
but the humorlessness 
of a great deal of western
Zen practice drains away
the joy.

In a recent delightful
short article in
Buddhadharma magazine,
Rev. Jetsunna Tenzin
Palmo suggested that
there ought to be a 
seventh paramita: a sense
of humor. The first six
paramitas are generosity,
discipline, patience, 
energy, meditation and
wisdom as described in
my Shambala Dictionary 
and generosity, morality,
patience, courage, 
meditation, and intuitive
insight in my Oxford
Dictionary. These attrib-
utes of the bodhisattva
are all very well, but 
I think Rev. Palmo is 
correct in suggesting 
that the well-equipped
bodhisattva needs to 
have another arrow in 
the quiver: a sense of
humor, the ability to 
meet the absurdities and
contradictions of the

human condition
with unfettered
laughter.
Yes, but we’re serious

about all this, aren’t we?
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A Seventh Paramita

In this article I’d like
to explore the wisdom 
of one of my favorite 
Zen Masters, who said:

“I, not events, have
the power to make me
happy or unhappy today.
I can choose which it
shall be. Yesterday is
dead, tomorrow hasn’t
arrived yet. I have just
one day, today, and I’m
going to be happy in it.”

As I go through my
days, I try to keep this
admonition by Zen
Master Groucho (Marx,
that is) in mind. And I 
try to lighten up, try to
take myself less seriously,
wondering why this Zen
business often seems so
earnestly and grimly 
dedicated to finding
peace. It’s a laudable
intention, I suppose, 

Somehow, within our 
culture seriousness of
intent gets confused with
seriousness of demeanor.
I have a wonderful piece
of beaded art by my
friend, Anne Kingsbury.
Centered in it we find the
ceramic figure of a young
woman in a very short
yellow dress. She seems
about to dance, yet
around the border of the
piece run the words “It is
a difficult thing to have
courage for something 
no one thinks is serious.”
Never mind our intent,
we must look serious if
we wish to be taken 
seriously in this society.

Yet how, then, do we
account for all those
reports of the great Zen
Masters of China bursting
into roars of laughter at
their moment of great
enlightenment? What 
in the world were they
laughing at? Perhaps at
that instant they realized
the absurdity of their
struggle to conceptualize
“ meaning” behind
things. In his second
Noble Truth, Shakyamuni
warned about the suffer-
ing engendered by our

craving and clinging 
to desires. We usually
interpret this as desires
for sexual satisfaction,
material things, social
advancement etc., but I
would suggest that there
is another more subtle
form of desire. This 
is the desire to make 
objects and events into
more than they are, to
find added meaning and
significance within or
behind them. Zen Master
Groucho spikes that
desire skillfully: “A black
cat crossing our path 
signifies that the animal 
is going somewhere.” 
He points out that we 
are slipping on the 
conceptual banana peel 
of our superstition. Our
concepts prevent us from
experiencing true reality.

And this is why a
Chinese Zen Master 
burst into delighted
laughter upon seeing
peach blossoms and
thereafter proclaimed 
that he “had no doubts.”
He’d seen peach blos-
soms on many spring
mornings and thought
them to be lovely, to 
be beautiful, to be a 
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truth that tree is merely 
a hundred-foot pole from
which we must leap into
the arms of the uncertainty
of reality, laughing out
loud at its absurdity.
Taking it all lightly, we 
are truly serious.

And we must be 
prepared to laugh at 
ourselves. As I approach
my 79th birthday, I
remind myself that, like
Groucho, “I intend to 
live forever, or die trying.”

I think Rev. Palmo is
correct when she suggests
that our bodhisattva 
practice can benefit 
from the addition of 
a seventh paramita.

–Tonen O’Connor

Note: Sayings of Zen Master
Joshu are drawn from the
translation by James Green.

but different meanings
show us the absurdity 
of our understanding.
Here again is Zen Master
Groucho: “Time flies 
like an arrow. Fruit flies
like bananas.”  

Humor also lurks in
answers that respond to
the words, but not the
intended meaning. A 
very serious young 
monk asked Master
Joshu, “What are honest
words?” The master said,
“Your mother is ugly.”

Our oh-so-serious
attack on our Zen 
practice rises from our
deep-seated misunder-
standing that by effort 
we can control the 
outcome. Practice 
seriously enough, taking
nothing lightly, and we
will climb the tree of
enlightenment. But in

No surprises. Yet life
often hands us a lemon
when we were expecting
an apple. Take for
instance this exchange
between a student and
Joshu (Chao-chou),
another of my favorite
Zen Masters:

“Doctor Ts’ui (Sai
Rochu) asked, “does an
accomplished person go
to Hell or not?

The master said, “I
entered at the head of 
the line.”

Sai Rochu said, “ You
are an accomplished 
person, why do you go 
to Hell?”

The master said, “If I
had not gone, how could
I have met you?”

Humor also takes
advantage of the language
we use, letting words
with the same sound, 

sign of spring, to be a
harbinger of the delicious
fruit to come. But on 
that particular morning
he really saw the peach
blossoms themselves. And
roared with laughter at
the wonderful realization
that, for Pete’s sake, there
they ARE!! And casting
off all his concepts, he
laughed in delight at the
wonder of it.

