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Gratitude from a Buddhist perspective
by Tonen O’Connor, resident priest emerita, from a talk given in May to the Unitarian Universalist West congregation in Brookfield

As I prepared for this evening’s talk, I realized that there 
is a significant difference between the Buddhist viewpoint 
on gratitude and that commonly held within the Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic faiths,  These great faiths all hold deep 
beliefs that all things come from God and that gratitude must 
be expressed to this powerful creator of all things.

So it might be said that Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
express gratitude TO a higher power, a great Being that is 
the source of all.  Buddhists, however, feel gratitude not TO 
someone for kindness granted, but rather gratitude FOR their 
very existence, for being included among the billions of 
entities interconnected in the great web of life.  When I 
began to search for quotes that would verbalize our sense of 
infinite gratitude, I found that the gratitude 
that is the bedrock of our faith is not something 
expressed as “thanks to…”  It is expressed 
in our love for all beings.

The source of Buddhist gratitude lies in 
a particular conception of existence.  
We see the infinite expanse of the universe as 
a great web of interconnectedness, for which something 
called Indra’s Net offers a beautiful image.  Imagine a vast 
net knotted like a fisherman’s net.  At every intersection 
hangs a brilliant, many faceted, jewel, each facet of each 
jewel reflecting all the other jewels to infinity.  Reality lies 
not in the knots or the jewels, but in the reflections —the 
constantly shifting, ever changing relationships among 
all things in the vast universe.

This net of relationships is a living process that performs 
with absolute purity as pure, intentionless cause and effect. 
This process is unknowable in the usual sense because it is 
without characteristics of its own. It is vast potential.  This 
potential realizes itself as the material world that we know 
and inhabit. Here cause and effect create an ever-changing 
universe of physical and emotional entities, where each 
result is both the reflection of a cause and in itself a cause 
of new reflections.

As Buddhists, we have a sense of immense gratitude for 
being realized as human beings within this vast intercon-
nected network.  There is an old Buddhist saying that it is 
as likely to be born a human as it is for a blind turtle that 
surfaces from the depths of the ocean once every hundred 
years to stick its neck through a golden ring floating at 
random upon the surface of the sea.  Our gratitude is for 
every breath we take.

We owe this deep debt of gratitude for the wonder that 
within the vast workings of probability we have emerged as 
human beings, for human beings are, as far as we know, the 
only creatures given the ability to perceive the enormous 
implications of this process of change and interdependence.  
We have the ability to consciously play our part in the world 
of Buddha Nature.

  This consciousness is, however, also 
  a dangerous thing, for it can give us a 
  sense that we are separate, that we are 
  observers of the world rather than 
  participants in it.  We can feel that all  
  other beings and things are there for our 
  convenience; we can grow angry when our 
will is denied.  We set up hierarchies of power, ranks and 
privilege.  

But when we allow the teachings of the Buddha to 
penetrate our ego-imprisoned selves, we are liberated by 
the understanding that we are participants in this vast and 
glorious dance.  Both our sense of entitlement and our sense 
of deprivation disappear and we realize the great truth of the 
universe that all things have equal importance within it, for 
the whole is always inseparable from its parts.  

I’d like to share with you an example of the inseparability 
of the whole and its parts that I like very much, given by the 
7th century Chinese monk, Fa-Tsang.  He asks us to imagine 
a large wooden barn.  The barn seems to be the “whole,” yet 
Fa-Tsang says that one of its rafters is also the whole.  What 



A week of preparation and private ceremonies in May 
concluded with a sangha celebration of Tomon Marr’s 
dharma transmission.  The ceremonies recognized the 
conclusion of Tomon’s formal training with Tonen and her 
qualification to function independently as clergy.

Tomon’s formal entry into the temple happened on a Sunday 
afternoon, and the private transmission ceremony was held 
the next morning in MZC’s memorial hall.  Further private 
ceremonies on Thursday afternoon followed a brief 
informal talk from Tonen on the precepts, which was open 
to the public.  After a public ceremony and a dharma talk 
from Tomon on Saturday, folks enjoyed a potluck lunch 
and social time.

Tomon, who now lives in Albequerque, NM, is a palliative 
care physician.  Tonen ordained her as a novice in 2007.

