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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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OUR ORDINARY LIVES
There are times when we’re bored with our 
lives.  We feel we’re in a rut.  If someone asks 
how we are, the response is, “Same old, same 
old.”

We feel that the things we encounter every 
day are ordinary, just more of the same,            
and we don’t pay much attention to them, 
searching instead for what we think is more      
interesting.  We’re constantly on the lookout 
for something out of the ordinary to lift us          
out of our humdrum daily existence.  We’re 
convinced of a deep distinction between the 
ordinary and the sacred, and we’re hoping that 
Zen practice will offer us the soaring lift of the 
sacred.

And then we encounter an exchange like the 
one below and ask ourselves, “What’s going 
on here?”

One day Chongxin asked Zen master Daowu, 
“Since I’ve come here, you’ve never taught me 
about essential mind.”
Daowu said, “Since you came here, I’ve never 
stopped giving you instruction about your          
essential mind.”
Chongxin said, “Where have you pointed it 
out?”
Daowu said, “When you bring tea to me, I         
receive it for you.  When you bring food to me, 
I receive it for you. When you do prostrations 
before me, I bow my head. Where have I not 
given instructions about your essential mind?”
Chongxin bowed his head for a long time.
Daowu said, “Look at it directly.  If you try to 
think about it you’ll miss it.”
Upon hearing these words, Chongxin woke 
up.
Chongxin then asked Daowu, “How does one 
uphold it?”
Daowu said, “Live in an unfettered manner, in 
accord with circumstances. Give yourself over 
to everyday mind, for there is nothing sacred 
to be realized outside of this.”  1

“Look directly at it.”  I recently had corrective 
carpal tunnel surgery on my right hand. Prior 

to the surgery I became obsessed with every-
thing that right hand does for me.  It’s ability to 
pick things up, to write, to pet my cat began to 
seem remarkable. Following the surgery,                
I grew increasingly aware of the activity of my 
left hand, and positively overjoyed as the right 
hand healed and reassumed its downright        
miraculous activity.  This time, I was following 
Daowu’s advice to ”look at it directly.”

The functioning of a hand became appreciated 
as something miraculous, a sacred gift. Yet 
when I’d had no problems with it I’d taken it for 
granted. Using my hands was ordinary                     
because I wasn’t looking directly at it.

So perhaps those grey patches in our world 
come when our vision is clouded by inattention 
and indifference to the reality of our surroundings.  
We’re accustomed to them and therefore blind 
to them. I began to look directly at things 
around me without labeling them as ordinary.  
Each object, each action began to reveal            
its rich complexity.  Just think of what is            
happening in my brain as I touch-type these 
words.  How have my fingers learned where to 
go?  How does my everyday mind instantly 
identify a mistake?  

And yet I accept this activity as ordinary. The 
same thing occurs with the tapping out of each 
word. Expecting the usual result, I find nothing 
miraculous in it. My understanding is that            
for something to be miraculous it must be       
startling, unique, never to be duplicated.            
Dôgen, however, turns this thinking on its head 
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and opens up a whole new world of wonder.

In the Shôbôgenzô fascicle, Miracles, Dôgen 
describes two types of miracles:  minor and 
great.  He says that a minor miracles are         
“limited by circumstances and depend upon 
special practices and realizations.”  But isn’t 
that a definition of what we usually think of as 
a great miracle?  How does Dôgen define a 
great miracle?  What makes a miracle great is 
that it is replicable, repeatable, reliable,            
constant.  In short, ordinary.  He elaborates 
below on his understanding:

“Causing water to spout out of the head is a 
practice of the Lesser Vehicles. It is merely a 
minor miracle.  On the other hand, fetching 
water is a great miracle. The custom of             
fetching water and carrying firewood has not 
declined, as people have not ignored it. It has 
come down from ancient times to today, and 
has been transmitted from there to here.  Thus 
miracles have not declined even for a moment.  
Such are great miracles.” 2

It is the recurring nature of something                      
that makes it both ordinary and wondrous,                  
commonplace and sacred. Dôgen also implies 
that a portion of that wonder derives from           
the fact that we human beings transmit these 
miracles from generation to generation. I           
remember as a little girl at my grandmother’s 
house being taught how to walk down the road 
to the well and fill the bucket.  At the time, I 
thought the miracle I’d been taught was how to 
swing the bucket of water in a circular arc in 
front of me so that centrifugal force kept the 
water from spilling out.  Now I realize that          
every moment of this ordinary action was 
amazing and wondrous. How does walking 
happen? How does a pump work?  What is 
water? Why do we need it?

Of course, it’s not practical to spend our every 
moment awestruck and generally speaking we 
just continue to keep up our ordinary miracles.  
Still, when the impulse to think “same old, 
same old” strikes, it helps to remember that 
nothing is ever the same and look directly at 
the sacred wonder of our ordinary lives.

