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Shasta Abbey is a Soto Zen Buddhist monastery.  Soto Zen is a school of Buddhism that 

traces its roots to a thirteenth century monk named Eihei Dogen who brought Zen Buddhism to 
Japan from China.  This monastery in particular was founded in 1970 by a British woman who 
converted to Buddhism, trained in Japan, and then came to the United States.  Her monastic 
name is Jiyu-Kennett (born Peggy Kennett), and her influence there is still strongly felt.  The 
monastery practices what it calls “Serene Reflection Meditation.” 
 

The monastery is located near Mt. Shasta right next to I-5.  My first impression of it from 
the road was that it didn’t look like much.  All you see is a chain link fence with a narrow gate 
that opens up to allow cars to drive in to a wooded area.  Set back a ways past the gate, the end 
of a single dark brown barracks-style building is visible.  Once you get inside the compound you 
see there’s a lot more to it, but everything is spread out through a fairly thickly wooded pine 
forest so there is no immediate impression of a really big institution. 

The size of the institution becomes more evident when you look at a map of the place. 
There are about twenty buildings, not including utility structures, spread out over a sixteen-acre 
campus.  Connecting all these buildings is an impressive network of covered concrete-floor 
walkways.  

Nothing has the appearance of being elaborate or expensive.  There are a few modestly 
sized but ornate shrines, and a large Stupa (memorial obelisk) in honor of the monastery founder, 
but the buildings are all wood and of typical house-quality construction.  Even the walkways 
look somehow home-made -- 4x4 and 6x4 uprights set into half-buried deck-foundation pyramid 
blocks, with metal roofs and the same metal as a wall along one side of the walkway as 
protection against the wind. 

You get to know these walkways very well, because the sixteen acre campus is in the 
shape of a long narrow strip and the three focal points of the retreat are spread across two-thirds 
of the length of it.  The guest-house where you sleep and have some gatherings is near one end; 
the Buddha hall, where you meditate and hold services and some of the dharma talks, is located 
toward the other end; and the dining hall is midway between the two.  While I didn’t measure the 
distance from guest-house to Buddha hall, I don’t think two hundred yards would be an 
exaggeration, and it might be too short. 

One of the long edges of the rectangular is literally abutting I-5, so if you come expecting 
total silence of deep wilderness, you will be disappointed.  The freeway is audible pretty much at 
all times, even from inside buildings.  It’s not obtrusive, but if you listen for it you can always 
hear the occasional semi-truck going by, and if you walk outside, especially along the path that 
parallels the freeway fence, the noise is constant. 

The monastery has about two dozen monks.  They wear black and brown habits -- black 
for relatively new monks and brown for “senior” monks.  Rank is also indicated by the color of a 
rectangular patch of cloth about one foot by two feet in size hung over their chest by a strap 
around their neck.  This is called a “kesa” and they walk around the monastery with their hands 
clasped under it.  As with the habit, color indicates rank; purple indicates advanced status. 

There are both male and female monks, with the preponderance being female, perhaps 



reflecting the fact that the monastery was founded by a woman.  (I had never heard female 
monastics called “monks” rather than “nuns” before, but that is the practice there.)  All bear the 
title “Reverend.”  Although the monastery mixes the sexes, they do take vows of celibacy.   

All have shaved heads, and when you meet a lot of people of roughly the same age -- 
most appear to be in their forties -- you would be amazed at how difficult that makes it to tell 
them apart.  The guestmaster, Rev. Berthold, is a very tall man, so you immediately learn to 
recognize him.  Likewise a few with distinguishing marks you can put a handle on, such as one 
with black bushy eyebrows; or mannerisms, such as one who constantly smiles and bares all her 
teeth when she does it.  But otherwise it is difficult to keep names and faces straight.  It is 
sometimes hard even to tell for sure if a hairless head you are looking at belongs to a woman or a 
man, and the names don’t help with that since they are of Japanese origin, such as Rev. Kodo, 
Rev. Ando, Rev. Shicho, Rev. Eko.  The names are that way not because the monks themselves 
are Japanese -- in fact, almost all are Caucasian -- but because they get renamed with Japanese 
names upon tonsure. 

The retreatants also were of mixed sex, about two dozen in all, the sexes housed at 
opposite ends of the long barracks-style guesthouse.  Two people per room, small rooms with 
just enough space for a trundle bed with the trundle pulled out.   

Our first event was an introductory speech by Rev. Astor.  She explained that she was 
going to tell us how to do things and there would be a lot to remember, but not to worry if we 
didn’t get everything right.  The first order of business was to explain the practices of “gassho” 
and “monjin.”  In general, as a sign of respect toward a person or shrine you place your palms 
together in front of you with your fingers pointed upwards.  This is gassho.  When accompanied 
by a slight bow it is called monjin.  As a practical matter I very rarely saw gassho alone without 
the bow.  It is called for as a greeting whenever you walk past someone and as a sign of respect 
in varied circumstances:  when you enter a room, when you walk in front of a shrine, toward 
your cushion or chair when you are about to begin a meditation session, and in innumerable 
other circumstances.  It could also mean “thank you.” During discussions led by a monk, after 
the monk answered a question from his audience, the questioner would gassho, to which the 
monk would respond with gassho.  You cannot imagine how many times my palms went 
together in this way over the weekend. 

