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“Suffering is the primary route to 

consciousness” 

Dostoevsky 
 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 
 
ALL DAY SITTINGS 
 
There will be All Day Sittings on Saturday and Sunday, 
April 19 and 20. The sign-up list and schedule will be on 
the kitchen table. 
 
JUNE SESSHIN 
 
The sign-up date for the 3 day June sesshin ( June 19-22) 
is on April 19. 
 
OCTOBER SESSHIN AT QUESTHAVEN 
 
The dates and fees for the 3 day October sesshin at 
Questhaven have been incorrectly reported in the past 
newsletters.  
 
The correct date is October 3-6, with a sign-up date of 
August 3. The correct fees are $175 for members and 
$200 for non-members. 
 
 
 
 
 

– Parking is Practice –   

Please park at least 2 blocks away 

and please be mindful of our neighbors 

 
SCHEDULE 

Dawn Sitting 
 Weekdays, Mon. – Fri. 6-7 am 
 
Tues. Evening 
 Two Sittings, 6:30 – 8:00 pm 
 
Wed. Evening 
 Two Sittings, 6:30 – 7:40 pm 
 Practice seminar follows  
 (until about 8:20 pm) 
 
Thurs. Evening 
 Two Sittings, 6:30 – 8:00 pm 
 
Sat. Morning  
 8:30 am Work practice 
 
 8:45 am Introductory workshop 
   for newcomers 
 
   Follow-up instruction  
   for those who have 
  attended introduction 
 
 9:00 - Noon Three sittings; Dharma talk 
 
First Sun. Morning Each Month: 
 Three Sittings, 9:00 am-11:00 am 
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Karma and the Path 
Ezra Bayda 

 
Recently, during an interview for a Buddhist 

magazine, I was asked lots of questions about my 
personal history. At first I thought most of this was 
beside the point – my thought was, “Who cares about 
whether I was Jewish or that I play the drums or once 
lived in a Gurdjieff commune?” But then I started to see 
what the interviewer was looking for. He was trying to 
see how my conditioning and my personal karma, 
especially the things I struggled with, influenced my 
present views of practice, and particularly what I 
emphasize as a teacher. 

I generally don’t like to analyze what happened 
in the past to try to explain my feelings in the present. 
Often our explanations are, at best, only marginally 
accurate. We’ve forgotten much more than we 
remember, and much of what we remember is like shop 
dressing – putting forth this thing in the foreground and 
putting something else in the background – all the while 
creating an interesting or compelling picture of Me, a 
picture which may have very little relationship to the 
truth. 

And yet, in spite of my skepticism, as I started 
to answer his questions, I began to understand my own 
karmic path in a new way. For example, I was born with 
a predilection toward seeing the cup as half empty. 
Given this psychological predisposition as a No-sayer, it 
makes sense that the decisions I made about life early 
on would follow the basic philosophy of “Life is too 
hard. I can’t do it” – which was certainly my stance for 
many years.  

But karmic conditioning can take strange twists 
– it’s not as if our fate is drawn in concrete. For 
example, instead of staying stuck in my pessimistic 
stance, which could have easily been reinforced by my 
two to three year period of intense illness, I came out of 
that experience with a very different life view. It wasn’t 
that I went from a half empty to a half full – both of 
which are equally conditioned stances. It was the inner 
realization that the essence of freedom is in saying Yes 
to life. And by that I don’t mean we have to like our 
difficulties or accept them, but that we’re willing to feel 

them as the truth of the moment. Saying Yes to our 
difficulties also means that we understand that our 
difficulties are our exact path to freedom.  

So instead of following my psychological or 
conditioned disposition to say No, I learned to say Yes – 
not just as an affirmation, which is usually just a mental 
overlay, but as my inner response to difficulties.  

How did this very 
significant change happen? 
There’s a part of me that 
wants to interpret this in 
romantically spiritual terms 
– but that would be just 
shop dressing. Honestly, I 
can’t say exactly why 
something changed. I can’t ignore that the very same 
experiences could have easily taken me in a much 
different direction. Nonetheless, even if I can’t put my 
finger on the why’s and how’s, there’s no question 
about the “what” – that my present view of practice was 
very much shaped by my specific struggles. This is 
why, as a teacher, I place so much emphasis on seeing 
our difficulties as our path, and on learning what it 
means to say Yes to them. 

The one other karmic path that has become 
clearer to me relates to my present view concerning the 
necessity of cultivating loving kindness as an essential 
aspect of practice. In my early years of practice I lived 
in a Gurdjieff community, and even though I found the 
Gurdjieff work very helpful, after around seven or eight 
years I became dissatisfied with what seemed to me to 
be an emphasis on self-perfection, on struggling against 
oneself.    Unfortunately, I did plenty of that, and what I 
found was that whenever we see ourselves as the 
enemy, we are actually solidifying the persona. We are 
also often making practice too serious and almost grim. 
There is very little of the heart quality of compassion 
and loving kindness. 

 
 
 

It is primarily 

through conscious 

suffering that our 

practice is shaped 
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Loving kindness 
practice is the one thing 

that most directly 
addresses where many 

students stay stuck  - in 
their relentless self-

judgment. 

