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Dōgen, the founder of our tradition, was a brilliant child 
who is said to have mastered the Chinese classics at an 
early age.  At 13 he received the bodhisattva precepts 
and studied with the Tendai establishment on Mt. Hiei.  
After going studying at Eisai’s Zen temple, where his 
understanding of practice began to mature, he went to 
China at the age of 23 to find “the true Dharma.”

By this time, he had ten years of experience, but it was 
assuredly more in his head than under his belt.  Think-
ing was no problem, but as he came to find out, he did 
not yet understand the true meaning of practice.  It 
took encounters, not with abbots, but with two tenzos 
(cooks) to clarify his understanding.   

The first encounter occurred when the newly arrived 
Dōgen was aboard ship in the harbor at Qingyuan.  An 
old Chinese monk came aboard to buy Japanese mush-
rooms.  Intrigued, Dōgen struck up a conversation and 
it transpired that the elderly Chinese was the tenzo at 
Ayuwang Monastery.  Dōgen was eager to discuss the 
Dharma with a genuine Chinese monk, but the old man 

demurred, saying that he must set out on the 12 mile 
walk in order to be back in time to use the mushrooms 
in that evening’s soup.  The following conversation is re-
ported in Dōgen’s Tenzokyokun:

I [Dōgen] said, “In your temple aren’t there some work-
ers who know how to prepare meals the same as you?  If 
only one person, the tenzo, is not there, will something be 
deficient?

The tenzo said, “During my old age I am handling this job 
so in senility I am doing this wholehearted practice. How 
could I possibly just give away my responsibilities?

I then asked the tenzo, “Venerable tenzo, in your ad-
vanced years why do you not wholeheartedly engage the 
Way through zazen or penetrate the words and stories of 
the ancient masters, instead of troubling yourself by being 
tenzo and working.  What good is that?

The tenzo laughed loudly and said, “Oh, good fellow from 
a foreign country, you have not yet understood whole-

heartedly engaging in the Way, and you 
do not yet know what words and phrases 
are.”

Dōgen was set back upon his intellectu-
al heels, and even more so when he later 
encountered an elderly tenzo laboring 
in the blazing sun to lay out mush-
rooms to dry.  When asked why he did 
not get someone else to do it, or did not 
choose a more comfortable time of day, 
the tenzo answered, “Others are not 
me” and “What time should I wait for?”

This quote from Tenzokyokun is taken 
from a translation by Taigen Leighton 
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FALLING SNOW BUDDHA
Tonen O’Connor, Resident Priest Emerita

	 For	 those	 of	 us	 here	 in	 the	 Upper													
Midwest,	January	is	the	coldest	month.		We	
move	through	an	icy	landscape,	locked	into	
what	 can	 feel	 like	 a	 never-ending	 deep	
freeze.	It’s	hard	to	conceive	of	spring,	much	
less	summer.

Dőgen,	too,	experienced	the	deep	snow	and	
bitter	 cold	 of	 Echizen	 province,	 first	 at									
Kippoji,	where	he	spent	about	a	year	during	
the	 construction	of	Daibutsuji	 (later	 named	
Eiheiji).	 He	 wrote	 prolifically	 during	 this							
period,	 not	 only	 fascicles	 of	 Shōbōgenző,	
but	 also	 poetry.	 One	 poem	 he	 wrote	 was														
composed	in	response	to		a	three-foot	snow-
fall	in	November,	1243.

I	 myself	 had	 a	 brief	 taste	 of	 the	 cold	 at											
Kippoji	 in	 2002,	 traveling	 by	 car	 the	 long		
distance	 from	 Hosshinji	 where	 I	 was													
training,	up	into	the	mountains	to	attend	the	
shuso	 ceremony	 (hossenshiki)	 of	 a	 young	
Frenchman	 who	 had	 friends	 at	 Hosshinji.		
My	 clearest	 memory	 of	 the	 ceremony	 at				
Kippoji	is	that	in	the	Buddha	Hall	our	frozen	
breath	 hung	 in	 white	 clouds	 that	 bloomed	
with	each	word	chanted.

