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News from Still Mind Zendo

WHAT IS THAT SOUND?
by Sensei Gregory Hosho Abels

You don’t hear it quite the same when you are a
part of it. If, for some reason, you are in the sangha
room when it is going on, or outside the old barn at
Seven Meadows, you realize what it is not. It is not
Japanese, not Chinese, not male, not female, not
Gregorian, not Gospel. You cannot call it cerebral.
There is a joy in it. The unity of human voices. A
rare soundscape. In the chanting, you are hearing
the beauty of commitment. You are hearing the
unity of body, heart and mind. Your colleagues are
holding aloft, hailing, a sutra or a vow. Perhaps
they are being nourished by the words, are tasting
them -- those phrases, reverberating with energy, a
giving energy. You are reminded that at Still Mind,
you chant fully, or not at all. And you are thankful
to be a part of such community.
As those of us who traveled to China on SMZ’s trip
recently learned, practitioners at Chan (Zen) Buddhist monasteries in China today are usually guided
by only one koan. The koan favored at the 8thcentury Chan master Mazu’s old Dharma seat in
Baofeng is: WHO IS CHANTING THE NAME OF
BUDDHA? (The koan was posted on this column
in a meeting hall, and throughout the monastery.)
The daily lives of the monks there are infused with
this question because much of their ritual involves
chanting, over and over, “Amitabh Buddha”-- Buddha of Infinite Light, namu-amida-budsu.
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A quick answer to this koan would be that Buddha is
chanting the name of Buddha because we all, without exception, have Buddha nature. However, the
question cannot be answered with words because it
brings us face to face with the notion of self. If we
stay with the question daily over a period of time
while continuing to chant, we begin to realize that
the question cannot withstand a self-centered approach. The “who” in question is neither a convention nor a mystery. When we see this, what do we
do? We continue to stay with our chanting and the
question. Nothing is really extraordinary.

REFLECTIONS ON CHANTING
The Opera of Zen
A number of spiritual paths express their meaning
through opera or operatic song, with one or more
people vocalizing different themes on meaning and
existence. Mozart’s “Requiem” comes to mind as
arguably one of the most potent expressions of this.
The focus expands outward to a supreme being apart
from oneself.

with this fear. I stop the running away of my mind,
breathe, become present with the bell, and begin, slow
and steady. If it comes with my breath, it is solid. I
can’t rush. It is exhilarating and empowering, chanting with the sangha.
				
- Ronde Bradley

In Zen, we, too, have our spiritual opera. The Gatha
of Repentance, The Heart Sutra, the Great Vows,
the Gatha on Opening the Sutra, the Evening Gatha.
These vocalized expressions focus not outward, but
inward, into present awareness and our Buddha
nature.

Chanting as Community

To enjoy the privilege of vocalizing these chants is a
great gift that helps me in a special way to be with the
sounds and to realize I’m chanting the meaning of my
existence. In a real sense, there’s nothing more to seek
out, nothing more to yearn for, because it’s all here.
				

-Hank Walshak

The Voice Deep Within
In order to have a deeper understanding of Zen practice and a better comfort level with it, I recently began
wanting to try all the service positions at the zendo.
Chanting was the high point, the ultimate practice! It
required a powerful voice and presence. It was also
the practice I resisted the most. I felt it to be painfully
slow; sometimes I would fall asleep in the middle of
a chant. It was easy for me to lose the meaning when
resting on a syllable.
But I asked to be considered. I wanted to be trained
for chanting and was delighted and terrified to know
that chanters were needed. Sensei Gregory gave me
a chanting lesson and I knew I had to be present and
voice the chant from deep within my belly.
Fear was, and is, always there when I lead chants now.
The fear of forgetting words, starting the wrong chant,
forgetting to chant. However, I do not have to engage
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The first time I chanted along with the sangha, I
remember having a heightened sense of awareness of
what was being said. The Gatha of Repentance was
especially meaningful, as I experienced (and still do)
a real sense of compassion for myself and others. The
act of verbalizing these lines, along with others, only
makes the sensation stronger. For me, just reading
these words from a book, by myself, wouldn’t do the
trick.
“Town crier” is how Sensei Gregory describes the
chant leader’s role during training. This struck me as
a great analogy. It invokes the community spirit of the
zendo and at the same time encourages immediacy
and stresses the importance of what is being chanted.
It also conjures the image of chant leader as fellow
citizen: not above or superior to my fellow beings.
The first time as chant leader my mind initially went
blank; I wished I had kept a cheat-sheet under my
zafu. I managed to get through most of the evening
without a mistake until I got to the Evening Gatha.
Of course, this being the one where you are on your
own, there is more at stake. When it was over and the
sangha was lining up to put away cushions, Sensei
Gregory pointed out that I had missed a verse. I hadn’t
even realized it. It was yet another example of the
necessity of mindfulness during service and the importance of continually raising the bar on my practice.
Like setting up the altar when opening the zendo - one
of my first service jobs - attention must be paid to the
details when chanting, details such as timing, pitch,
tone, volume, and pacing. Chanting impresses on me
why we must have “form” in our practice.
				
