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In Zen lore, two seventh-century Zen practitio-
ners were contenders in a poetry contest to deter-
mine who was ripe to be the Fifth Zen Ancestor. The 
poem of Shen-hsiu, a respected monk, said that we 
must polish the mirror (mind), to keep it unclouded 
by dust (delusion). Hui-neng, an illiterate rice-sorter, 
asked someone to read the poem to him, and to 
write his response: “There’s no dust, no mirror, noth-
ing to polish.” His poem is usually 
considered the real thing, yet 
both sides are essential: without 
polishing the mirror, it’s unlikely 
that we’ll realize that there’s no 
mirror and nothing to polish. M.T. 
Head adds “There may be no mir-
ror, but there’s plenty of dust.” 

Later they founded the North-
ern and Southern schools in Chi-
na, and their “competition Zen” 
led eighth-century Zen Ancestor 
Shih-t’ou to scold them, in the 
Identity of Relative and Absolute: 
“In the way there is no Northern 
or Southern ancestor”—loosely 
translated “Stop chopping the oneness in half!” Their 
schools argued over whether awakening was sudden 
or gradual—more chopping, since every insight (and 
every moment) is sudden, yet the actualization of 
everything important is gradual.

Waking up involves a shift from living-as-ego to 
living-as-if-awake. This starts with aspiration and a 
message, which we renew daily in the Morning Verse: 
“Vast is the path of liberation, a formless field of 
benefaction; living the universal teaching, compas-
sion and wisdom awaken.” For this to come alive, 
we need to recognize the continuum that waking 
up traverses, from seeing ourselves as separate and 

self-centered, to realizing that we are already manifes-
tations of life’s undividedness, which is mirrored in 
everyone and everything.

Recently when I mentioned living-as-if-awake, 
someone asked, “How does that differ from trying to 
maintain a good self-image?” Upholding an image is 
self-centered, and living-as-if-awake is life-centered. 
Sometimes people also ask if it’s possible for a per-

son to be really awake; common-
sense observation makes it obvi-
ous that some people are more 
awake, more of the time, than 
others. However, those who are 
usually don’t mention enlighten-
ment experiences or how awake 
they are. In thirty-five years of 
attending retreats with Thich 
Nhat Hanh, I’ve never heard him 
speak of being enlightened; ditto 
the Dalai Lama, Pema Chodron, 
and Suzuki Roshi. In fact, when a 
student described his “enlighten-
ment experience,” Suzuki Roshi 
said, “Don’t worry, you’ll get 

over it”—and “There are no enlightened beings, only 
enlightened activity.”

Certainly, there can be periodic moments of 
grace, when the ego-mind goes offline and our self-
imposed barriers fall away. 

Hui-neng’s poem refers to this dimension; how-
ever, occasional glimpses of unbounded reality don’t 
mean that we’re awake: “To encounter the absolute 
is not yet enlightenment” (Identity of Relative and 
Absolute). Peeks into nonduality can be informative, 
but they don’t necessarily make us stronger practi-
tioners. Nor can opening experiences eradicate our 
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ego-based conditioning once and for all. We still have 
to do the work. 

If we’re not so awake, we’re 
bound to interpret waking up 
through the lens of the ego, con-
ceiving of it as up ahead, or flashy, 
or an antidepressant. We’re unlikely 
to envision it as this moment, un-
impeded by our customary filters. 
Another temptation is to hope that 
teachers will provide what we be-
lieve we need. Teachers must take 
care not to accept students’ projec-
tions—hero, lover, better parent—
since this fosters dependency, and 
is ultimately as disappointing as 
striving after enlightened moments. 
Luckily, disappointment is good 
news, since becoming dis-illusioned is a prerequisite 
to spiritual maturity. Disappointment turns our atten-
tion to the essential question: what helps us stand 
firm in that which we already are?

Strong intention and effort are needed to recover 
from our self-centered illusions. Practice encourages 
us to experiment, to confirm or deny the message 
firsthand. Practice is our ally in three main ways: first, 
being present to the physical, open experience of 
life; second, cultivating the inherent capacities that 
reflect our basic nature—lovingkindness, compas-
sion, empathic goodwill, and equanimity; and third, 
seeing and clarifying whatever blocks awareness. 
Practice teaches us to babysit our minds, so that 
habitual mental and emotional tangents are less likely 
to lull us to sleep. 

