 7:30-8:30

Morning Sitting
Arrive 7:20 A.M.
Sitting 7:30-8:30

Morning Sitting
Arrive 7:20 A.M.
Sitting 7:30-8:30

Morning Sitting
Arrive 8:55 A.M.
Sitting 9:00-10:40

Evening Sitting
Arrive 6:40 P.M.
Sitting 7:00-9:00
For First-Time Visitors
to Still Mind Zendo
Whether you are new to sitting
or have a long-held practice,
please call Still Mind Zendo at
(212) 414-3128 prior to visiting the zendo for the first time.
For first-time Zen practitioners, we ask that you attend
our Introduction to Zen workshop (see below).

About Becoming a Member
Membership is an option for
those who have decided to
make a longer-term commitment to their Zen practice with
SMZ. Further information on
membership can be found on
the Membership Registration
Form available at the zendo or
on our website.

Introduction to Zen
On the 1st and 3rd Tuesday of
each month the zendo offers
newcomers an Introduction to
Zen workshop. Please visit
our website for details or call
us for a brochure.

Monthly Calender:
For a detailed monthly
calender/schedule please see
our website. Go to: www.stillmindzendo.org and click on
the link “Programs”.

Extended Sittings
Weekend Sesshin:
dates to be announced
–at Garrison Institute


Registration
for all events
Please contact the zendo or
visit the website for event
information and registration.

Zazenkai (all day sitting):
May 10 (September October
and December 2014 dates to be
announced)

Zendo Location & Contact Info
Still Mind Zendo
37 W. 17th Street, 6th floor
New York, N.Y. 10011
Between 5th & 6th Avenues

Sesshin in the City:
April 11-13, 2014
–at Still Mind Zendo, NYC

Telephone: (212) 414-3128.
info@stillmindzendo.org
www.stillmindzendo.org

Week Sesshin, 2014
June 1-7, 2014
June 22-28 2014
–at Seven Meadows Farm

