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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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REFINING LIBERATION 
The topic for this month was titled                  

Refining Liberation. It might have been more 
accurate to say, cultivating liberation, with  
liberation meaning freedom from suffering. 
Buddha’s teaching tells us to be free from  
suffering we need to foster another way of 
seeing and being in the world. The process of 
that learning is called awakening. Today I’d 
like to explore the last two couplets of the 
Song of the Jewel Mirror Awareness to see 
how they might support this theme. 
Practice secretly working within,
As though a fool, like an idiot.
If you can achieve continuity,
This is called the host within the host. 

A little review of what we’ve done so far 
might be helpful. We started our study back in 
February with the first couplet. The poem 
opens with: 
The teaching of thus-ness has been intimately 
communicated by Buddhas and ancestors. 

If memory serves, we seemed to agree 
that thus-ness was a unique perception or           
awareness of the present moment, the is-ness 
of our experience. We didn’t say it back in 
February, but I think it was implied that what 
we were saying was, thus-ness is the direct 
perception of emptiness. 

The Buddha’s natural koan1 was, “Why                 
is there suffering in the world?” After his           
enlightenment, where he gained the deepest 
insight into the nature of reality, he resolved 
that question for himself. It is said that he      
debated for seven weeks whether or not to 
teach what he understood to others. This is 
what he said about that time: 

“With difficulty have I comprehended. This 
dharma is subtle and profound, not easily     
understood. It is difficult to perceive, difficult 
to comprehend, not within the sphere of logic 
and goes against the stream. If I were to teach 
this Dharma, others would not understand. 
That would be tiresome to me. As I reflected 
thus, my mind turned to inaction and not to 
the teaching of the Dharma.” 2 

When about to fulfill the way of Buddhahood 
One gazed at a tree for ten aeons 

This might sound strange, but I’ve always 
been encouraged by that statement of the 
Buddha’s. It means there is not something 
wrong with me that I don’t, as a natural course 
of things, perceive the world as he describes 
it after his awakening.

It is subtle, profound, not easily                              
understood, difficult to perceive and                   
comprehend, not within the sphere of logic, 
and goes against the stream. And our task is 
to experience it anyway. 
If you want to conform to the ancient way 
Please observe the ancients of former times. 

Of course the Buddha went beyond his             
disinclination and taught a method of inquiry 
so we might experience what he did.                       
His teachings are our guideposts. 

The Buddha’s deep understanding of             
thus-ness, or emptiness, is what makes              
his teaching unique among philosophies or  
religions. Very simply for the purpose of our 
discussion, emptiness from a Buddhist          
perspective means, nothing exists in and of 
itself, or has a permanent unchanging self-
nature; all things arise due to causes                 
and conditions, usually referred to as                                      
co-dependent origination. Because there is 
this, therefore there is that. 

I think the Western translation of                      
emptiness as voidness or nothingness can 
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Editor’s note: This is an edited version of a talk given by        
Renshin Barbara Verkuilen, a Soto Zen priest living in              
Madison, WI. It was the final talk in a series given in Milwaukee 
by Barbara and her husband, Taizen Dale Verkuilen, also a 
Soto Zen priest in Madison, on the enlightenment poem “Song 
of the Jewel Mirror Awareness,” by the ninth century Chinese           
Buddhist priest Tung-shan Liang Chieh (Tozan Ryokai in       
Japanese.) The poem consists of 47 couplets, many of them 
quite difficult to grasp. The Verkuilens have been studying the 
poem for more than 40 years. The lines in italics in this text are 
couplets from the poem. To hear the entire talk – which has 
been edited here for space reasons – and the question-and-
answer session afterwards, go to milwaukeezencenter.org/
talks and click Barbara Verkuilen’s Sept. 7 talk. To read the 
poem, click “Read the poem” directly below that audio file. 



Katagiri Roshi said, “… even though we 
don’t understand emptiness, we cannot ig-
nore it. It is where we actually live.” 5 

Back in February we talked about the dual 
nature of reality, from the perspective of         
Universal [absolute] and Personal [relative] 
truth. At that time I quoted a piece by Ajahn 
Chah I’d like to repeat. He said: 

“You should know both the Universal and          
the Personal, the realm of forms, and the 
freedom to not cling to them. The forms of the 
world have their place, but in another way 
there is nothing there. To be free we need to 
respect both of these truths.” 6 
If you can achieve continuity, this is called the 
host within the host. 

That line is related to Ajahn Chah’s               
statement. The Universal truth of emptiness, 
whether we can perceive it or not, “hosts” the 
relative, personal reality we do experience. 

Continuity is the awareness of the                     
harmonious interplay of the dual aspects of 
Personal and Universal that make up our       
experience. 

Personal truth is cradled within the              
Universal. From that perspective the                     
Universal is “host” to the Personal. The way 
of the universe, all that there has been,            
supports all that there is. Because there was 
that, therefore there is this. 

When an individual perceives and                 
embodies Universal truth, for however long 
they can maintain it, they manifest the              
Universal  within the Personal. 

From that perspective it can be said that 
the Personal “hosts” the Universal. When that 
is accomplished: This called the host within 
the host. 

The Personal is not lost in its relationship 
with the Universal. This is exemplified in the 
Buddha’s statement, “If I were to teach this 
dharma, others would not understand. That 
would be tiresome to me.” Instead, a deeper 
understanding of reality refines it. However 
tiresome he may have found it, he taught  45 
years, until his death. 