 
 
When I moved to Zen practice, there didn’t 

seem to be this same emphasis on self-perfection, but it 
gradually became clear that it was, in fact, still there, 
just in a more subtle form. The seemingly implicit 
message is that we need to feel, or be, a particular way, 
namely, more Zen-like. This usually takes the form of 
feeling the need to be more detached or spacious or 
clear. This message subtly reinforces our deep seated 
self-judgment that we need to perfect ourselves. So 
when, for example, we’re not clear or calm, we berate 
ourselves. The magnitude of this didn’t become obvious 
to me until my intense period of illness, where I could 
no longer “measure up” as a disciplined Zen student.  

This is also where 
I discovered the great 
benefit of doing heart 
related practices, such as 
the loving kindness 
meditation, which allowed 
me to tap directly into a 
deep sense of compassion 
for myself and my 

predicament, as well as compassion for others.  
This direct approach to loving kindness was left 

out of the particular Zen tradition I was initially trained 
in. Loving kindness, mercy and compassion were seen 
as qualities that will come forth naturally, on their own, 
as we mature in practice. Although this is somewhat 
true, in many other traditions this aspect is considered to 
be an indispensable part, right from the beginning.  

So out of necessity born from my difficult 
circumstances, I went outside of my Zen tradition and 
learned this softer approach to practice from Stephen  

 
 

 
 

Levine and Pema Chodron. I’ve been doing my own 
version of the loving kindness meditation every day for 
many years, blending this open-hearted quality with the 
many substantial practices I still find of value in Zen, 
such as silence and stillness. What I’ve found is that this 
combined approach seems to be an accelerated path to 
undercutting the solidity of the judgmental mind, the 
mind that judges self and others so mercilessly. As a 
consequence, I believe it allows us to relate to ourselves 
and others with increasing lightness and heart. 

But I find it interesting that, although my own 
experience has made me appreciate the necessity for 
cultivating loving kindness directly, I still encounter a 
lot of resistance from others, who look down on the 
practice of loving kindness, just as I once did, as a 
practice somewhat inferior to the “real Zen.”  This is 
particularly interesting when you consider that loving 
kindness practice is the one thing that most directly 
addresses where many students stay stuck  - in their 
relentless self-judgment. So in spite of students’ 
resistance, I still keep trying to teach it.   

Some may find other ways to awaken 
compassion, but I feel badly for those who miss out on 
loving kindness practice just because they believe their 
opinions about it.  

Perhaps for others to find what’s of value in 
loving kindness practice, they will have to struggle 
through their own difficulties and resistance, just as I 
did.  As I learned from this interview about my own 
practice, it is primarily through conscious suffering that 
our practice is shaped and deepened. 
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Please do not e-mail this form 

APPLICATION FOR SESSHIN 
ZEN CENTER of SAN DIEGO • 2047 Felspar St. • San Diego, CA 92109 • 858-273-3444 

Please print clearly to avoid delay in processing your application, and please fill out this form completely. 

Name  _____________________________________________________________________  Age _______  Gender  _____ 

Address  ____________________________________________   City _______________________ State ____ Zip _______ 

Home phone  ________________________________________   Work phone _____________________________________ 

Emergency contact (name) _____________________________   (phone) _________________________________________ 
        (must be blood relative or spouse) 

e-mail____________________________________ (ZCSD has no e-mail address, but volunteers may contact you by e-mail). 

 
Circle the sesshin for which you are applying: 

Please note: Applications cannot be considered unless a check for sesshin fees is included 
 

Date Member Non-member Mail-in Date 
 
April 18-21   3-day (Santa Rosa) 200 200 Feb 18 
June 19-22 3-day 90 105 April 19 
Aug 12-17   5-day 150 175 June 12 
Oct 3-6 3-day 175 200 Aug 3  
Dec 26-31 5-day 150 175 Sept 26 

 
Have you ever attended sesshins at ZCSD?  ___Yes ___ No  

This will be my   ___1st    ___ 2nd     ___ 3rd     ___ +        sesshin at ZCSD 

Date/location/teacher of your most recent sesshin   ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Mail in form no earlier than the mail-in date above, marked: Attention  Sesshin Coordinator.  The postmark will be 
entered as the application date.  Please wait to make air reservations until your application has been confirmed.  We will notify 
you as soon as decisions have been made.  If you haven’t heard from us exactly one month before the sesshin begins, please 
call the Center. 

Arrive by 6:30 pm the first night.**  Last day will end about 3:00 pm. A light snack will be available the first evening.  
**Newcomers please arrive early for orientation.  Orientation begins at 4:30 pm 

Work Skills (circle):   cooking,  shopping prior to sesshin,  electrical,  carpentry,  painting,  computer,  gardening, sewing, 
flower arranging,  jobs  prior to sesshin,  other: 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Physical conditions limiting participation:__________________________________________________________________ 
 
I agree to maintain a daily sitting practice from the time of this application through the sesshin.  I will participate in the entire 
schedule, including interviews, sittings, meals, work, and any assigned tasks.  I will be on time for all activities.  I understand 
that my physical, mental, and emotional well-being are my own responsibility.  Zen practice is not a substitute for therapy.  I 
am capable of undertaking the rigors of a sesshin at this time.  I am seeking medical or therapeutic treatment for any 
condition(s) I have, and have revealed all pertinent information on this form.  I will sign a waiver releasing ZCSD from 
accident and injury liability. 
 
________________________________________________    ________________________________________________ 
Signature Legibly printed name 
ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN?   ___ Yes   ___ No 
 