We also laugh when,
out of the myriad possi-
bilities inherent in the
workings of cause and
effect, a totally unexpected
effect appears. Zen Master
Groucho said, “Humor 
is reason gone mad.”
He’s talking about our
tendency to think things
will arrive in tune with
what our accustomed
logic leads us to expect.

continued from page 1

Great SkySesshin 2011
Sponsored by Cedar Rapids Zen Center
and Milwaukee Zen Center

Saturday, August 13 -Saturday, August 20 
Seventh annual Great Sky Sesshin
Hokyoji Zen Monastery 
in beautiful southern Minnesota

For information on schedule, fees, housing, teachers etc.,
contact: kokyo-an @earthlink.net or check our web site:
www.milwaukeezencenter.org

 



Happenings

Tonen made a pastoral
visit to Rogers Memorial
Hospital, spoke with a
class at Carthage College
and welcomed a group of
Lutheran students intern-
ing at various Milwaukee
social service agencies.

The Heart Sutra 
seminars concluded 
with a showing of the
Japanese film, “Letter
from the Mountain.”

Isabel Kent, a student 
at the Milwaukee Institute
of Art and Design (MIAD)
will be volunteering at the
Zen Center over the next
few weeks as a service
component of a class she 
is taking.

The major happening
in February was the visit
by Kensho and Madoka
Miyamae. Zuiko Redding
and Carole Anderson
drove them over from the
Cedar Rapids Zen Center
and we had a wonderful
time practicing and sight-
seeing with them. The
highlight of the visit was
Kensho’s demonstration
of baika, a musical form
currently popular within
the Soto School in Japan.
The musical form is quite
old and utilizes small
bells, while the words
have been more recently
applied and are drawn
from poems by Dôgen,
Keizan, teachings of
Shakyamuni etc. Kensho
gave a short concert on
Friday evening and on

Milwaukee Zen Center – Schedule

March
2 - 6:30 p.m.-Introduction to Zen

12 - 9:30 a.m.-Annual Membership
Meeting

19 & 20 -Two-day sitting

April
6 - 6:30 p.m.-Introduction to Zen
9 - Buddha’s Birthday celebration 

16 & 17 - Two-day sitting

May
4 - 6:30 p.m.-Introduction to Zen

12 - 6:30-8:00 p.m. Scott Edelstein, 
Sex and the Spiritual Teacher

21 & 22 - Two-day sitting
28 - CLOSED for holiday

Saturday morning led 
our sangha in our first
experience of singing
baika. Those who wish
may go to the MZC web
site and hear a recording
of both Kensho’s solo
performance and our
group’s practice. Madoka
prepared a wonderful
dessert of sweet red-bean
soup with mochi for 
our enjoyment.

SAVE THE DATE– On
Thursday, May 12, Scott
Edelstein, author of the
new book from Wisdom
Publications, Sex and 
the Spiritual Teacher, 
will speak and answer 
questions about his 
book at the MZC from
6:30 – 8:00 p.m.

San Bo Go Wasan – Song of the Three Treasures

While at the Cedar Rapids Zen Center, Kensho Miyamae collaborated with
Zuiko Redding on a lovely translation of the song that he would teach our group
and that you can hear on our web site. Here is their translation:

The darkness of our heart is illuminated.
Everyone who requests the Noble Precious Buddha’s vow (to guide them)
Chants “Namu kie Butsu.”

Riding above above this transitory world’s waves,
Everyone who wants to row the dharma boat going to pure mercy
Chants “Namu kie Ho.”

For reaching the coast of enlightenment
Everyone who relies on the many sanghas that transmit the way
Chants “Namu kie So.”

** “Namu” means “salutation.”  “Kie” means return to and rely upon the Buddha.

To see the 2011 Schedule and more information 
on Two-day sitting, visit our web site at 
www.milwaukeezencenter.org



TITLE QTY PRICE TAX* TOTAL

Eiheiji Incense — Short 5.5” $ 8.00 .45 $

Long 10” $ 8.00 .45 $

$

TOTAL $

Please make checks payable to Milwaukee Zen Center

MILWAUKEE ZEN CENTER   2825 N. STOWELL AVE   
MILWAUKEE, WI  53211-3775

Name

Address

City/State/Zip+4

Phone

I am interested in a membership 
(tax deductible):

o General -$25/month
o Supporting – $30 or more/month
o Out-of-town – $10/month
o Participating - any amount you can afford $

o I would like to make a one-time contribution $
o Please add me to your mailing list
o Please remove me from your mailing list
o Please change my mailing address

#

Shipping - $4.00 first two boxes of 
incense and 50¢ per item thereafter.

Membership Information / Order Form

milwaukee zen center
2825 N. Stowell Ave. Milwaukee WI 53211-3775

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

NON PROFIT
ORGANIZATION
U. S. POSTAGE

P A I D
MILWAUKEE, WI

PERMIT NO. 2686

Wed., Thurs., Fri.

6:15 am Zazen 
(Zen sitting)

6:55 am Kinhin 
(Zen walking)

7:05 am Zazen
7:45 am Service
8:00 end of practice

6:30 pm Zazen
7:10 pm Kinhin
7:20 pm Zazen

Introduction to Zen

An informal presentation on Buddhism and Zen, 
followed by instruction in zen sitting, tea and discussion. 
6:30-8:30 p.m.–first Wednesday of each month.

Zen sitting instruction and private interview available 
by appointment. Call 963-0526.

Saturday

6:15 am Zazen
6:55 am Kinhin
7:05 am Zazen
7:45 am Service
8:00 breakfast, oryoki
8:25 work period 
9:15 break, coffee & tea
9:30 study class*
10:30 end of practice
*except on all-day sitting days

MZC Contact Information

For messages: Phone: (414) 963-0526
Fax: (414) 963-0517 E-mail: kokyo-an@earthlink.net
For information and
schedules:www.milwaukeezencenter.org

Useful Web Sites:

Soto Zen Buddhism: http//global.sotozen-net.or.jp/
Soto Zen in America: http//www.szba.org

*Only Wis. residents need include applicable sales tax.

 