Another instruction had to do with how to hold the hands while walking:  they are to be 
held together in front of the chest, the right hand over and cradling the left (or vice versa for left-
handed people; dominant hand holds the other).   This reflects what the monks do under their 
kesas, but we of course have no kesas to be hiding them under.  The idea here is that having a 
particular way to hold your hands while walking promotes mindfulness. 

Shoes were not to be worn anywhere inside the guest house or the Buddha Hall used for 
services and meditation.  Outside each building, shelves had been placed for shoes, and the shoes 
were to be arranged neatly in these shelves.  Over the course of a busy weekend I think I took 
my shoes off and put them on more times than I did over the previous two months.  

Each retreatant was given a booklet introducing Soto Zen Buddhism and meditation 
(available at http://www.shastaabbey.org/pdf/IntroSRM.pdf).  I read through the booklet while 
there and it does a good job of introducing the religion and the meditation practice.  The guest-
house also had a small library of “dharma books.”  (“Dharma” refers to religious teachings; 
equivalent to the Torah or the Law in Judaism, or the content of scripture and sermons in 
Christianity.)  A number of these by and about the thirteenth-century Soto Zen founder Dogen 
and the monastery founder Jiyu-Kennett were on a special bookshelf where they were offered on 



the basis of “dana” (free to take, but you can make a donation if you wish). 
Rev. Astor explained that this monastery’s Buddhist tradition goes in for more elaborate 

ceremonial than others and acknowledged that some people find that off-putting, but it’s just the 
way this tradition is.  If by “ceremony” is meant liturgical services and the ritualized procedures 
around meals, however, I saw far less here than I would have at an Eastern Orthodox monastery. 
 Daily services while we were here lasted less than an hour, and I was told that this was part of 
an intense retreat schedule; on a normal basis liturgical services are not held every day for the 
monks who live here.  At an Orthodox monastery three hours a day would be a light schedule. 

She advised us that anyone who wished to speak privately with a senior monk for 
spiritual counseling could sign up for a time to do so.   This could have been a great opportunity 
to speak one-on-one with a monk, but I was not aware they offered that and hadn’t thought of 
anything to talk about. 

Finally, Rev. Astor advised everyone to do everything wholeheartedly and try to get to all 
events on time in order to get the most out of the weekend.  The schedule was indeed quite full -- 
lights out at 9:00 PM each night, wake-up call at 5:00 AM each morning, with a total of less than 
three hours scheduled free time over the course of the whole weekend (from Friday afternoon 
through Sunday afternoon).  

Next was the introduction to meal time ritual.  We were advised to “think deeply” about 
the means by which the food was procured, in particular the fact that all of it is donated.  (Not 
literally, it turns out:  some is purchased but because all of their income is through donations, 
they consider that to be donated too.)  They encourage everyone to be careful about taking only 
as much food as they can eat, to minimize what is thrown away. 

The retreatants sit on both sides of two long, narrow tables, with a monk on one side at 
the head of one of the tables.  Prayer booklets are distributed about the tables so everyone has 
one or can look on, and the monk leads prayers at the start an end of the meal.  As in a liturgical 
service, there are parts read by the monk, then parts that everyone present reads out loud with 
her.  The monk sharply claps a couple of pieces of wood together to mark the beginning of 
opening prayers. 

I say “prayers” but of course no deity is addressed by what is said.  The main part of the 
ritual is Athe five thoughts” expressed in five sentences that everyone recites: 

1.  “We must think deeply of the ways and means by which this food has come.”  In other 
words, be aware of the work that people had to do to provide it and the fact that living beings 
(even if only plants) had to be sacrificed for us.  

2. “We must consider our merit when accepting it.”  In other words, what have we done 
with our lives to be useful to others and worthy of the sacrifices that were made? 

3. “We must protect ourselves from error by excluding greed from our minds.”  In other 
words, we should not attack the food as if we’re starving, but rather take time and be thoughtful 
about it. 

4. “We will eat lest we become lean and die.”  In other words, we eat for the nutritional 
value; eat to live rather than live to eat. 

5. And finally, “We accept this food so that we may become enlightened.”  This is said to 
tie everything together:  the meal supports our life, the goal of our life is enlightenment, and by 
approaching it with the right attitude we make progress toward enlightenment. 

When the people first enter the dining room, place settings are already set.  At each place 
for someone to sit, there is a plate with everything on the plate:  a bowl toward the back of the 
plate with a cup in the bowl, and silverware sitting crosswise toward the front of the plate.  



