
FINALLY ARRIVING AT THE DEAD END OF MY PRACTICE

Five years ago I began zazen. I had already been meditating for about ten years at that point;
sometimes with a group, but mostly alone. Religiously attending a Zen sangha was a decision
for me to get “serious” about sitting. It was a decision that came out of a marriage crisis, which
eventually  ended  in  a  divorce  the  following  year.  How  could  my  marriage  unravel,  with
goodwill from both of us? I sat with it painfully that year trying to understand. There were no
answers that could satisfy me or bring the suffering to an end.

It was shortly after I had started sitting with a local zendo that I heard of a retreat (sesshin), an
opportunity  to  sit  for  several  days  in  silence  and  meet  with  a  teacher.  It  seemed  like  an
impossible undertaking to sit for several days, but I went ahead and signed up. The retreat was
even harder than I had imagined. I was forced to confront the physical pain in my legs and the
mental anguish of resistance, compounded with the emotional strain of the separation and an
impending divorce. By sheer will I thought I could endure the pain, but it eventually broke me. I
had to confront the pain. It was all I could think about. Every moment there was nothing but
pain. It was during this retreat that I first met with Jeff. He encouraged me to see what was
there, right in front of me, and not turn from it. He told me my practice at that moment was to
sit with the pain, and see what was there. There were brief moments and a few sits without the
resistance and pain, being engulfed in a peaceful state of mind. Yet, it was not something that I
could sustain. I would focus on my thoughts, trying to analyze, understand and then grasp some
concept of a practice to break through my suffering.

As the years passed, sitting became easier, without much pain in my legs. I grew comfortable
watching the pain (or, more accurately, the discomfort) rise and fall and my thoughts gather. I
learned to become settled, yet  still I would try to grasp something: concepts of becoming a
“better” person, perfecting “the practice,” or becoming “enlightened.” None of it ever happened.
Over the years of a dozen sesshins and a month in Japan, all with Jeff, he would always tell me I
had everything I needed, complete and whole, so just see what is right under my feet. Yet still I
would grasp for something. Eventually, he started asking me, “What is lacking?” and “What
remains?” Surely I would see it and everything would stop; the searching, the grasping, and then
a realization. Jeff added, “Just let this self of yours come to a complete stop, then you’ll know
without a doubt.” So I tried to bring “this self’ that I could see to a stop, expecting to know with
a certainty - a kensho moment.  It  never happened.  I would just develop more sophisticated
methods of inquiry, trying to shape the experience and practice....grasping for something. I read
many books, and was often excited to put to practice the insights. Nothing worked.

Eventually, I realized that all I was doing was more of the same: building and refining concepts
in my head. After spending that month in Japan, sitting in a monastery,  and with Jeff at his
hermitage, still trying to “penetrate” my mind, I was no further along. In complete frustration,
during a one-on-one at the hermitage, Jeff asked me with a bit of grin, “You can’t stay where
you are, can you? But you can’t go backward and you can’t go forward, so what are you going
to do?” I just continued on in frustration. That last day in Kyoto, I called my sweetheart and
broke down. I told her I had completely wasted over a month of my life for nothing.

It wasn’t until several weeks after I got home that I began to understand the question Jeff had
asked of me. I realized everything I did was a product of “thinking” and preconceived notions of
“awakening” that would get me nowhere. All of that had to come to a complete end. I also
realized that there was NOTHING I could do. Anything I did was just more “self’ and that was
the problem. Something in the practice awoke, without a name, without a knowing, without the
slightest hint of a presence. It was very subtle and took some time to recognize. Something



happens when we really stop trying and everything stops, even for just a moment. It’s as if the
vessel of who we are is finally able to empty, to air out, to be seen as it is. It’s so subtle that it
could be easily missed...and probably was for years in my case. With an openness and stillness,
it seems as if a “thousand things” are present and coming in...all at once; coming and going,
without any thoughts attached to them. Any “objectivity” is gone. We often hear about a kensho
or satori experience as some dramatic moment, and for many no doubt it is. But perhaps just as
likely, it’s a stillness; without words, without knowing, without anything. Perhaps it’s just an
insight, who can say. Perhaps it’s nothing at all. Nothing to hold on to.

Begin again, fresh and new. We must start over with each moment. Did I come to the end of
myself? Honestly, I have no idea. It’s not that kind of thing. I still grasp at wanting to know
without a doubt, particularly if I start thinking again that I need to do something. So I go back
and sit on my own, sit with others, go about life, do what needs to be done, notice my mistakes,
notice my humanness, change what needs to be changed, and be open to whatever is there.
There is a wonderful peacefulness in this practice, when all is forgotten and we are just present.
There is a wonder that comes from somewhere else, not from what we are expecting. It can be
painful; but it opens us to what we really are. Slowly, what separates us from others is removed,
and we see clearly what is right in front of our nose.

It’s amazing to see the floor in front of us or hear a distant bird, without a single thought added.
To slowly watch all the concepts deconstruct and fall away. It is then that we are left with just
our sensations, our experience; then even those dissolve, leaving us empty, full, unknown and
known. Its then that what is present is apparent,  -  all-embraced, welcomed, savored and loved.
Then letting even that go, we start again.
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