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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.  

m Please change my mailing address. 

m Please remove me from your mailing list.
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ZEN CENTER NAMES
RESIDENT PRIEST

The Milwaukee Zen Center has a new                
resident priest, Reirin Alheidis Gumbel.

The Zen Center board on July 12 unanimously 
recommended her for the post, and the                       
membership then voted by mail to offer it to            
her. She has accepted the offer.

The vote came after a four-day visit to                 
Milwaukee where she met and socialized with 
many members of the center and gave a well-      
received dharma talk.

Reirin comes to us from Green Gulch Farm 
Zen Center in Marin County, Calif., one of three 
practice communities of the San Francisco Zen 
Center.

She was ordained as a Soto Zen priest in 
2007 by Furyu Nancy Schroeder, and has held 
numerous positions at Green Gulch, including 
Shuso, or head monk, in 2012, and more recently 
Ino, the monk in charge of the meditation hall. 
She’s also spent three years at the Tassajara Zen 
Mountain Center monastery, another practice 
community of the San Francisco Zen Center.

Most recently she’s been assisting at Jikoji 
Zen Center in Los Gatos, Calif., a Soto Zen             
temple and retreat center headed by Shoho           
Michael Newhall, a former member of the                 
Milwaukee Zen Center. 

Reirin grew up in Germany – which she says 
will help her cope with Milwaukee winters – but 
has lived in California for 33 years. Before she 
became a Zen priest, she was a high school        
music and English teacher, and she trained in 
England as a Waldorf teacher. She also had a    
fiber arts business. She’s divorced, and is the 
mother of two daughters. 

Reirin’s teacher describes her as having a 
very warm personality and a strong fondness for 
people, and this was in evidence during her    
weekend visit.

In an interview with the board, she also 
showed energy and discussed new ideas to             
extend practice opportunities.

Reirin hopes to be in Milwaukee in time for the 
celebration of the 30th anniversary of the arrival 
of our first resident priest, Tozen Akiyama. That 
celebration will be Sept. 20. (see related story on
page 2)

STEPPING FORWARD
By Tonen O’Connor, resident priest emerita

In the Samyutta Nikaya, the Buddha refers       
to understanding the impermanence of all the         
components of our life, from its physical elements 
to the surrounding environment, and says that 
correct wisdom lies in understanding that “This is 
not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.”

One of our greatest challenges is to learn how 
to live beyond self-identification with our life of the 
moment, particularly our job. We believe that our 
identity is given shape by our title of the moment: 
priest, doctor, parent, student. Yet in truth these 
activities are only a portion of our ever-changing 
and ever-developing identity, the outward                  
designation that makes it easy for others to           
recognize and categorize us in superficial ways.
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but eventually dissipate into an empty field.
Our practice invites nonduality. It lies                 

somewhere behind the “screen” of projections 
that want to define us as separate beings. I           
gassho to my upright posture while sitting and to 
my simple steps when walking in kinhin. I also 
gassho to stored memories and other random 
thoughts that occupy my psyche during zazen. 
Sitting, in an attitude of gassho, my thoughts and 
my upright form are not two.

How do we practice in such a way that our 
moment-to-moment experiences are in gassho?  
Can gassho help to dissipate and dissolve the 
state of separation?

My personality struggles for acceptance and 
the continuity of what is known. It is built upon 
years of crystallized experiences and memories. 
It wears an armor of protection and tries to seek 
permanence. Its main role is to at least maintain 
equilibrium. If pushed too far, it digs in its heels. 

I gassho to this personality’s need for control 
and stability, operating out of its practical                     
necessity to keep me grounded through                            
inevitable change. I experience resistance to 
change, fearing that a loss of bearing and                
personal identity might result in a loss of meaning. 

Through years of practice, I gassho to my 
budding acceptance of change and insights into 
the meaning of impermanence. Practice has 
helped to free me from of the shackles of self-
centeredness and isolation. “Everything changes” 
is a familiar koan of Shunyru Suzuki. It is a koan I 
try to embrace. This physical form I know as “me” 
has arisen, now wanes, and will cease in an             
infinitesimal cosmic blink. Numberless sentient 

beings have preceded this life’s sojourn. Through 
cause and effect I am here now. I gassho to this 
fact. I gassho to conditions that led me to sit with 
body erect in the same pose passed down through 
the centuries by my teacher’s teachers.

Together, we put our hands together in             
gassho. We are not two in that moment. In our 
gassho, we bow as one with all sentient beings. 

I am reminded of the wonder of Indra’s net. 
Stephen Mitchell, in his book The Enlightened 
Mind, wrote: “The Net of Indra is a profound and 
subtle metaphor for the structure of reality.             
Imagine a vast net; at each crossing point there is 
a jewel; each jewel is perfectly clear and reflects 
all the other jewels in the net, the way two mirrors 
placed opposite each other will reflect an image 
ad infinitum. The jewel in this metaphor stands  
for an individual being, or an individual                            
consciousness, or a cell or an atom. Every jewel 
is intimately connected with all other jewels in the 
universe, and a change in one jewel means a 
change, however slight, in every other jewel.”