During the opening prayers you carefully and as quietly as possible take out the cup and 
silverware and set them on the table next to the plate.   Then from the head of each table the food 
is passed down the tables from person to person, one item at a time:  the main dishes, the side 
dishes, the bread, the condiments, the milk, the soy milk, the water, etc.  Each time someone 
passes you something, you gassho with a bit of a bow to him or her, and each time you pass it on 
to the next person you gassho with a bit of a bow.  By the end of a meal you have gassho’ed 
easily a couple of dozen times.  The meal is eaten in silence, except for the muted clinking of 
silverware against china. 

After the first fifteen minutes or so, seconds are called:  all of the dishes and pitchers are 
carted back to the head of the table and everything is passed back along the table one item at a 
time as it was the first time, with as many again gassho’s.  As they finish, people replace their 
bowls on the plates, and the cups in the bowls, and the silverware on the plates.  The last thing to 
be passed down the table is “the green cloth.”  This is a damp wash cloth which each person uses 
in turn to wipe off the table in front of him or her.  You gassho back and forth when passing this 
as well.  Finally the clapper sounds and closing prayers are recited, after which everyone files 
out single file, dropping off their dirty dishes in separate receptacles for plates, bowls, cups, and 
silverware. 

The food was of course vegetarian.  Breakfast both days was oatmeal, one day with 
raisins and bits of peaches in it.  Lunches and dinner were similar:  vegetable soup and apples 
one time; a steamed broccoli dish, a vegetable curry, and rice another day.  Almost every meal 
offered bread, with peanut butter and jelly as condiments. 

Aside from the monk who leads the mealtime ritual, the rest of the monks did not eat 
with us during the retreat.  The only time we saw many monks other than whoever was leading a 
particular activity was during the morning services in the Buddha Hall.  They were not in the 
Hall for our meditation sessions either. 

Dinner is called “Medicine Meal.”  We were told that the original monastic standard in 
the East was to have just two meals a day, at morning and noon time, but as a concession to 
Western culture the monastery serves three meals.  So it gives dinner this name apparently to 
indicate it is something of a concession to Western weakness. 

Next up our first night was the introduction to meditation.  How to sit, hold your hands, 
and what to do with your eyes were all covered.  It is not very complicated.  Several options for 
sitting: cushions, benches, or chairs.  On a cushion you can sit full lotus (each ankle up on the 
calf of the other leg) or half lotus (just one ankle up on the calf of the other).  You can kneel with 
all your weight resting on a little bench that straddles your calves.  Or you can sit in a chair on a 
wedge-shaped cushion that slopes slightly toward the front, with your feet flat on the floor.  The 
point is to choose a method that allows stability with the back in a naturally straight position, 
which means a slight “S” curve.  Some people, including me, who start this later in life find the 
lotus positions difficult and so choose the bench or the chair.  Others go ahead with the cushion 
even though it’s difficult, and one of the monks said it took her months to “stretch out” enough 
so that those positions actually became comfortable.  They emphasize finding a comfortable 
position rather than trying to do something your body isn’t ready for.  Some people think the 
lotus position is the only right way and do harm to their knees or back by forcing themselves into 
it.  But as founder Jiyu-Kennett says, “We are not built for sitting like pretzels.”  And it is said 
that even the Japanese as they get taller in recent generations are finding it difficult. 

The head is to be straight up and looking forward, eyes open but looking downward 
slightly.  Everyone is seated facing the wall or one of a series of screens designed to be placed in 



front of people through the center of the hall to make it feel as through you are facing a wall. 
Some traditions advise meditating with eyes closed; here the idea is that meditation is ultimately 
supposed to be a kind of mindfulness you carry with you throughout your daily activities, which 
of course you do with your eyes open.  If you meditated with your eyes closed, that would make 
more of a division between formal meditation and the rest of life.  Keeping eyes open is also said 
to be for avoiding a trance-like or hypnotic state. 

Your hands are to be placed in your lap, right hand cradling the left hand (for right-
handed people), with the thumbs just touching so as to make the shape of an oval.  This is called 
a mudra and is said to be an aid in making sure you’re alert:  when the oval gets relaxed or too 
much pressure is felt on the thumbs, that tells you that you’re not relaxed or not alert. 

While meditating you are supposed to let thoughts come and go but avoid a wandering 
mind.  “Natural” thoughts are OK -- such as when you hear a bird singing and think to yourself 
that you’re hearing a bird.  “Deliberate” thoughts are to be avoided -- such as when you plan out 
what you’re going to say to someone tomorrow.  If wandering is a problem you can keep focused 
by counting your breaths -- count on each in-breath or out-breath from one to ten, and then start 
over again. 

Much was made of the fact that there is nothing esoteric about Soto Zen practice.  This is 
all there is to it whether you’re a beginner or a veteran:  essentially you just sit and look at the 
wall. 

The schedule during the retreat was one meditation session each of the half days (Friday 
and Sunday) and two on Saturday.  Each meditation session was divided into three parts:  twenty 
minutes of sitting meditation, five minutes of walking meditation, then twenty more minutes of 
sitting meditation.  “Walking meditation” involves walking very, very, slowly in a circle around 
the center of the Buddha Hall.  I found that depending on how I did it I could actually lose my 
balance because I’d be on one foot so long while the other was moving forward. 