- Matt Beck

Traveling between remote
mountain hilltops and bustling city centers, past endless miles of rice fields and
through vast tangles of urban
development, 17 practitioners from Still Mind Zendo,
Plum Blossom Zendo and
elsewhere visited notable
sites associated with Zen’s
early development in southern China. The two-week
trip in September 2012 was
led by poet and translator
Bill Porter and included
stops at the temple sites of
Yunmen, Matsu, Huineng,
Baizhang and others. Photos
by Sensei Gregory Hosho
Abels.
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Bowing: First and Last
by Cynthia Brown

The rituals we follow during the regular zazen service involve
more than a dozen small and large movements, from the cupping and raising of the hands in gassho, to the careful placement of the feet in kin-hin, to the placement of the incense
where it stands on the altar. Circling and containing these
gestures is another one, beautiful and simple, very particular
to Buddhism in its meaning, and that is the bow.
Whenever I bow, I feel I am addressing the Buddha – but
also, am bowing to no one and nothing, just bowing. The
Zen bow is not, as in Christianity, a gesture of submission. In
some forms of Buddhism it is a radical gesture of no-self, as
when certain monks bow with every step on their pilgrimages
to holy places; in Korean Zen it is common for practitioners
to make 100 bows in a ceremony. During some key processes
of Zen, such as the dharma transmission in our lineage, bowing is a sustained element. But we bow to punctuate our normal ceremony – among other things, to mark our entrance to
the zendo, the beginning and the end of our zazen. The bow is
one of the ways we connect with the Buddha’s teaching of the
paramita of patience and the paramita of right action.
We enter the zendo; with our bowing to the jisha and the altar, the silence descends upon us. We walk in silence to where
our zafu has been placed; we bow to the zafu, and

Dharma Behind Bars
by Tim Kennedy

Well, it’s Monday morning, 8 am, and I’m off to the Allegheny County Jail near downtown Pittsburgh. This is a recently
added element of my Zen practice. I go to the jail – which
houses low-level offenders, many of whom are awaiting sentencing – to conduct a Zen sitting service.
It began about a year ago, when I attended a meeting of the
Buddhist Peace Fellowship, a national organization that was
starting a Pittsburgh chapter. During that meeting it was mentioned that one of the practices that BPF does is visit prisoners. Instantly I knew that this was the practice for me. I made
sure that we took action to make the jail visitations happen,
and another BPF member joined me in the effort.
There are quite a number of hoops you have to jump through
to get to volunteer, such as getting background checks and
approval by the chaplain. Then you’re there. Sometimes we
have eight guys attending, sometimes only two. We chat for a
few minutes and wait to see who will show up.
Next: Qigong in the style that we do at Still Mind summer
retreats and zazenkais. The group is especially fond of the
qigong. And the level of anxiety quiets down. Next: Sit for
20 minutes. Next: Walk for 10 minutes. We end with about
15 minutes of discussion.
Because of how quiet the sitting gets, I feel that it’s a worthwhile sitting – both for them and for me. The same is true for
the walking practice: I get a lot out of it and feel that the guys
do, too. In my practice at Plum Blossom Zendo, I
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then to the person or place in front of or behind us, and then
bow again straight across the floor; in this way we recognize
how the zafu and our neighbors support our sitting. We bow
in a standing version of the teacher’s prostration to mark the
beginning of the ceremony. And when the ceremony ends,
we bow behind the teacher again, to recognize our common
thanks for Buddha, dharma and sangha.
Often, I feel I am not giving the bow sufficient care, the care
it merits; the bow should be carried out slowly (though not
too slowly), with at least the same attention that we give to
sitting straight or placing the foot in kin-hin. We feel every
bow before it starts. Every bow begins with intent deep in
the belly and extends to 45 degrees, with straight back and
straight neck. Every bow is an expression of our engagement
in the ritual. It marks the beginning; it indicates the end.
I’ve made bowing a special element of my practice lately.
Not in the sense of performing multiple prostrations, but rather, by giving special attention to how I am bowing. With this,
I hope to inject into my practice an extra care for this humble
and beautiful part of our zazen, which is often overlooked.
There is a gatha on bowing that makes me especially mindful: “Bowing and being bowed, nature is empty,“ it says. “My
body and others’ bodies are not two.” When we bow, with
correct attention, we are being bowed. We are just
bowing.

usually sit with people my own age, which is over 60. But
these guys at the jail are young. It’s refreshing to sit with
people who have never sat before and who ask “new” questions. They’re curious about any practice that is different.
And they’re so grateful for the books we bring.
On a recent occasion, while we were in the middle of our
sitting, a very loud, irritating alarm went off throughout the
jail. But we all sat quietly through it. Then we proceeded to
kin-hin, then back to the chairs to talk. I remarked how good
it was that we kept the silence through that alarm. I don’t remember sitting through anything like that before; it taught me
that Zen can be practiced even in the midst of great noise.
Many times after the 20-minute sit, I can discern the difference – it is really quiet and calm within the group. The “jail
tension” has diminished noticeably. It is wholesome. I’m glad
to be a part of it – to be sharing in it. The guys are very appreciative of the service, very sincere with their bows.
Before this, I hadn’t really given much thought to the fact
that there are many tools in the Zen tradition that are useful for people whose behavior has landed them where they
don’t want to be. (Isn’t that true for us sometimes, too – that
we don’t want to be where we landed?) When I began, I also
would have thought that to offer meditation practice is not
likely to be appreciated, because my family and most of my
friends do not practice Zen. But in the prison I’ve found the
opposite to be true – it is very much appreciated.
Tim Kennedy is a senior student and a member of Plum
Blossom Zendo, SMZ’s affiliate sangha in Pittsburgh.