In this light, when we put our hands together 
in gassho, all is gassho.

SHEARD WAS LONGTIME
SANGHA MEMBER

Chester Sheard, a            
member of the Milwaukee 
Zen Center since its early 
days in the 1980s, passed 
away on May 17. 
Chester was a journalist,  
a photographer and a        
serious student of Buddhism 
for many years. 

Tonen O’Connor, resident priest emerita at 
MZC, presided over two services for Chester and 
posthumously gave him Buddhist names –          
Banshin, which means bedrock faith, and                 
Butsudo, Buddha way. 

Chester’s friend Peter Johnson, another long-
time member of the Milwaukee sangha, gave a talk 
about him at the Zen Center on June 14. You can 
listen to it at www.milwaukeezencenter.org/talks.

This approach can be a problem as we           
“retire” from a position. I have already                                   
experienced this transition twice: once when I 
“stepped down” as the managing director of the 
Milwaukee Repertory Theater and again when I 
“stepped down” as the resident priest of the            
Milwaukee Zen Center. In the first case I of course 
also “stepped up” to a new position, but in the 
second I began to understand how a rich  life           
can open up beyond the handy job-related               
description.

I’ve become particularly aware of this problem 
of self-identification as I’ve “stepped up” over the 
past 22 months as the acting priest to fill a void at 
the Milwaukee Zen Center. It is all too easy to 
once again relish the more structured definition of 
“self” and to be pleased to be active again in a 
defined role.

So in these words for the MZC Newsletter, I’d 
like to examine a bit this concept of “stepping up” 
and “stepping down.” The words seem to imply 
that by “stepping up” one is moving to take on a 
well-defined situation or challenge, and while this 
is to some extent true, the truth is much more 
about change and constant adjustment to the 
new situation. “Stepping down” has a whiff of         
retreat about it, of moving away into an undefined 
and therefore, in our usual view, less significant 
situation. However, I think the Buddha might       
suggest that the most fruitful situation of all is the 
undefined state of “This is not mine, this I am not, 
this is not my self.”

So I’d like to suggest that the motion is neither 
up nor down. Throughout our lives we step             
forward and forward again. So it is with enormous 
pleasure that I welcome Reirin Gumbel as                
she steps forward to become our new resident 
teacher and I step forward into the freedom of a 
new life whose riches are asking to be explored.

I am deeply grateful for my 29 years of            
practice at the Milwaukee Zen Center and the 
many wonderful people I have come to know. The 
MZC will remain my practice home. May we all 
continue stepping forward!

ZEN CENTER TO
CELEBRATE 30 YEARS

The Milwaukee Zen Center plans a                             
celebration Sept. 20 to mark 30 years since its 
first resident priest, Tozen Akiyama, came to        

Milwaukee.
Tozen arrived in September 1985, at the         

recommendation of Dainin Katagiri Roshi, abbot 
of the Minnesota Zen Meditation Center, who had 
been visiting Zen students in Milwaukee for            
several years.

Tozen served the center until 2001, when he 
was succeeded as resident priest by his student 
Tonen O’Connor, now resident priest emerita at 
the center.

The Zen Center is publishing a book of               
essays collected from 30 years of Center              
newsletters. The book, being compiled this           
summer by the Rev. O’Connor, is expected to be 
available at the Sept. 20 event.

Plans for the anniversary celebration come as 
Zen Center prepares to welcome its next resident 
priest, the Rev. Reirin Gumbel.

ALL IS GASSHO
By Peter Tojaku Johnson

Gassho is Japanese for “palms of the hands 
placed together.” The gesture is made as a        
greeting, in gratitude, or to make a request.

In the most common form of gassho used in 
our tradition, hands are pressed together, palm to 
palm in front of one’s face. Fingers are straight. 
There should be about a fist’s distance between 
one’s nose and one’s hands. Fingertips should be 
the same distance from the floor as one’s nose. 
Elbows are held slightly away from the body.

Holding the hands in front of the face signifies 
nonduality. It signifies that the giver and receiver 
of the bow are not two.

We live in duality. It is a condition of life. I and 
mine, you and yours provide a backdrop for                   
interaction and survival. I gassho to that                       
condition. In duality, I can manage my day-to-day 
affairs. I cooperate and try to fit in. I learn early in 
life that there are ways to take care of myself and 
claim independence.  

Can we experience nonduality? Our teaching 
tells us that when we sit in zazen we sit with all. 
We gassho to our place in the zendo and to all 
practicing with us. As our teacher passes by, we 
gassho to his/her presence and guidance. We sit 
upright in stillness, staring at the wall, letting go of 
thoughts and attachments. We gassho to psychic 
impressions as they try to exert their influence, 

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

www.milwaukeezencenter.org
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