“Working meditation” is an extension of this, the goal again being attentiveness to what 
you are doing.  The rules here are simple:  you do one thing at a time, focus on that one thing, 
bring your mind back when it wanders, and repeat that sequence ad infinitum.  It is 
acknowledged that sometimes something important will come to mind that needs to be 
addressed, but if that happens you take care of it and then return to attending to what you’re 
doing.  This sequence presumes a preliminary “step zero” in which you decide what is the one 
thing that is most important for you to be doing at any time.   

Over the course of the retreat there was only one “working meditation” session, for just 
over an hour on Saturday morning.  Retreatants were assigned to various tasks around the 
monastery.  Other people got indoor jobs in the kitchen and the library; mine was to help a crew 
picking up fallen branches from around the monastery grounds.  The stated purpose was fire 
prevention and to gather kindling (many of the buildings are heated by wood-burning stoves).  
The monastery is in the midst of a pine forest, so the whole place is littered with needles and 
branches of varying sizes.  Anything smaller than a certain size was to be left in place, so there 
was a lot of arbitrary decision-making about what to pick up and what to leave.  It was a pretty 
trivial job, and as far as fire prevention was concerned we left far more combustible material on 
the ground than we picked up, so I couldn’t help but think that the purpose was more to provide 
a menial task for people to practice attentiveness.  The job was, of course, to be done in silence 
to facilitate attentiveness, although we were organized as a work crew. 

Buddhism is a religion, not just a meditation practice, and it also has its liturgical 
services.  There were just three three of them in the Buddha Hall over the weekend:  two each 



morning, and a ceremony for Buddha’s birthday late Sunday morning, which retreatants attended 
but was not held just for them.  In general, services proceed much like those of a liturgical 
church as in Orthodoxy or Catholicism:  you have a celebrant, here called “precentor,” who says 
some parts, and the people respond with others.  Sometimes parts are just read, but mostly they 
are chanted or sung, with an organ as accompaniment.  Small bells and gongs are used over and 
over again to tell people when it’s time to do various things.  There is one sequence of bell 
ringing where a loud tone begins, then softer tones more and more frequently and close together 
until at the end another loud tone is rung, at which point the people know it is time to begin a 
series of three of what we would call prostrations in the Orthodox church (bowing with head to 
the floor). 

There are hymn books as well as liturgy books for the chanting, and hymn numbers to 
use in the service are posted on the walls just as you see in many Protestant churches.  Actually, 
some of the hymns adapt Buddhist lyrics to tunes from Protestant hymnology.  At the Buddha’s 
birthday celebration, text about that had been grafted onto the tune of a popular Christmas hymn. 

During these services there are precise and elaborate rituals that the monk celebrants go 
through, and that the people go through.  For the Buddha’s birthday, everyone filed past the 
statue of the Buddha in the center of the hall to offer incense.  There were three stands spaced 
several feet apart in front of the statue of Buddha.  On either side of this set of three stands were 
pillars, and on them scrolls hung down, one with text in Japanese and one with an image of the 
Buddha.  The line of people led up to the pillar on the left, and at that point clumped into groups 
of three.  Each person would step sideways up to the first pillar, do a monjin (gassho and bow), 
then step sideways again, then walk to one of the stands filled with incense.  Then you grab a 
few grains of incense out of an incense bowl on the right, touch it to your forehead, and drop it 
on the charcoal on the left, in unison with two other people who are doing the same thing at the 
same time at the other two stands.  Then one by one the three of you walk on to the scroll on the 
right, side step up to it, do a monjin, and proceed on your way. 

More frequent than services and about as frequent as meditation sessions were the 
“dharma talks,” with three on Saturday and one on Sunday.  These are the equivalent of sermons 
in a Christian church, but most were held in the guest-house, not the Buddha hall, and the format 
allowed for more give-and-take, with question-and-answer sessions at the end of each speech. 

The first dharma talk was with Rev. Shicho, who introduced herself as the Prior, which in 
this context means event director.  Predictably enough she began with the theme of suffering, 
which is central to Buddhism.  She asserted that Buddhism is not a “cold religion,” it is a religion 
of compassion.  She observed that many or most people come to these retreats due to suffering of 
some sort, seeking a way out of it or through it.  The cause of suffering she ascribed to craving 
things, and believing in “thoughts.”  Craving could be spiritual as well as material; thus, if you 
have a desire for heaven or worry about your annihilation after death, these are spiritual 
cravings.  There is of course physical pain that can be considered suffering, and that may not be 
avoidable, but the point here is not to make it worse than it is.  “Suffering” in this context is the 
usual translation for the Sanskrit dukkha but it may be more accurate to call it “anguish” or even 
more generally “dissatisfaction,” or “unsatisfactoriness.” 