But	 after	 the	 ceremony	 we	 went	 to	 an													
adjacent	 building	 warmed	 by	 heaters	 and	
ate	 a	 big	meal.	 	 This	was	 only	 the	merest	
taste	 of	 what	 Dogen	 and	 his	 monks																					
experienced	 in	 the	 winter	 mountains	 of	
Echizen.,	something	I	keep	in	mind	as	I	look	
out	 at	 the	 frozen	 landscape	 of	 Milwaukee	
and	read	this	poem1	Dōgen	wrote	at	Kippoji:

If you ask
What is Buddha?
An icicle
Hanging
From a mosquito net.

How	 odd	 this	 sounds!	 	 	 A	 question	 as												
profound	as	“What	is	Buddha?”	is	answered	
with	two	seemingly	unrelated,	even	foolish,	
images.	 Faced	 with	 such	 a	 question,	 we	
would	most	likely	seek	an	answer	as	weighty,	
as	metaphysical,	as	the	question	appears	to	
be.	 Yet	 Dōgen	 responds	 with	 icicles	 and	
mosquito	nets.

It’s	helpful	 to	 remember	 that	 for	Dōgen,	all	
things	 are	 buddha	 nature,	 and	 Buddha	 is	
the	 ceaseless	 manifestation	 of	 emptiness	
through	all	things.		Buddha	is	the	continuous	
process	of	arising	and	ceasing	displayed	by	
each	and	every	 thing	 in	 this	vast	universe.		
This	 insistence	upon	 the	 intimacy	of	 things	
and	the	absolute	arises	again	and	again	 in	
the	history	of	Zen	Buddhism,	for	example	in	
this	exchange	between	Shitou	Xiqian	(700-
790)	and	a	student:

A monk asked, “What is Zen?”
Shitou said, “A piece of tile.”
The monk asked, “What is the Way?”
Shitou said, “Wood.”

O.K.	so	Buddha	is	all	things	exhibiting	their	
apparent	 nature	 (wood	 etc.)	 and	 their	 true	
nature	 (emptiness	 of	 fixed	 being),	 but	why	
icicles	and	mosquito	netting?

(Continued on page 2)
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tradition.	But	thinking,	and	our	identification	
with	it,	is	so	much	a	part	of	our	lives	that	it’s	
hard	to	think	of	who	we	are	outside	of	that.	
You	might	ask	yourself,	 “Who	am	 I	outside	
of	 the	 ideas	 of	 who	 I	 am,”	 and	 then																								
notice	how	thought	rushes	in	to	answer	the													
question.

So,	what	to	do?
Once	there	was	a	troubled	man	who	went	to	
seek	 the	 counsel	 of	 his	 Rabbi.	 He	 said,	
“Rabbi,	my	life	is	in	shambles.	My	wife	says	
she’s	 going	 to	 leave	me	 because	 of	 how	 I	
treat	 her,	 my	 doctor	 says	 I	 have	 to	 quit							
drinking	 and	 eating	 junk	 food,	 my	 boss	 is	
threatening	 to	 fire	me,	and	now	my	 friends	
won’t	 talk	 to	 me;	 what	 should	 I	 do?”	 The				
rabbi	 replied,	 “Do?	 Do?	 Haven’t	 you	 done	
enough?”1	In	zen,	we	practice	not-doing.	It’s	
not	 that	we’re	not	doing	anything,	because	
we	 are	 sitting	 there	 with	 intention.	 On	 the	
other	 hand,	 our	 intention	 is	 to	 not	 do															
anything	while	we’re	 just	 sitting	 there.	But,	
thinking	 happens.	 At	 a	 recent	 visit	 to	 the	
MZC,	 Shohaku	 Okamura	 instructed	 us	 in	
the	 art	 of	 zen.	 He	 said,	 “Make	 a	 strong										
determination	 to	do	 	nothing	with	whatever	
arises.	Just	let	go,	let	go,	be	right	here,	right	
now.”	When	we	 get	 involved	with	 thinking,	
we	are	doing	thinking,	and	we	are	identified	
with	 thinking	 (I	 am	 thinking).	 Letting	 it	 go,	
thinking	 may	 continue	 to	 think	 (because	
thinking	thinks	it	needs	to	think),	but	we	are	
not	 thinking.	 Letting	 go	of	 thinking,	we	are	
aware	 of	 thinking	 and	 therefore	 more												
identified	 with	 awareness	 (I	 am	 aware).	 In	
awareness,	 we	 see	 that	 awareness	 was								
already	and	always	there,	and	not	in	need	of	
improvement.	 We	 can	 think	 about																			
awareness	or	we	can	be	aware	of	thinking.	
When	we	are	aware	of	our	thinking,	we	can	
shift	 from	 the	 content of	 thinking	 (the												
compelling	 story)	 to	 the	 less	 compelling							
activity	of	thinking.	This	is	one	way	in	which	
the	 teaching	 of	 the	 Five	 Hindrances	 can	
help	 free	 us	 from	 the	 entanglement	 of	 our	
reactions,	for	our	reactivity	always	depends	
on	the		belief	in	the	truth	of	our	perceptions.	
The	 story	 that	 we	 weave,	 based	 on	 our								
perceptions,	 casts	 a	 spell	 that	 is	 broken	
when	we	step	out	of	 the	story	and	observe	