--Tonen O’Connor
   Resident Priest Emerita
   Milwaukee Zen Center
1 Zen”s Chinese Heritage, Andy Ferguson
2 Treasury of the True Dharma Eye, tr. Kazuaki 
   Tanahashi, & Katherine Thanas

 
 
 

ENTERING THE PATH
OF ENLIGHTENMENT 
(from a dharma talk given by
Tonen O’Connor on Sept. 21, 2014)

On Thursday of this week, a very good        
dharma friend of mine, and a good friend               
to many, many others, died unexpectedly of        
a massive heart attack. Completely a                    
surprise, no sign of any problems, and          
suddenly he died.  Today I want to both   
honor Kyogen Carlson, co-abbot of Dharma 
Rain Zen Center in Portland, Ore., and talk 
a little bit about the thoughts brought to my 
mind by his death. 

Kyogen was one of our elders, although not 
terribly old: not quite 66. His sudden             
massive heart attack shocked us all. There 
was no warning, and then he was gone. The 
email listservs were absolutely choked with 
an outpouring of grief at the loss and with 
love for his wife, Gyokuko.  Kyogen and 
Gyokuko have been co-abbots of Dharma 
Rain Center for close to 30 years.  Both 
were beloved. The news came up in my 
email just as I was sitting down to think 
about a dharma talk for today. And my mind 
simply froze. I couldn’t think of anything. 
What could be said from some Buddhist text 
that matched the reality of this sudden          
absence? Just no longer there.

In the few days since, of course, my mind 
settled and I began to think about why       
Kyogen is -- yes, is, not was -- so beloved. 
Why has he touched not only his students, 
but so many other fellow Soto Zen teachers? 
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He’s not famous, except perhaps among his 
peers. We’ve known him, we’ve loved him, 
we’ve worked with him. He’s been a very 
gentle and kind presence. So when I thought 
about it, I began to feel that the answer, at 
least for me, is precisely that Kyogen           
Carlson was the antithesis of the famous 
guru. Gurus loom very large on the horizon. 
Gurus have devoted, sometimes besotted, 
adherents, as well as the wary admiration or 
scorn of other teachers. They don’t have 
peers, because they are, by their own            
admission, or their students’ understanding, 
supreme. So to be a guru means charisma 
and, too often, I think, being filled with the 
ego-enjoyment of adulation. Guru and         
students feed upon one another. And when 
the guru goes, the students are distraught,      
bereft. Oddly enough, this may not be as 
true for the rest of the dharma world. 

Kyogen Carlson, on the other hand, was 
kind, and selfless and very funny. He was 
one of the few people I’ve ever known who 
actually chortled. He had a lovely sense of 
humor. He gave endlessly to the Soto Zen 
Buddhist Association, serving on its board, 
where I served with him for many years. He 
was a founder and a dedicated member of 
the American Zen Teachers Association. He 
built a growing family of practitioners in 
Portland. In short, he was not famous, but 
he was something infinitely more. He was 
kind, funny, generous, always helpful, and 
clearly cared about others on the path. Along 
with emails from people like me, who knew 
him very well, were ones from people           
who met him just once, and they                                   
always remembered how approachable, 
how kind, and how generous he was. It was                          
never about “Kyogen the Marvelous Dharma 
Teacher.”  He was indeed a marvelous 
teacher, and deeply understood the dharma, 
but it wasn’t about him, as much as about 
the practice. His light was not a blaze, but it 
was a steady, warm coal at which we all 
warmed our hands. 

As I thought about Kyogen, I was drawn to 
the eighth century poet Shantideva, and his 
great work, the Bodhicaryavatara, known  
as Entering the Path of Enlightenment.              
Shantideva spoke truths that I would like to 
share with you.

  “Worship of the Buddha is surpassed 
merely by the desire for the welfare of           
others. How much more so by the persistent 
effort for the complete happiness of every 
being.” 
 “If one does not let go of self, one 
cannot let go of suffering, as one who does 
not let go of fire cannot let go of burning. 
Therefore, in order to allay my own                      
suffering, and to allay the suffering of               
others, I devote myself to others and accept 
them as myself.” 
 “I also rejoice at the resolutions of  
the teachers, which are oceans bearing 
happiness to every being, bestowing well-
being on all creatures.”  

That was Kyogen.

♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦  ♦

We read Kosho Uchiyama Roshi’s
poem in Kyogen’s honor:  

Life-and-Death
Water isn’t formed by being ladled

into a bucket

Simply the water of the whole Universe
has been ladled into a bucket

The water does not disappear because
it has been scattered over the ground

It is only that the water of the
whole Universe has been emptied

into the whole Universe

Life is not born because a person is born

The life of the whole Universe has
been ladled into the hardened

“idea” called “I”

Life does not disappear because
a person dies

Simply, the life of the whole Universe has
been poured out of this hardened “idea”

of “I” back into the Universe