Meditation is a solution to the problem of suffering because in meditation you learn not 
to hold on to “thoughts” -- you let them come and go.  If, for example, you can learn to let go of 
your thoughts about death, then the fear of death and the suffering that it engenders go with it.  If 
you can do that in meditation, you gradually learn to do it during the rest of your life as well.  
Being free from believing in “thoughts” then frees you to focus on what really matters and needs 



to be done at any given time. 
However, Rev. Shicho advised everyone not to be anxious about getting “results” in 

meditation.  Just focus on the training and let the results come as they will; desire for results can 
be a craving in itself. 

The whole purpose of monastery training is mindfulness throughout life, and that is why 
there is a heavy emphasis on working meditation.  (We didn’t see that emphasis in the retreat, 
but that is where the monks spend most of their time.)  Nevertheless, even after years of training 
she acknowledged that neither she nor anyone else at the monastery has attained freedom from 
suffering.  But she is doing better than when she started. 

The next dharma talk was with Rev. Kodo.  This one went a little farther into topics more 
specific to Soto Zen.  This branch of Zen heavily emphasizes “precepts,” which are basic 
principles to be followed, in some ways like the Ten Commandments.  It starts with the “three 
treasures” common to all Buddhism:  the Buddha himself, the dharma (Buddhist teachings), and 
the sangha (the Buddhist community, pronounced “songga”).  In Soto Zen these are followed by 
the “three pure precepts” and then the “ten precepts.”  The three pure precepts are:  Cease from 
Evil, Do only good, and Do good for others.  The Ten Precepts are:  1. Do not kill, 2. Do not 
steal, 3. Do not covet, 4. Do not say that which is untrue, 5. Do not sell the wine of delusion, 6. 
Do not speak against others, 7. Do not be proud of yourself and devalue others, 8. Do not be 
mean in giving either Dharma or wealth, 9. Do not be angry, 10. Do not debase the Three 
Treasures. 

Rev. Kodo observed that many people compare these to Judaism’s Ten Commandments, 
but she explained that these are not actually commands and there is no one who is 
“commanding.”  They are translated this way from monks’ training manuals in which they are 
expressed in the form “I promise to undergo the rule of training to teach myself to refrain from 
...”  or put more simply “I’ll do everything to teach myself not to ...” 

She briefly discussed the term “evil”:  in Buddhist thought this means:  that which causes 
suffering.  This of course begs the question of how you define suffering, and whose suffering is 
it we’re talking about.  What causes one person suffering may not cause it for another person.  
Those issues were beyond the scope of the dharma talk and did not get discussed. 

Rev. Kodo did discuss the “not selling the wine of delusion” precept which on the surface 
of it does not seem to make sense.  In general they handle this by interpreting the verb “sell” to 
mean in effect “drink” so that the idea is you don’t get drunk (i.e., you don’t drink yourself into 
delusion).  The meaning of the noun “wine” is then is extrapolated in much the way Christians 
extract homiletic themes out of texts like Psalm 137:  the “wine of delusion” could also be 
thoughts and ideas, so you don’t indulge in deluding thoughts and ideas either. 

Saturday evening we were given a talk by Revs. Mayon and Fidelia.  Here the discussion 
began about the “four wisdoms” (as you may have observed by now, Buddhists love lists, 
especially numbered and ordered lists).   The four wisdoms are charity (sharing with others), 
tenderness (compassion), benevolence, and sympathy.   

Rev. Fidelia began her talk with a long discussion about charity and the importance of 
giving, which a cynical person might ascribe to self-serving motivations seeking donations from 
retreatants.  But it did not come off that way and no explicit appeal was made.  She observed that 
in the earliest days of Buddhism there was a kind of contract between the monks and the people, 
whereby the monks provided the people with spiritual teaching while the people provided them 
with the four essentials of food, clothing, lodging, and medicine (an exchange reminiscent of St. 
Paul in the New Testament).  Today’s Shasta Abbey continues that arrangement by being totally 



dependent on “dana” (voluntary giving).  It adopted that approach about five years ago; before 
then it charged a set fee for retreats and other events; now everything is totally by donation and 
there aren’t even suggested amounts.  This system has been good for the monks’ humility 
because it makes them totally dependent on the outside world for support.  When donations go 
down they must learn to tighten their belts. 

I saw their financial statements posted on the bulletin board, and for a community of two 
dozen monks they get by on a remarkably small income -- between $300K and $400K per year 
for the last two years.  Almost all of it comes from donations.  Between a fourth and a third of it 
goes for medical expenses, leaving relatively little to support the operations of such a large 
compound and group of people. 

Rev. Fidelia presented charity as the first in the list of wisdoms for a reason; giving of 
oneself, without expectation of something in return, is the basis for everyone else.  She spoke 
more briefly about the others.  Compassion includes not only “feeling sorry for” those who 
endure misfortune, but also for those who are not virtuous.  A compassionate person praises the 
virtuous and feels sorry for those who are not virtuous, realizing that they hurt themselves as 
much as others through the evil they do. 