Photos from the week-long event are available on the 
What’s New page (May 12 entry) of MZC’s website.

Tomon Marr receives 
dharma transmission this means is that if we take away the rafter, we no longer 

have the barn and, conversely, the whole (the barn) is the 
part, for what was a rafter within the barn is no longer such 
lying on the ground.  Even more interesting is the realization 
that a tiny nail in the barn has, through its function, equal 
importance with the rafter.

Sudden overwhelming gratitude emerges when we realize 
that we, and all things, are essential to this universe.  We 
make it what it is at this moment.  Our gratitude for being 
included at the heart of the matter evolves into a grateful 
compassion grounded in our intimate connection with all the 
other components of the whole.  Our gratitude is expressed 
in seeking beneficial behavior that will benefit our home, 
the universe, and our family, all beings.

What I have expressed here is the teaching of Hua-yen 
Buddhism, one of the most revered of Mahayana 
Buddist philosophies.  It is Hua-yen philosophy that is 
being expressed by Dôgen, the 13th century Japanese 
founder of Soto Zen (my tradition) when he says in his 
great essay on Buddha Nature:  “All beings/entire being is 
the Buddha Nature.”  In this he is rejecting a view that is 
sometimes put forward that we have Buddha Nature, 
something like a seed within us that can be nurtured 
into a Buddha.  The question arises where this seed may 
have come from, who might have planted it within us.  
It begins to creep close to the idea of a “soul”, something 
Shakyamuni Buddha reasoned we do not have…we are, 
rather, the coming together of causes and conditions that 
are in a state of ceaseless change, so we have no fixed or 
permanent self.  Following this early teaching of the 
Buddha, Dôgen reasons that Buddha Nature is the name 
for the vast, universal process of impermanence and 
interdependence, and hence we ARE Buddha Nature.   

Our gratitude flows from the deep realization that we are 
included.  We are not outside, struggling to belong.  There 
is no gratitude sufficient to express the wonder of this.  It 
is not directed to one single Creator, but to all our fellow 
partners in the making of this universe.

Gratitude from page 1

MZC is now following a slightly abbreviated summer 
schedule through August.  Evening zazen will happen only 
on Wednesdays, and there will be no two day sittings, but 
the rest of the schedule remains unchanged. 

For complete and current information about our practice 
and events schedule, please visit us online at 
www.milwaukeezencenter.org.

Summer hours

Tomon Marr and her teacher, 
MZC resident priest emerita Tonen O’Connor



Happenings

Great Sky Sesshin  

at Hokyoji Zen Practice Community
August 11 —18

This Soto Zen style sesshin draws together teachers 
and practitioners for seven days of deepening their 
understanding of the dharma under the extraordinary 
great sky of Hokyoji.  Our theme and text for this year’s 
sesshin is Dôgen’s Shôji (Birth and Death) fascicle of the 
Shôbôgenzô.  For details, please visit our website at 
www.milwaukeezencenter.org.

After speaking to two classes at Carthage College in 
Kenosha, Hoko joined Tonen and several other area 
Buddhist clergy at Greenfield City Hall in May for a 
community meeting about a proposed new Vietnamese 
Buddhist temple.

Tonen participated in a teleconference with board  
members of Hokyoji Zen Community in southern  
Minnesota concerning their proposed capital campaign.   
Hokyoji is the site of the annual Great Sky sesshin,  
cosponsored by MZC.

On Mothers’ Day, Sunday practice was devoted to 
honoring our mothers and female ancestors in the practice.  
Participants chanted the Heart Sutra and followed it with 
a special dedication.  After an abbreviated talk about the 
mother of all Buddhas, Prajnaparamita, everyone enjoyed 
informal tea.

Hoko attended the annual Ceasefire Sabbath breakfast for 
area clergy, held by the City of Milwaukee.  Participants 
heard from the mayor, the district attorney, the chief of 
police, the county executive, and the health commissioner.  
Faith communities were asked to focus their sermons and 
teachings that week on reducing community violence; MZC 
had a two-day sitting on the calendar for that weekend, and 
nonviolence was the topic of Hoko’s two talks.

Tonen gave a dharma talk at an all-day sitting at the Cedar 
Rapids (IA) Zen Center.