the	 state	 of	 mind	 itself.	 We	 see	 that	 our							
perceptions	depend	upon	the	state	of	mind	
that	is	present,	and	that	our	state	of	mind	is	
influenced,	in	turn,	by	our	perceptions.	

Awareness	 doesn’t	 do	 anything,	 because	
the	doing	is	the	content	of	awareness,	as	is	
the	 “me”	 who	 is	 wanting	 to	 identify	 with	
awareness.	 The	 Indian	 teacher,	 Ammachi,	
advises	us	 to	 identify	with	awareness.	She	
points	 out	 that	 the	 quality	 of	 awareness	 is	
inactivity,	and	that	we	must	bring	that	quality	
of			inaction	into	the	activity	of	our	daily	lives.	
She	calls	that,	“inaction	in	action.”2		Letting	
go	 of	 thinking,	 we	 become	 the	 space	 in	
which	 thinking	 (feelings,	 perceptions,	 etc.)	
comes	 and	 goes.	 We	 see	 that	 the	 ever-
blooming	present	moment	continues	without	
our	 effort.	 Matsuo	 Basho’s	 poem	 reads,		
“Sitting	quietly,	doing	nothing,	spring	comes,	
and	the	grass	grows	by	itself.”	
1	Traditional	anecdote,	source	unknown.

2	Ammachi	is	an	affectionate	nickname	of	the	Indian	
spiritual	leader,	Mata	Amritanandamayi	Devi.	
Talk	given	at	Chicago,	2009.

(Continued from page 1)

First	of	all,	 the	 icicle	hangs	from	the	eaves	
of	 winter,	 in	 the	 particular	 form	 water																		
assumes	 when	 existing	 in	 freezing	 cold.		
The	 icicle	 is	 winter	 incarnate,	 bringing	 to	
mind	 frozen	 ponds,	 icy	 paths,	 snow	 in	 the	
air.		Its	coldness	is	absolute	in	this	moment.		
And	 yet,	 and	 yet……icicles	 cannot	 be												
permanent,	 any	 more	 than	 January	 in												
Milwaukee	can	be	endless.	 	Nature’s	cycle	
will	 continue	 and	 as	 the	 air	 warms,	 water	
will	 begin	 to	 drip	 from	 the	 icicle.	 Our															
man-made	calendar	of	days	will	move	from	
January	to	February	to	March.

