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Introduction

The point is to learn how to be yourself, how to be a person in the way that a stone is completely a stone.


BECOMING YOURSELF

The teachings of Shunryu Suzuki Roshi can all be seen as pointing to one thing: the practice of “becoming yourself.”

This may need some explanation.

It is easy to explain what Suzuki Roshi does not mean by it. He does not mean perfecting your self-image or cultivating a unique style to broadcast. He does not mean learning how to be who other people think you are, or even who you think you are or should be. He does not mean trying to get a handle on who you are. Don’t try to figure out who you are.

It is harder to explain exactly what Suzuki Roshi does mean by it. This is because “becoming yourself” is not meant to be understood as an idea; it is meant to be tried out as a way of being. “Becoming yourself” is not a concept to master or a state to achieve. It is an ongoing, embodied practice in the middle of our ordinary daily life.

Instead of offering an explanation for us to think about, again and again Suzuki Roshi points to a practice for us to do. “Becoming yourself,” he says, is the practice of “just to sit.” Our way of sitting is for you to become yourself. Just to be yourself is what is meant by just to sit.

“Just to sit” is a practice of wholeheartedly being as you are, moment after moment, no matter what is happening. It is a practice of deeply connecting with how it feels to be alive in your surroundings, and stepping forward in your life from that connection. “Just to sit” expresses a traditional meditation practice of sitting still and upright on a black cushion, but in its wider sense it is simply about opening to your life, wherever you are.

If you are in the woods, Suzuki Roshi teaches, “just to sit” is to appreciate the feeling of the woods. If you are in the kitchen or in the car, “just to sit”—or, “becoming yourself”—is to appreciate the feeling of the kitchen or the car. If you are happy, it is to appreciate the feeling of happiness; if you are struggling, it is to appreciate and make room for the actual feeling of being alive with that struggle.

In Suzuki Roshi’s teaching, practicing in this way is immeasurably valuable not just because it opens us to more ease, joy, wholeness, and love in our lives, though indeed it does all of those things. This practice of “becoming yourself” also has value because the “Bodhisattva precepts,” or the Buddhist ethical principles of compassionate, beneficial action, flow naturally and directly from it. It points the way to a life of true care and non-harming that is grounded not on allegiance to a rigid ideology or fixed moral code, but on ongoing, authentic contact with our innately loving and connected heart. To be yourself is the way to keep the precepts.

SUZUKI ROSHI

When Shunryu Suzuki, a fifty-five-year-old Zen Buddhist priest, stepped off of the airplane in San Francisco in May of 1959, bald-headed and in robes, freshly arrived to care for a Japanese American Zen congregation, Buddhism had been in the West for many decades but had not yet permeated mainstream culture. The teachings of his contemporaries, like His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh, who would eventually become recognized alongside him as global Buddhist giants, were still little-known to the West, where in general Buddhism, mindfulness, Zen, and the like were largely unfamiliar outside of universities and Asian immigrant communities. No one could know on the day he touched down in San Francisco how much that was to change, and how profound the mark that this humble Zen priest, though he would have only twelve short years left, would leave on the cultural landscape.

Shunryu Suzuki—whose students would later affectionately call “Roshi,” meaning “venerable old teacher”—was born in 1904, the son of a Zen priest, and was raised in poverty in his father’s temple. At the age of eleven he left his home temple to train with his first master, and at the age of thirteen he was ordained as a priest, becoming an eighty-ninth generation descendant of Shakyamuni Buddha. Eventually he would train with leading Zen teachers of his day and in both of the principal monasteries of his sect, as well as assume the abbacy of his master’s temple. His whole life, start to finish, took place in the context of Buddhism and Zen meditation, and from a young age he formed an aspiration to bring the essence of that practice to the West. What I want to establish here is Buddhism in some pure form.

He was driven by a profound love for people and a deep faith in the beauty and power of his Soto Zen tradition’s simple core practice: zazen, or “just to sit.” He dreamed of bringing that ancient wisdom forward in a way that was rooted in the tradition but not bound to it, a form open and flexible enough to be able to take root and thrive in the actual lives of ordinary people.

At first, it was not clear whether Suzuki Roshi and the idealistic, energetic community that grew up around him in the 1960s at Sokoji Temple, San Francisco Zen Center, and Tassajara Zen Mountain Center would prove just another flash in the pan. It was certainly possible that history would show him to be merely another spiritual teacher among the many of that era who were trying on new modes of thinking, worshipping, and being, and that his centers might in the end be just more communes among the countless others that dispersed as quickly as they came.