In the book Hua-yen Buddhism,                          
Francis Cook defines Buddhism as a religion 
“that is based on the assumption that the 
foremost problem confronting man in his           
existential plight is his inability to understand 
the nature of things, including himself.” 7 

Awakening encompasses so much           
more than meditation alone. It is diligently 
working to understand the Buddha’s               

teaching more deeply, and translating that 
understanding / experience into our responses 
with the world. And we need to do this despite 
the fact that “this dharma is difficult to               
comprehend” because we behave in                      
accordance to the level of truth we understand. 
Footnotes
1. A “natural koan” is one not assigned to a student by a 
teacher, but rather one arising out of the central questions 
with which the student struggles. 
2. Mark Epstein, Thoughts Without a Thinker (New York: 
Perseus Books, 1995) p. 43 
3. Hsing Yun, Lotus in the Stream (Trumbull, CT: 
Weatherhill, 2000) p. 94 
4. Ibid: p. 100.
5 Dainin Katagiri, ed. Steve Hagen, You Have To Say 
Something (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1998) p. 144
6. Jack Kornfield, The Wise Heart (New York: Bantam 
Books, 2009) p. 79
7. Francis Cook, Hua-yen Buddhism: The Jewel Net of 
Indra (New York: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1977) p. 99 

Ordinary Lives Revisited 
 
Flying over the still pond,
   on a bright and sunny day,
the geese do not intend
   to cast their reflection
the water has no mind
   to receive their image,
 
and still......
 
grasping, writing,
   petting, tapping,
the fingers do not intend
   to move and bend
the unborn has no mind
   to express its will.
 
What is exactly going on here?
 
Exactly and precisely
   the no-practice of the no-mind
emptiness and nothing holy
    the front door ~

Edward Mondini, a Soto Zen practitioner in Oshkosh, 
sent us this poetic commentary on Tonen O’Connor’s 
October newsletter article, “Our Ordinary Lives.”

have a negative connotation and present a 
problem for us in approaching this teaching.     
I don’t think Westerners are the only people  
to have difficulty, but confusing the meaning 
of emptiness as nothingness is obstructive 
and not helpful, unless what we mean by it is 
“no-thing-ness.” But I don’t suspect that is 
how the term is initially taken. 

Other translations of emptiness besides 
nothingness might be openness, or               
transparency. I like to think of it as unlimited 
possibility. I’m particularly fond of the ancient 
Indian meaning of emptiness as “wondrous 
beauty.” Now, doesn’t that convey a whole 
different feeling? It’s full, and does not negate 
all that there is. 

The rise of Mahayana Buddhism with its 
emphasis on understanding emptiness,       
and the mathematical notation of zero,                  
developed In India at the same time. The      
Indian term for both zero and emptiness is 
Shunyata. My husband jokes that those who 
continue to think of Shunyata as meaning 
nothing, should try thinking about three more 
zeros before the decimal point on their               
paycheck. 

Contemporary Zen Master Hsing Yun            
says, “Emptiness is one of the deepest words 
in Buddhism. It comes as close to  describing 
reality as any word can. Understanding                
emptiness allows us to see beyond relativity, 
beyond duality, and beyond all phenomenal 
distinctions. Emptiness teaches us to see 
through ourselves.” 3 
Just to depict it in literary form
Is to relegate it to defilement...

Emptiness is not a thing. It is a description                 
of the nature or process of reality whereby 
phenomena, beings, and things arise through 
intercausality. 

Hsing Yun states, “The universe can only 
exist because all phenomena are empty. If 
phenomena were not empty, nothing could 
change or come into being. Being and         
emptiness are two sides of the same thing.” 4 

Buddha’s teaching asks us to penetrate 
and understand how the world exists. 

We live in an exceptional time, when         
scientific investigation is validating Buddha’s 
intuitive perception of reality. In the early to 
mid 19th century, physicists thought they had 
things pretty well figured out. All that was left 
to discover were the components of the atom 
and they’d have the building block of the         
universe, and that would be that. 

But by the late 19th and early 20th                      
century, with the advent of quantum theory, 
the scientific world was turned upside down. 
The deeper scientists probed the more they 
encountered “emptiness.” Their building 
block, the atom, is 99 % empty space. And so 
is everything else they’ve discovered since 
then. 

It is interesting to note the synchronicity of 
the discoveries of quantum mechanics and 
the transmission of Buddhism to the West. I 
don’t know why, but I feel hopeful for humanity 
by the convergence of those two events. 

So we have two ways of awakening to       
the nature of reality, the path of inquiry laid 
out by the Buddha, and the observational        
exploration of science. . . . 
A hairbreadth’s deviation will fail to accord 
with the proper attunement 

The ancient masters understood that well, 
through their own experience. And that is why 
Tung-shan tells us to Practice secretly, work-
ing within. Because it is subtle, profound, not 
easily understood, not within the sphere of 
logic, and goes against the stream. And the 
obstructions to realizing thus-ness are many...
Now you have it, so keep it well. 

Even though we may have an intellectual 
grasp and acceptance of the truth of                     
emptiness, when it comes to how we live our 
lives day to day, we are limited in our ability to 
express the truth of it, especially in our                
relationship to our sense of self as a                     
separate, independent being. Self is such a 
sticky wicket. I’m sure you’ve noticed. 

Follow our events and activity on Facebook
Listen to dharma talks on our website

www.milwaukeezencenter.org