The discussion turned to karma for a while.  Karma in Buddhism is much like “original 
sin” is in Orthodoxy (not like the Western Christian conception of it).  The idea is that 
everything done by anyone has spiritual as well as physical consequences, and those 
consequences or effects are felt not only by the doer but by those around him or her, including 
descendants.  When you are born, you already come into the world feeling the effects of the 
karma of people around you and your parents or ancestors.  If your mother is an addict, you 
come into the world addicted through no fault of your own.  You can, however, through your 
own actions, “purify” yourself over time of bad karma. 

This topic was troubling for some of those present.  One person in particular asked in 
perplexity why it was that some people only seemed to get a trickle of bad karma, while she in 
particular had for some reason been cursed with a raging river of it.  She was frustrated by her 
lack of progress.  What was she to do?  Rev. Fidelia responded that very often, when you think 
things are getting worse or are not getting better, things may actually be improving but you don’t 
realize it.  What happens is you realize a certain lack or fault within you and you start to focus on 
it, and so even as it improves, it seems to get worse because you are focusing on it so much. 

This led to a discussion about judging people.  Buddhism strongly emphasizes that you 
should not judge others, and that extends to oneself as well.  Judging others introduces a 
separation between you and them; judging yourself separates you from yourself.  The goal of 
Buddhism is total acceptance of what is, including others and yourself as they and you are. 

Sooner or later religious discussions turn to the topic of death, and the assertion here was 
that total acceptance of what is includes acceptance of death.  Rev. Fidelia even spoke of 
viewing death as an opportunity to go home to the Buddha Nature, in terms reminiscent of Paul 
speaking of going home to be with Christ. 

A question was asked about prayer beads -- someone had seen them for sale in the gift 
shop.  I had wondered about that too; what would you pray about in Buddhism?  Rev. Fidelia 
answered that some people use them when they are working on some problem in particular to 
repeat a particular phrase addressing that issue, much like repeating a prayer.  Some of them 
wear them permanently on their wrists “as a reminder of their practice,” and in fact I saw many 
of the monks wearing beads on their wrists.  Why beads would remind them to meditate was 
never explained. 



The final dharma talk for retreatants was by the guest-master, Rev. Berthold, the first and 
only male to lead a dharma talk or meditation session.  His goal was to bring the whole retreat 
into perspective, and so he began by talking about how we could take what we learned about 
meditation and mindfulness training during the retreat “into the world” in daily lives.  

The message of the retreat is not that you have to meditate hours a day, for few people 
can do that outside of a monastery.  But if you bring your mind back to attentiveness to what 
you’re doing in any given moment even once a day, that’s a start – “that’s the training” as he put 
it.  Likewise if you can meditate even five minutes a day and in those five minutes learn to be 
still and let thoughts come and go, you can start to learn to do that during the rest of the day.  
You can gradually learn to be still and accepting of whatever thoughts may come whether you’re 
in the midst of boredom or unpleasantness or joy. 

Nor is it necessary to become a Buddhist, for there is a common core among the great 
religions -- within limits.  Fundamentalist Christians can be just plain  “dopey,” but on the other 
hand when he had met some Amitabha Buddhists he found that he felt a great affinity with them. 
 These are Buddhists who are in some ways like many Christians since they look forward to 
going to heaven when they die.  Most likely they generally do not share the self-righteous, I’m-
in-you’re-out attitude of many fundamentalist Christians. 

Though it is obvious to me that Buddhists hold certain beliefs just as Christians do, Rev. 
Berthold asserted that in Buddhism in general, “beliefs are a mistake” -- any beliefs.  He cited 
the oft-repeated saying of the Buddha, “Don’t take anything I say on my authority -- prove it for 
yourself.”  That doesn’t mean you just reject everything told to you in dharma talks or texts, but 
rather take whatever you can’t “prove for yourself” right away and set it aside, or “put it on the 
back burner.”  In other words, keep it in the back of your mind until some day when you have a 
chance to prove or disprove it from your own experience.  His “master” Jiyu-Kennett had things 
on this back burner right up to the end. 

He explained that “acculturation” was one of the purposes of the retreat:  to teach people 
how to “be in the monastery,” i.e., how to act while here.  Once you know how to act, then you 
are welcome as a visitor at any time, and in fact all of the retreatants were invited to return and 
stay for almost as long as they want at almost any time. 

He finished with an interpretation of the famous “three refuges”:  universally among 
Buddhists, to become a Buddhist you “take refuge” in what are called the three treasures, by 
saying:  “I take refuge in the Buddha, I take refuge in the Dharma, I take refuge in the Sangha.”  
Each of these has a practical meaning:  taking refuge in the Buddha means regular meditation 
practice.  Taking refuge in the dharma means reading dharma books and listening to dharma 
tapes.  Taking refuge in the sangha means getting involved in a community and finding other 
people to grow with. 