Sangha News
On February 20, 2012, Sensei Janet
and Sensei Gregory, along with Sensei
Bruce Blackman of Clare Sangha in
Baltimore, received Denkai. The transmission was given by Sensei Joshin
O’Hara of Village Zendo and allows the
newly installed lay preceptors to give
Jukai (give the precepts) to others. Until
recently, lay Zen teachers could not give
Jukai – the act was reserved only for
ordained Zen priests. This transmission
places Still Mind Zendo at the forefront
of a new chapter of Zen in the West.
Shortly after receiving Denkai, our
teachers embarked on their first Jukai
program with six of their students and,
on November 13, 2012, officiated at
their first Jukai. Congratulations to the
six recipients: Dan Kanmyo Cullen,
Kirstin Daikatsu Broderick, Matthias
Esho Birk, Ronde Jimon Bradley,
Max Monshin Gyllenhaal, and Ken
Doshin Pierce.
Tom Carney writes: “It was a Saturday
afternoon, with a bright blue Cape Cod
sky overhead. Elaine and I were driving
up Route 6 from our campsite in North
Truro and we stopped at a garage sale.
Next to the garage sale sign was another
sign: House for Sale – fully furnished.
We didn’t buy a thing at the sale but we
did buy #85, the house. We have been
looking for a summer house on Cape
Cod for 40 years, and when we saw this
one, we knew it was ‘it.’ If you ever find
yourself in Wellfleet, Mass., on a sunny
summer day, come see us. We will have
tea, then sit for 25 minutes on a wonderful deck overlooking pine woods.”
Rob Linehan and Noriko Sugawara
were engaged in 2012 and plan to
marry this fall. In addition, Rob recently
launched his own business, Robert J.
Linehan Studio, located in Long Island
City. His work is in the conservation and
restoration of fine antiques and custom
and period finishes.

Still.

Myriam Miedzian, a non-fiction writer,
has a website—myriammiedzian.com—
on which her publications are posted.
She invites sangha members to pay a
visit. Comments are welcome.
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Charlotte Alexander reports that she
retired at the end of February, the same
month when her grandson, Sam, turned
2. Thanks to medical advances and good
care, Sam is doing well despite being
born with CAH, a rare congenital disease.
Bruce Kennedy recently became engaged to his long-time girlfriend, Carolyn Harada. They plan to buy an apartment on the Upper West Side and marry
in the spring.

Still Mind Zendo is a nonsectarian Zen community in the Soto/
Rinzai lineage of the White Plum
Asangha. Founded in 1994. Still
Mind Zendo is incorporated as a
not-for-profit organization in the
State of New York and run by a
Council (the Board of Directors)
made up of SMZ members.
Council
President:
Marisa Seishin Cespedes
Vice President:
Gregory Hosho Abels
Secretary:
Cynthia Zuiyu Brown
Treasurer:
Tom Hakuyo Carney
Spiritual Director:
Janet Jiryu Abels

A New Teacher is Announced
On January 29, 2013, on the first evening of winter ango, Sensei Janet
announced that
senior student
and jitsu, Marisa
Seishin Cespedes,
had been named
a Dharma Holder,
the first step towards becoming a
fully transmitted
Zen teacher. Marisa is Sensei Janet’s
first dharma successor.

Carrie Kishin Abels
Jean Seiwa Gallagher
Juan Garcia De Oteyza
Julia McEvoy
Ken Doshin Pierce
Mark Daiyu Rubin
Ben Shelton

The title “Dharma Holder” was created by the founder of our White Plum
lineage, Maezumi Roshi. It allows
a student to give dharma talks and
daisan during an ‘apprentice stage’
before full transmission. The length
of this period is not set but is usually
around two years. During this time,
Marisa will continue in her koan
work with Sensei Janet while also
carrying out some of her new responsibilities. Congratulations, Marisa!

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

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

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 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).
*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.

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
membership can be found on
the Membership Registration
Form available at the zendo or
on our website.
Monthly Calender:
For a detailed monthly
calender/schedule please see
our website. Go to: www.stillmindzendo.org and click on
the link “Programs”.

Evening Sitting
Arrive 6:40 P.M.
Sitting 7:00-9:00
Extended Sittings
Weekend Sesshin:
March 1-3, 2013
–at Garrison Institute


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

Zazenkai (all day sitting):
January 12, February 2, May
11; September, October and
December 2013 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 12-14, 2013
–at Still Mind Zendo, NYC
Week Sesshin, 2013
June 9-15, 2013
July 14-20, 2013

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

