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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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Weekly practice schedule

Friday morning
6:15 zazen
6:55 kinhin
7:05 zazen
7:45 service
8:00 end

Saturday morning
7:30 zazen
8:10 kinhin 
8:20 zazen
9:00 service
9:10 work period
10:15 book discussion
11:15 end

Sunday morning
8:20 Introduction 
 to Zazen
9:30 zazen
10:10 kinhin
10:20 dharma talk
11:00 informal tea

Online:
•  See our complete schedule of practice and 
  activities at www.milwaukeezencenter.org
•  For the latest news and events, visit us 
  on Facebook
•  E-mail us at kokyo-an@att.net

Street address:
2825 N. Stowell Ave, Milwaukee, WI  53211-3775 

Phone: (414) 963-0526 

Stay in touch with MZC

Membership

Blue Dragon: $100/mo and up
Red Bird: $50/mo and up
White Tiger: $30/mo and up
Black Tortoise: $10/mo and up

Item  Qty. Price Tax* Total

Short (5.5”)  $10.00 .55 

Long (10”)  $10.00 .55

Shipping:
$4.00 for first two boxes of incense, 
plus .50 per box thereafter.

Eiheiji incense for sale Or buy online from our gift shop at www.milwaukeezencenter.org!

* Only Wisconsin residents need include applicable sales tax.

Wednesday evening
6:30  zazen
7:10  kinhin
7:20  zazen
8:00 end

We encourage members to make their 
monthly gifts automatically, via the PayPal 
button on our website or online bill pay 
programs at their own banks.  
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AN UNCERTAINTY PRINCIPLE
FOR DAILY LIFE
by Tonen O’Connor
Resident priest emerita

These are uncertain times for the Milwaukee 
Zen Center.  Unlike the situation we enjoyed for 
28 years, we are without a resident priest and I 
am “filling in.”  Can we find a new resident 
priest?  If not, can the sangha keep going          
without a teacher?  Although things go smoothly 
at the moment, anxiety lurks in the background, 
sometimes dimming the pure joy of practice.

Given this, I think it would be helpful to            
develop what I’m calling An Uncertainty               
Principle for Daily Life. The contemporary          
science of quantum mechanics utilizes Werner 
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle to                           
acknowledge the limits of observation: “The     
accurate measurement of one of two related, 
observable quantities, such as position and  
momentum or energy and time, produces             
uncertainties in the measurement of the other.”  
To precisely define a position, we must fix it and 
thereby can have only a fuzzy knowledge of its 
momentum.

Within our daily lives we also misunderstand 
the limits of perception, but this misconception 
stems not from an attempt to simultaneously 
measure an entity and its momentum, but from 
an erroneous pairing of an actual and a                   
fictitious entity, thinking we can know both: 
present/future, today/tomorrow, now/then. If we 
pay attention, we can closely observe the present, 
today, and now, but the “future,” “tomorrow,” and 
“then” exist only as abstract ideas.   

In Shobogenzo Genjokoan, Dogen speaks 
of each thing in each instant of time as being in 
its “dharma position,” and he speaks of these 
dharma positions as being individually distinct, 

each existing exclusive of what went before and 
what may come after.  He uses the distinct            
natures of wood, fire and ash to illustrate this, 
saying that each has a before and an after.  At 
the same time, he describes these dharma      
positions as occurring seriatim so that we have 
the illusion of continuity, just as in the rapid 
passing of individual frames in a motion picture.

How rapid? Within early Buddhist thinking, 
the flow of time was said to be made up of tiny 
ksanas having the duration of one-seventy-fifth 
of a second. Our dharma position is made up of 
inconceivably numerous and minuscule ksanas 
that are not identical, yet when grouped together 
show us “now.” 

The Buddha taught that we truly exist only in 
the present moment.  We must live it fully, since 
this “now” is the origin of multiple possibilities 
that will influence the next “now.”  Although fire 
does not create ash, fire is the past of ash that 
makes its present possible. The possibilities 
are so numerous and so complex that we           
cannot fully control or create the future, yet what 
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“Let’s drink to … courage, just the sort of 
pedestrian courage that makes you get up in 
the morning and go on about the day’s                    
business, however frustrating and hopeless 
and endless and imperfect and unsure the 
course of the day may be.”

She wasn’t speaking abstractly – this was 
her life. And ours. Some days are fulfilling and 
purposeful. Others are frustrating, hopeless, 
endless, and it’s hard to see any direction. We 
can only put the sodden basement rugs in the 
washer and trust that this is what’s needed. 

Courage is to live every day, paying                      
attention to each moment, to just take the next 
step with full attention. It is taking care of all the 
things, large and small, that come our way. 
Those things may seem insignificant and            
endless. We may do them with awkwardness 
and clumsiness. And not know where all this will 
lead. The only thing we can do is take the next 
step and find out.

To do this means to vow to fully live in the 
reality of our lives. Or maybe we can call it faith. 
It’s the force inside us that gives us a natural 
discipline, keeping us on course, keeping us 
moving. It comes from truly seeing this life, right 
now – having the Buddhas’ and ancestors’ 
awake minds. This is what Dogen means when 
he tells us “Transcend your prediction of future                      
Buddhahood from Gautama.” We “get up in the 
morning and go about the day’s business.” Mrs. 
Johnson did not say “our business, “ but “the 
day’s business.” This “business” was the            
business of the Universe. She saw that it was 
not about her convenience. She just let it be 
frustrating, hopeless, endless and imperfect 
and lived in the midst of all that. Understanding 
that our lives are lived to benefit all things, she 
could take the next step. 