Time has proven, though, that what Suzuki Roshi brought was in fact very different. The spiritual fads and utopian communities that rose in the United States in those years have mostly come and gone, but Suzuki Roshi’s lineage of Zen practice, and the Zen Centers he founded, have taken deep root and continue to grow stronger and wider across the West. His teaching and way of practice has thrived despite cultural shifts because it points to something deep and universal, sinking far below the waves of social changes. Since it is just about being a human being, about coming to life or “becoming yourself,” there is no place it cannot be a transformative teaching, and no time it can lose relevance. Suzuki Roshi did not just inspire a single generation of spiritual seekers; he successfully transplanted a living tradition and established a genuine and lasting form of Zen practice for the West—a new, seamless branch on a tree that spans continents and millennia.

THE STORY OF THIS BOOK

In 2018, the kind old Zen teacher Sojun Mel Weitsman Roshi, an early student of Suzuki Roshi, the abbot of two Zen Centers, and my own root teacher, invited me to work alongside him in editing a new book of Suzuki Roshi’s talks. Over the course of his many decades of devotion to Suzuki Roshi and his teachings, Sojun Roshi had collected a pile of folders with what he felt were the brightest gems from the mountain of his teacher’s words. This collection included photocopied transcripts covered with annotations, Berkeley Zen Center newsletter excerpts, pages from old copies of San Francisco Zen Center’s Wind Bell, and other odds and ends, all of which he had filed to return to someday. Now that day had come, and he felt it was time to edit and publish them, in a project that would inevitably reflect not only Suzuki Roshi’s wisdom but also Sojun Roshi’s own character and teaching.

I will always treasure the many hours that Sojun Roshi and I spent, from 2018 until his death in 2021, working together on these talks, sometimes in his office at the Berkeley Zen Center, drinking tea at his table strewn with books and papers, sometimes holed up in a guest room at Green Gulch Farm Zen Center, sometimes at a diner midway, saving us each half a drive, and, as the pandemic roared through, a number of times via Zoom. I can’t convey the sweetness of poring over the words of his teacher and my grand-teacher side by side, puzzling, appreciating, laughing, nodding—enjoying Suzuki Roshi and each other; understanding and also not understanding Suzuki Roshi and each other.

As we worked, we now and then looked up from the folders of gems and returned to the mountain of the Suzuki Roshi transcript archive to mine for pieces that could help to fill out a teaching we both felt was important to highlight: Suzuki Roshi’s radical and warm perspective on morality or ethics, the Bodhisattva precepts. Sojun Roshi felt strongly that Suzuki Roshi’s understanding of the precepts is unusual, profound, and vital to understand and appreciate, and indeed Suzuki Roshi himself says as much in these pages. Sojun Roshi worked persistently and with great kindness to help me understand how his teacher saw the precepts. Though we were not able to complete the compilation and editing of these talks before Sojun Roshi’s death, I was able after he died to finish them up on my own. As I did, it always seemed that Sojun Roshi’s presence was nearby, and I was grateful to be able to grieve the loss of my teacher through caring for the words of his teacher.

A NOTE ON LAUGHTER

The most difficult thing in editing Suzuki Roshi’s talks is to fully convey the depth of his joy—the buoyancy, warmth, and laughter that is palpable when one hears recordings of his voice, but which can be missed when one just reads his words. His laughter is everywhere: [laughs] and [laughs, laughter] notations dot every page of his talk transcripts, stitching the phrases together. It is clear from his laughter that, as deep as his words are, he never means them too much, he’s never holding too tightly. Right behind his laughter is always his great sincerity. Even as he laughs, he insists that we need to be strict, we need to be kind, and we need to be sincere—even when it’s difficult, and often it is difficult. He really means it when he says, “I am pretty serious,” and also when he says, “but I do not want to be too serious.”

We could say of Suzuki Roshi exactly what he himself said of Kumazawa Zenji, a teacher of his at the Soto Zen head monastery in Japan, Eiheiji. As he was trained very well in zazen practice, he was always serious, but he was always funny at the same time. It was not just seriousness, because it always had an element of happiness or joy in it.

Sojun Roshi and I initially planned to keep some of the laughter notations in this book, but in the end, it was clear that doing so would have made the talks burdensome to read. Although they are unmarked, the eruptions of laughter are still there, pushing up between the lines if you can spot them, opening little cracks for the warm heart and joyful sincerity of Suzuki Roshi to shine straight through.

So, if as you read, it is ever unclear what he means by some comment, or if his words ever land as odd or even harsh, please read the passage again imagining [laughs, laughter] notes sprinkling the section, and notice how the meaning might shift. Chances are good that is how he meant it.