As	Dôgen	notices	the	icicle,	he	sees	that	it	is	
hanging	from	a	stiff	and	frozen	mosquito	net,	
last	useful	in	the	humid	heat	of	summer.		And	
he	sees	what	a	lovely	image	this	provides	for	
the	 truth	of	 the	 impermanence	of	 all	 things	
that	 yet	 exist	 in	 a	 mysterious	 continuity	 of	
cause	 and	 effect.	 	 Winter	 does	 not	 cause	
summer,	yet	 the	myriad	causes	and	results	
within	winter	are	inexorably		moving	toward	
spring.	when	 the	 icicle	will	melt	 and	 be	 no	
more…..until	next	winter’s	icicle.

And	 the	 mosquito	 net	 that	 traps	 and															
brackets	 the	 short	 life	 of	 summer’s																					
mosquitos	will	 lose	its	purpose,	as	summer	
inexorably	 moves	 toward	 fall	 and	 winter.		
The	 icicle	 encompasses	 the	 possibility	 of	
mosquito	nets;	the	mosquito	net	implies	the	
possibility	of	icicles	to	come.		

At	this	moment,	as	I	gaze	out	at	the	“Falling	
Snow	 Buddha,”	 appreciating	 its	 cold	 white	
beauty,	I	realize	that	I	am	also	gazing	in	the	
direction	 of	 the	 whirling	 fireflies	 of	 a																	
summer	evening.	How	wonderful	that	it	is	all	
connected!	 Winter’s	 icicle	 hangs	 from									
summer’s	mosquito	net.

Please	 enjoy	 the	 Falling	 Snow	 Buddha	 of	
January	 and	 look	 forward	 to	 the	Flowering	
Lilac	Buddha	of	May.	 				
1	The	Zen	Poetry	of	Dôgen,		Steven	Heine

ON LETTING GO
OF THINKING
Chuck Eigen, Sangha member
and Licensed Psychotherapist

	 You	 could	 say	 that	 the	 central													
problem	 of	 Buddhism	 is	 thinking,	 because	
thinking	 is	 the	central	problem	of	our	 lives.	
One	might	reply	that	we	need	thinking	to	live	
in	 the	 world,	 to	 work,	 to	 maintain	 our											
households,	 to	 help	 children	 with	 their	
homework,	 to	plan	vacations,	and	so	 forth.	
That’s	 all	 true,	 of	 course.	Here,	 it	 helps	 to	
have	 discernment	 between	 thinking	 that’s	
necessary	 and	 thinking	 that	 isn’t	 (such	 as	
worry,	most	remembering,	most	comparing,	
etc).	Thinking	is	not	a	problem,	unless	it’s	a	
problem.	Thinking	is	useful,	if	it’s	useful,	but	
when	it’s	not	useful,	it’s	either	stressful	or	it	
is	robbing	us	of	our	immediate	contact	with	
our	 lives.	Most	of	what	 the	Buddha	said	 is	

about	 thinking.	He	 said	 a	 few	 things	 about	
diet	(eat	in	moderation)	and	other	aspects	of	
life,	but	his	main	focus	was	on	suffering	and	
its	causes,	which,	directly	or	indirectly,	come	
down	 to	 thinking.	 Other	 traditions	 also																	
approach	 the	 problem	 of	 thinking.	 The									
Hindu	Advaita	 (non-dual)	 tradition	 identifies	
thinking	 (or	more	 accurately,	 the	 identifica-
tion	with	thinking)	as	the	reason	why	we	ob-
scure	 the	 fundamental	 unity	 of	 reality,	 be-
cause	thinking	depends	on	duality,	from	the																
abstraction	 of	what	we’re	 thinking	 about	 to	
the	belief	in	the	separate	“I”	that	is	thinking.	
The	mystical	Sufi	(Islamic)	poet,	Rumi,	also	
spoke	to	this:	“Out	beyond	concepts	of	right	
doing	 and	wrong	 doing,	 there	 is	 a	 field,	 I’ll	
meet	 you	 there.”	 	 Other	 examples	 can	 be	
found	where	all	of	the	major	religions	value	
silence.	So	this	awareness	of	the	larger	life	
beyond	 thought	 is	 part	 of	 our	 human																					
inheritance,	 and	 is	 not	 the	 property	 of	 any	
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