MZC is among the signatories to a Wisconsin Council of 
Churches statement calling for civil discourse during the fall 
election season.  Tonen collaborated with Rodney Sanchez 
of Tender Shoot of Joy on texts and questions for a Buddhist 
supplement to the study guide available on the WCC web site 
in conjunction with its Season of Civility initiative.  Get more 
information and the study guide at www.wichurches.org/
programs-and-ministries/season-of-civility/  

Hoko has returned from a few weeks in Japan, where she 
attended a Tokyo gathering in honor of the 60th anniversary 
of baika, Sotoshu’s hymn singing tradition.  Following the 
event, she returned to Toshoji Senmon Sodo in Okayama, 
where she trained, to briefly visit and practice.  Sheryll Shuri 
Coulter of the Missouri Zen Center accompanied her to 
Toshoji and will remain to practice there until August, 
returning to the US in time for the Great Sky Sesshin.

Assisted by sangha member Kevin Kostick, Tonen officiated 
at a memorial service at the Milwaukee Aikido Club in 
celebration of the 12th year anniversary of the death its 
founder, Norio Mamura Sensei.

As a member of the Soto Zen Buddhist Association  
nominating committee, Tonen began telephone interviews 
with prospective board candidates.

Tonen presented closing remarks at the Milwaukee 
Association for Interfaith Relations (MAIR) program on 
interreligious dialogue at the Hindu Temple in Pewaukee.  
Tonen serves as this year’s MAIR chair.  Sangha members 
Mary Bernau-Eigen and Les and Mary Morris were on hand 
for the event.

Assisted by sangha member Jim Bowker, Tonen led an all-
day sitting and gave a dharma talk for the Zen River sangha 
in Appleton. 

A series of guest speakers offered Sunday dharma talks while 
Hoko was away.  Peter Neuwald from Great Lakes Zen spoke 
May 27; Taizen Dale Verkuilen from the Stray Dog Sangha 
in Madison spoke June 3; and Rodney Sanchez from Tender 
Shoot of Joy spoke on June 10.

Vivian Gruenenfelder (Shasta Abbey, CA) and Zuiko 
Redding (Cedar Rapids Zen Center, IA) visited MZC June 
5 —7, joining the sangha for zazen and tea.

Visit us online at

www.milwaukeezencenter.org

•  Daily happenings on our What’s New page
•  Recorded dharma talks
•  Newsletter archives
•  Latest information on events and activities
•  Donate or sign up to volunteer online
•  Gift shop and incense

Bookmark and visit often!



Membership
Contribution
Incense and shipping
Total funds enclosed
Please make checks payable  
to Milwaukee Zen Center.

Name
Address
City/State/Zip+4
E-mail

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

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

Weekly practice schedule

Wed-Fri morning
6:15 zazen
6:55 kinhin
7:05 zazen
7:45 service
8:00 end

Wed evening
6:30  zazen
7:10  kinhin
7:20  zazen

Saturday morning
  6:15 zazen
  6:55 kinhin
  7:05 zazen
  7:45 service
  8:00 breakfast
  8:25 work period
  9:15 break
  9:30 dharma 
 discussion
10:30 end

Complete activity schedule: www.milwaukeezencenter.org
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Sunday morning
8:20 Intro to Zazen
9:30 zazen
10:10  kinhin

I want to be a member of MZC!

m	 I’d like to make a one-time contribution 
 of $________.
m	 Please remove me from your mailing list.
m	 Please change my mailing address.
m	 Please send this newsletter by e-mail 
 instead of on paper.

m	 Sustaining: $30 or more per month
m	 Supporting: $25 or more per month
m	 Maintaining: $10 per month
m	 Contributing: any affordable monthly 
 amount:  $________

Item  Qty. Price Tax* Total

Short (5.5”)  $8.00 .45 

Long (10”)  $8.00 .45

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

Eiheiji incense for sale

Find out on the What’s New page of our website.  
Events, visitors, photos, activities, and more—  

go to www.milwaukeezencenter.org

What’s new at MZC?

Contact MZC

NEW: buy online!

*Only WI residents need include applicable sales tax.

10:20 dharma talk
11:00 informal tea