Many people take refuge in the dharma by reading books by the Dalai Lama and Thich 
Nhat Hanh, and Rev. Berthold mentioned them so as to say, fine if you want to read them do so, 
but then focus on them; and if you want to read Soto Zen books, focus on that, but don’t mix 
traditions.  He did not go into an extended defense of this, he just said simply, “it works better 
that way.”  One of Jiyu-Kennett’s writings addresses this as well:  the point she made was if you 
just pick and choose whatever you want, you don’t develop discipline. 

Our last event was an elaborate Buddha’s birthday celebration attended by lay people 
from the area as well as by us and the monks, and afterward the abbot himself, Rev. Eko Little, 
gave a dharma talk.  He chose a text from the “Miracle Discourses of the Buddha.”  The Buddha 
said there are four kinds of thoroughbred (meaning good) horses.  The first follows his master’s 



bidding when he sees just the shadow of the riding crop (whip or goad) moving.  The second 
obeys when he feels the goad touch his hair.  The third obeys when he feels his skin pricked.  
And the fourth obeys when he feels the goad sink down through his flesh to the bone.  This is a 
metaphor for four kinds of people:  the first horse is like those who hear it said that someone else 
is ailing, and begin their spiritual training with the goal of attaining nirvana (cessation of 
suffering).  The second is like those who see for themselves someone ailing or dying and respond 
at that time.  The third is like those who see a close relative get sick or die and then respond.  
And the fourth is like those who seek spiritual training when they are afflicted with severe pain 
themselves and are in danger of dying.  The point of the story is that all these horses and all these 
people are good:  the only point that matters is that you do heed the call to engage in spiritual 
training.  (Conversely one understands what is to be thought of those who do not engage in 
spiritual training, but nothing was said of this.) 

In Buddhist terminology, the point is that when you recognize the reality of 
impermanence (the fact that everything is impermanent, everything changes) you realize the 
necessity of spiritual practice.  If you take impermanence seriously, especially your own, then 
you must ask yourself how am I living?  Am I wasting my time?  Impermanence and the 
suffering that goes with it is the riding crop. 

He closed with a humorous story.  He was in Thailand recently.  Now, Thailand is a 
Buddhist country but with the worldwide economy and the commercialization of Christmas, that 
holiday is taking hold there.  So you walk through the malls and hear Bing Crosby crooning 
“White Christmas” while it’s so hot that heat waves are shimmering off of the roads.  Well, they 
know enough there that Christianity is represented by crucifixes and that Santa is an essential 
part of Christmas, so they put the two together and one of the Christmas emblems you see 
displayed is Santa on a crucifix. 
 

After the retreat I had a chance to read some of the materials I picked up there on the 
Soto Zen tradition.  As I said above, for Shasta Abbey in particular there are two main 
authorities:  a thirteenth century man named Dogen who brought Soto Zen Buddhism to Japan, 
and a twentieth century woman named Jiyu-Kennett (born Peggy Kennett) who founded the 
Order of Buddhist Contemplatives with its chain of monasteries including one in Great Britain, 
Shasta Abbey in the U.S., and many smaller “priories” and “temples.” 

Dogen wrote a large book accepted as scripture in Soto Zen called the Shobogenzo. 
Apparently the three pure precepts, ten precepts, and four wisdoms come from him.  Another of 
the tenets he asserted was that “without fail, evil is vanquished and good prevails” and he is 
noteworthy for having written already in the 13th century that “One of the greatest teachings of 
Buddhism is its insistence on the complete equality of the sexes.”  

The founder of Shasta Abbey, Jiyu-Kennett is a very interesting person as a Buddhist 
leader.  She insists that Buddhism is really a religion, not just an atheistic way of life as some 
present it.  On the other hand she asserts it is not theistic either -- it is beyond theism and 
atheism.  This deliberate obscurity makes her approach compatible in some ways with Eastern 
Orthodox Christianity.  In fact, between what I’ve read of Dogen and Jiyu-Kennett, Soto Zen 
appears to be a religion that includes within it the best of Eastern Christianity spirituality while 
omitting the negative parts. 

All Buddhists tend to avoid the word “God” or theistic terminology.  In English the most 
common Buddhist term for “ultimate truth” or “ultimate reality” is Sanskrit sunyata which is 
generally translated “emptiness.”   That in turn is interpreted to mean that things are “empty” of 



separate existence in the sense that nothing exists by itself but things exist only in relation to 
everything else.  So everything is interdependent, and there is no single ultimate reference point, 
so there is ultimately no such thing as “absolute truth.”  This leads some to think that Buddhism 
is a nihilistic religion, as if all there is at the heart of everything is literally nothing at all. 

Jiyu-Kennett is uncomfortable with that interpretation.  She likes to speak of one 
particular Buddhist scripture where the Buddha himself is reported to have said that, “There is an 
unborn, uncreated, undying, unchanging.”  In other words, this ultimate reality is not just 
nothingness but something positive.  Buddhists, especially Zen Buddhists, use many words to 
refer to “it” yet are careful to avoid saying what it is and limit themselves to saying what it is 
not.  It is called variously Buddha Nature, That Which Is, The Eternal, Eternal Nature, The 
Cosmic Buddha, Amitabha Buddha, The Immaculacy of Emptiness, and other names. 