Abbot Jiryu Rutschman-Byler

Green Dragon Temple

Muir Beach, California

September 2024




SITTING AND BEING YOURSELF


Our way of sitting is for you to become yourself.





Sharing the Feeling

Because we have so much useless rubbish in our mind, it is hard to share our feeling with people, with things, with trees, or with mountains. Even though we are right in the middle of the woods, it is still hard to appreciate the feeling of the woods. When we can really appreciate the feeling of the woods, that is zazen.


Sharing the feeling we have right here, right now is the fundamental thing for Zen practice. Zen is, in a word, to share our feeling with people, with trees, and with mountains, wherever we are. That is Zen practice.

Usually our mind is filled with something like ice cream or bananas or how much the soap costs in one store compared to another, or by looking at the newspaper and seeing an ad for a sale. So it is almost impossible to share the actual feeling we have where we are right now.

Our life is going on and on, endlessly filled with rubbish. It is not rubbish at first. At some moment it is important for you, but it is not necessary to hold on to it past that point. It is the same with our everyday life. Because we have so much useless rubbish in our mind, it is hard to share our feeling with people, with things, with trees, or with mountains. Even though we are right in the middle of the woods, it is still hard to appreciate the feeling of the woods. When we can really appreciate the feeling of the woods, that is zazen.

Before attaining enlightenment, Buddha practiced under many teachers, studying many things and becoming caught up in various philosophies or religions. When he realized he was caught by this, he lost interest in such things. He got tired of that kind of effort, and he gave up everything.

Finally, he sat under the Bodhi tree, where he attained enlightenment. We say, “he attained enlightenment,” but it may be better to say, “he completely forgot everything!” He had nothing in his mind at that moment. When he saw the morning star rising up from the east, it was the first thing he saw coming out of his empty mind. That is why he had such joy at the sight of the morning star. In other words, he shared his feeling with the morning star’s feeling. It is difficult to analyze whether it was Buddha’s feeling or the morning star’s feeling. Anyway, he shared his feeling with the morning star. That was his enlightenment.

That he was Buddha meant that he was being himself, being completely with everyone and with everything. To be Buddha it is necessary to give up the various bits of rubbish in the mind.

Buddhist teaching is the teaching that arises from emptiness of mind. In other words, it is what arises from pure mind, or, you may say, “holy mind.” If your words come from pure emptiness, whatever they are, I think they are Buddha’s words. And if you do things with purity of mind, that is Buddha’s activity. It is possible for us to do that. We meditate, recite Buddha’s name, or read scriptures on the one hand in order to empty our mind, and on the other hand in order to appreciate Buddha’s words that arise from empty mind.

To sit in zazen posture with an empty mind, some technique or explanation is needed. The purpose of our practice is to open up our mind. You must open it like you open a tin can. You must cut hard and open the tin so that you can eat what’s in it.

But just to open is not enough; the spirit of repetition is also necessary. If you do not have this kind of spirit—if your everyday life is not based on this kind of spirit—you cannot cope with the problems you have day after day. As long as you live, you must eat something. After you eat, you may have a big rubbish pile of cans and wrappers. So, you should continuously work on it. You should clear your table every day. Even if you feel that you are clearing everything from your table, it must be done with the spirit of continuing to do so forever.

If your practice lacks this continuous spirit, it will be just like the experience you may have after taking LSD or drinking alcohol. The big difference between a psychedelic experience and an enlightenment experience is that one is based on the Bodhisattva vow and the other is an accidental experience that happens with the aid of some substance. One is the experience that you can have always, over and over, continuously; the other is the experience that you have only with the help of some aid. I’m only comparing these things in order to make our practice clear. I easily become critical, and I don’t feel so good after criticizing things, so I shouldn’t go too far!

We should clear our table every day, and even when it is clear, we should continue to make the effort to keep it clear. This is another important point. If you are cleaning your table because you think it is dirty, that mind is dirty. To think something is dirty means your mind is dirty. So we should let go of this kind of mind that discriminates “dirty” or “clean,” “right” or “wrong.” The point is to let go of discrimination. The point is to clean things, not because they are dirty, but just because this is something we should do as long as we are alive.

There is no reason why we should practice zazen. When I came to America, I was very interested in why so many people wanted to practice zazen, crossing their legs, sitting upright, and keeping their backs straight. I couldn’t understand why. I would ask them, “Why did you come here to this zendo?” and they would say, “Oh! I don’t know.” Some people felt that they should give me some reason, so they gave me some reason, but it didn’t make much sense, and I still wondered why. But “I don’t know” is right, I think. Even if you don’t know what it is or why you do it, if you understand this point and practice zazen and the associated activities, you will have the fundamental religious attitude of our Buddhist practice.
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