We need to continue 
to learn from and with 
others; the most prob-
lematic students (and 
teachers) are those who 
see themselves as more 
awake than is actually 
the case. Much harm has 
been done in spiritual 
circles by those who see 
themselves as being be-

yond the need for teachers or input. Ezra and I have 
people we can, and do, consult, so that we’re not a 
law unto ourselves. 

It’s important to be alert to our inevitable 
mixed motives, which keep us f lip-f lopping be-

tween the determination to wake 
up, and the seductions of spiri-
tual materialism, like acquiring a 
more spiritual self-image, or try-
ing to get into desirable states of 
mind. We’ll be tempted by spiri-
tual bypass, which includes sit-
ting in emptiness, while remain-
ing largely dissatisfied in our 
daily life. Spiritual bypass and 
spiritual materialism are sophis-
ticated forms of me-stuff, since 
they turn the path of awakening 
into a “self” serving enterprise. 

To live-as-if-awake , we do our 
best to fulfill the Three Primary 

Precepts: living nonharmingly, acting beneficially, and 
aspiring to awaken to the mystery of existence. We 
might reflect on a specific communication guideline 
or applied Precept, like elevating the self and put-
ting down others, or its companion finding fault 
with others. These help us observe, and refrain from, 
our habitual ego-reinforcing attitudes and conversa-
tion patterns.

Luckily, the wish to live more awake and aware 
seems to be hard-wired, or we wouldn’t stick with 
Zen for long. Practice can seem arduous if we’re 
mired in longstanding delusions—and we are. As we 
take up Hung-jen’s invitation to utilize the practice 
tools, over time we start to resonate increasingly 
with Hui-neng’s insight that there’s no mirror, no 

unchanging self or mind 
state, not even the dust 
of delusion. As we aspire 
to genuine compassion, 
guided by the heart’s 
breath that threads 
through all existence, 
we’re on the path of 
transformation from 
living as ego, to living 
increasingly awake. 

Elizabeth Hamilton
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2011 Schedule

Application Instructions
Circle the sesshin for which you are applying.

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

Mail in form no earlier than the mail-in date above, marked: Attention Sesshin Coordinator to the address below. 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 contact the Center.

Please note: Applications cannot be considered unless a check for sesshin fees is included. Make checks payable to the  
Zen Center of San Diego. Mail to: 2047 Felspar St., San Diego, CA 92109-3551.

Arrival/Departure 
Schedule

Arrive by 6:30 pm the first night,  
unless this is your first sesshin.  
Newcomers please arrive in time  
for orientation, which begins at  
4:30 pm. A light snack will be  
available the first evening.

Last day will end about 3:00 pm. 

Agreement
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.

 __________________________________________________     __________________________________________________ 
Name (please print legibly)                                                                                               Signature

Sesshin Schedule and Application

Sesshin Dates Length Member Non-Member Mail-In Date for Application

August 9–14 5-day $150 $175 June 10

October 14–17 
(Questhaven)

3-day $175 $200 August 15

December 26–31 5-day $150 $175 October 10

Contact/Personal Information

Name  ______________________________________________________________________________ Age _______ Gender _____

Address  ____________________________________________________ City _______________________ State ____ Zip _______

Phone _____________________________________________e-mail ___________________________________________________

Emergency contact (must be blood relative or spouse): Name  _______________________________________________________

Relationship  ___________________________________________________________ Phone ______________________________

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 _________________________________________________________________

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: ________________________________________________________________________

ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN? ___ Yes ___ No Revised 1-22-11
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Parking is Practice

Please park at least two blocks away and  

please be mindful of our neighbors.

Dawn Sitting

Weekdays, Monday–Friday, 6:00–7:00 am

Tuesday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–8:00 pm

Wednesday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–7:40 pm

Practice Seminar follows (until  

about 8:20 pm)

Thursday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–8:00 pm

Saturday 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 Sunday Morning Each Month

Three Sittings, 9:00–11:00 am

Schedule

FOLD

FOLD

Announcements

August Sesshin 

Applications are still being accepted for the five day  

August sesshin (August 9 through 14). If space permits 

you are welcome to apply for three or four days

Questhaven Sesshin 

Due to the limited space at Questhaven, we will be  

prioritizing those applicants who regularly come to  

sesshin during the rest of the year.