I’m sure Dogen would have recognized the 
light in Mrs. Johnson’s eyes. “Radiating light” is 
being aware and active. When we live with vitality, 
our eyes are clear and shining. To be in the 

midst of life is not to be a victim of it. The                 
situation may be a hard one. We may be in a 
job that destroys our spirit or we may be caring 
for a sick, frail loved one in the midst of job and 
family responsibilities. Not being a victim means 
standing up in whatever way we need to, to do 
whatever is needed to take care of things. As a 
political wife, Lady Bird Johnson had to fit into a 
mold that allowed little freedom to do the things 
she loved. But that didn’t stop her from finding 
something that fed her spirit. She worked to 
promote the use of wild plants as roadside   
landscaping. Her pedestrian courage in speaking 
for wildflowers makes me think of her every 
time I see native grasses and flowers on our 
Iowa roadsides.

Everyday courage is not easy. We eat our 
dinner, then wash our dishes, thinking that the 
time might be more fruitfully spent on other 
things, not having confidence in our present   
action. We turn down the covers and climb into 
bed, being kept from sleep by the anxiety about 
tomorrow. We waver between trying to get to 
sleep and working on that  project for tomorrow.

Everyday courage is the faith that doing our 
dishes or going to bed is what the reality of life 
needs right now, trusting that if we take care of 
these details our lives will take care of                   
themselves. Faith and courage are intertwined. 
To have the faith to take a step requires               
courage. If we can just do it, then we will see 
whether it works or not and be able to know the 
direction from there. 

Miyazaki Ekiho Zenji once remarked that 
enlightenment is living without fear. Living with-
out fear is just doing what reality asks of us, no 
matter how hopeless, frustrating and endless it 
seems to be, with the confidence that this is 
where we need to be right now. When we can 
have this kind of courage, our lives radiate light.

I do in this moment is the source of possibilities 
for the next moment, in this day for the next day, 
in this year for the next year. From these              
possibilities, a particular new moment, day and 
year will emerge.

So it becomes important that we pay close 
attention to this day, making it as rich with life 
and possibility as we can.  What will happen to 
the Milwaukee Zen Center if we don’t find a new 
resident priest? Philosopher Bertrand Russell 
(1872-1970) suggested that too often we leap 
to extremes in seeking answers to such                      
questions: “The whole problem with the world is 
that fools and fanatics are always so certain of 
themselves, and wiser people so full of doubt.”  

Following the Middle Way, neither too sure 
nor too filled with doubt, we must live by our 
own Uncertainty Principle:  Today we can never 
be certain of tomorrow, but today holds                      
tomorrow’s possibilities.

Anxiety and handwringing eat up time that 
could be rich with fruitful   possibilities.  The best 
thing we can do for the future of the  Milwaukee 
Zen Center is to fill its present with committed 
practice and great joy in the dharma.  If we are 
dedicated to the Way, we will continue to walk it, 
no matter the specifics of the circumstances. 
And these circumstances will rise from today’s 
actions and today’s clear-sighted planning, not                       
today’s fears.

Merely worrying whether there will be flowers 
never caused gardens to bloom. Gardens grow 
only because seeds are planted, and they can 
only be planted today, not tomorrow.

EVERYDAY COURAGE
by Zuiko Redding

This morning I looked down the basement 
stairs and breathed a quiet sigh. No puddles. In 
the heavy spring and summer rains, water can 
seep in through cracks in the stone walls near 
the floor, making small brooks and ponds. 
There’s nothing for it but to just get down there 
and start working. At least the floor will be clean 
and I’ll have gotten some exercise by the end of 

it. As I squeeze out the mop or empty the shop 
vac, I sometimes wish that I were doing some-
thing a bit more glamorous and important than 
spilling murky water down the basement sink.

The last time I found myself mopping, I          
remembered a passage in Eihei Koroku that I 
like a lot.

“The courage of a fisherman is to enter the 
water without avoiding deep-sea dragons. The 
courage of a hunter is to travel the earth without 
avoiding tigers. The courage of a  general is to 
face the drawn sword before him and see death 
as just like life.  What is the courage of patch-
robed monks?

“Spread out your bedding and sleep; set out 
your bowls and eat rice; exhale through your 
nostrils; radiate light from your eyes.… With        
vitality, eat lots of rice and then use the toilet. 
Transcend your prediction of future                                  
Buddhahood from Gautama.”

We often think courage is something special 
– something that first responders and soldiers 
have but we don’t. Courage is much more           
pedestrian than entering burning buildings or 
staring down tigers. It’s about facing things we 
don’t want to face:  Making the bed, taking care 
of a sick child, mopping up the basement are 
acts of courage.

Lady Bird Johnson understood courage. At 
a dinner toast in 1965, the first lady said: 

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

www.milwaukeezencenter.org
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This article first appeared in the spring 2014 issue of the 
Cedar Rapids (Iowa) Zen Center Newsletter. Zuiko Redding 
is resident teacher at the center.