The closest Jiyu Kennett comes to saying in a positive sense what this Buddha Nature is, 
is when she calls it “pure Love.”  While she disclaims believing in a God or conceiving of this 
ultimate reality in a theistic sense, her language is remarkably like what one finds in the Eastern 
Orthodox tradition.  Eastern Orthodoxy also prefers to say what God is not rather than what he 
is.  The core of the Eucharistic Liturgy proclaims that “thou art God, ineffable, inconceivable, 
ever-existing, and eternally the same.”  And of course the conception of God as Love is familiar 
to Christians. 

For Jiyu-Kennett the main goal of meditation is union with this ultimate “Buddha 
Nature” which is already a part of us and of all beings.  It – “the eternal,” “the unborn,” “the 
uncreated” -- is something within us yet beyond us.  As she puts it, “I am not the eternal, but 
nothing in me is not of it.”   This is why she can insist there is a common core to all of the great 
religions, and that meditation is no different from prayer.  She avoids theism yet clearly builds 
bridges to theistic religions.  She explicitly states that “what the Christians call God” is what she 
means by Buddha Nature, that “only one or two doctrines” separate Buddhism from 
“contemplative Christianity” and that the “Hasidic Jewish conception of God” is virtually 
identical to Buddha Nature.  She says her goal is not to convert anyone to Buddhism but to assist 
them to be successful in their own religions. 

True to the Buddhist tradition of reducing everything to numbered lists, Jiyu-Kennett 
names five “laws of the universe”: 

The first law:  Impermanence includes us as individuals.  Here is the single core 
difference between most of Buddhism and most of Christianity.  There is no ongoing permanent 
eternal life for individuals.  There is eternal life in “the eternal,” in Buddha Nature, but it is not 
for individuals.  Everything we know of as our current self -- our body, our consciousness, our 
thoughts, our memories -- is impermanent.  But one component of our current self is Buddha 
Nature, and that component is eternal.  That component is pure love, so the more we make love 
an essential part of our lives, the more of ourselves will turn out to in fact be eternal. 

The second law:  karma explains pre-existing evil.  Things that others have done for good 
or for ill were already out there waiting to affect our lives before we were born.  This is identical 
to Eastern Christian original sin. 

The third law:  there is no reincarnation.  Since our individual selves are impermanent, 
there is no “soul” to inherit.  Whatever good we do molds ourselves into the likeness of Buddha 
Nature which is already eternal.  Whatever evil we do separates us from Buddha nature and may 
affect others but does not create a “soul” to be inherited by someone else. 

The fourth law:  good always wins over evil.  In yet another principle reminiscent of 
Christianity, one of the corollaries here is that each person must come to the realization that 



everything that happens is ultimately for one’s own good. 
And finally, the fifth law:  all beings have intuitive knowledge of Buddha Nature.  The 

“still small voice” of conscience is the link each of us has to “the eternal.”  An Eastern Christian 
would say that the Holy Spirit speaks to everyone, which ultimately means the same thing. 

Yet another similarity to Orthodox Christianity is in the idea of what a monk is supposed 
to be like.  In Western Christian monasticism there is a strong emphasis on absolute obedience:  
the monk gives up his own will to the abbot.  In Orthodoxy there is more of a sense that you can 
never do that:  your allegiance is always to God which for all practical purposes translates to 
your conscience.  For Jiyu-Kennett, there is no “god” to obey, but your allegiance is always to 
something beyond the human master.  She observes that many think Zen monasticism has 
disciples who obey masters absolutely, but this is not true.  She warns that no one is to give their 
will to anyone else; there are to be no “yes men” in Buddhism even among monastics. 

If Buddhism is really a religion it is also a faith, or involves faith.  On this topic she goes 
into an extended discussion of “perfect faith” vs. “absolute faith.”  Many religions require 
absolute faith, which is something that allows for no differences or changes.  It “is rigid and 
results in bigotry, fear and frequently in the giving up of the will.”  It insists that others must 
agree with it.  Perfect faith, by contrast, is more a positive and flexible attitude of mind.  It 
involves the ability “to see all things as absolutely possessing Buddha Nature -- man or animal, 
animate or inanimate.”  It has no need to force itself on anyone else.  At one point Jiyu-Kennett 
makes it clear that “perfect faith” in this sense and “enlightenment” are one and the same thing.  
On the other hand, that kind of faith brings responsibility, and the sign of perfect faith and 
enlightenment is not just looking at things a certain way, but “acts, actual acts.” 

She lays on the theme of responsibility heavily:  the law of karma says we are all 
responsible for all our own actions.  No matter what we do or fail to do there will be a 
consequence.  On this basis she insists repeatedly that Buddhism is a religion of spiritual adults, 
not spiritual children.  The second goal of meditation (the first being to meet “the unborn”) is 
“learning to be responsible, totally responsible, adults.” 


