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Let’s start with the fact that we all have an aversion, 
at least to some extent, to feeling the loss of control. 
Normally, we’re so insulated, or maintain such a nar-
row view of things, that we can glide through life on 
automatic pilot, ignoring the sense of how thin the ice 
beneath us really is. We try to avoid the anxious quiver 
inside of us by manipulating our world to make it 
feel safe, secure, and comfortable. We 
particularly want to avoid the feelings 
of groundlessness, and uncertainty.

Yet—think about this—life as it 
is, is inherently uncertain. Due to the 
changing and impermanent nature of 
things, we can never guarantee security. 
Still, it’s very difficult for us to accept 
the reality that life is not subject to our 
control. And as a consequence, we resist; 
and much of our suffering arises when 
we resist this reality. Still, we pretend 
we’re in control, just like the steersman 
in a row boat thinks he’s in control of 
his boat. He moves his rudder, and of 
course, to some extent he can deter-
mine where his boat will go. But, he for-
gets that the stream is going at its own 
speed, and that there may be unknown 
twists and turns and even rapids ahead. 
Like him, we may occasionally realize 
that we’re not, in fact, in control, but as 
soon as our boat hits the quiet waters we fall back into 
the illusion that we can control what happens. We sim-
ply don’t want to feel the uncertainty that this illusion 
attempts to cover over.

We will all experience times when our personal 
emotional distress is particularly powerful. As the say-
ing goes, we’re all just one doctor’s visit away from 
falling through the thin ice. When we’re struck with 
serious illness, chronic pain, a relationship crisis, or 

financial and work reversals, it can seem as if medita-
tion techniques like observing the mind, or feeling 
the spaciousness of the breath, aren’t quite enough to 
deal with the churning anxiety that we’re experienc-
ing. When it seems as if the future is dissolving right in 
front of us, we need to know how to practice with the 
experience of uncertainty, or we’ll remain confused 

and anxious. As well, we’ll continue to 
detour away from genuine equanimity 
into the artificial comfort of distrac-
tions, busyness, or efforts to control 
our world. 

When we experience the dis-
comfort of uncertainty, and especially 
when we have the feeling of panic 
when things go really awry, our little 
mind will naturally resist. It will tell us 
to fix it right now, or to find a sense of 
ground or some escape. 

But practice asks us to see the 
discomfort, even the panic, with a curi-
osity that’s willing to explore exactly 
what we’re feeling in the present 
moment. Practice asks us to reframe 
our viewpoint so that we can see, and 
perhaps even welcome, the discomfort 
as our path to becoming free. This is 
what it means to say Yes—to simply 
want to know what our life is, whether 

it’s interesting or boring, pleasant or unpleasant, joyful 
or painful.

What helps us open to, or more precisely, to sur-
render to, the experience of a life that no longer fits 
our expectations—where safety, security, and certainty 
are no longer givens—where what we counted on 
is gone, and where there may be little left for us to 
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hold on to? To surrender means to cease fighting—to 
give up our resistance, including our constant effort 
to avoid discomfort. Surrender also requires that we 
give up our stories—such as our stories about how life 
should be comfortable, or within our control, or our 
stories about how awful things are.

Surrender ultimately means to give ourselves up 
completely to what is. But the fact is, we can’t force 
ourselves to surrender. We can’t just drop 
our resistance and our stories simply 
because we want to. 

What we can do, however, is experi-
ence the totality of what we are in this 
very moment. We can focus all of our 
attention on the exact truth of our own 
mental, emotional and physical experi-
ence, which includes our resistance. The 
practice of surrender begins with feel-
ing the totality of this with an unwaver-
ing intensity, allowing the cocoon that 
protects us, the hard shell that covers 
the heart, to begin to break open. When 
we can enter into this dark place fully, something 
else emerges. The grace that can flow from con-
sciously experiencing our pain becomes a gift that 
transcends our imagined helplessness.

 The specific practice is to move toward, and to 
fully reside in, the physicality of our discomfort—
allowing the fear, the sadness, the grief, to be breathed 
directly into the center of the chest. In the darkest cir-
cumstances, breathing into the heart is the one thing 
that will always be a genuine response to the moment. 
Using the breath as a conduit, it’s as if we’re breathing 
the swirling physical sensations and energy of distress 
right into the chest center. Then, on the outbreath, we 
simply exhale, and let our experience just be. 

We’re not trying to alter our experience; we’re sim-
ply using the heart’s breath as a container to fully feel 
our distress. We can also include the wider sense of the 
breath—the air all around us—which gives us an even 
bigger context for experiencing whatever is present. It 
is here that we can experience the rock bottom secu-
rity that grows out of opening into our deepest doubts 

and insecurities. It is also here that the sweetness of 
the simple joy of Being becomes available to us. 

Recently I have been on the roller coaster of 
uncertainty in dealing with the medical establishment. 
All of this has been challenging, and also, in a way, very 
rewarding. In fact, one of the unexpected benefits has 
been a bigger sense of compassion for others. Letting 
the uncertainty be breathed into the heart cultivates 

compassion, since we are opening to the 
shared pain of being human—the shared 
experience that anyone with health issues 
has to go through. However, to experience 
the depth of compassion for others we 
have to first experience the depth of our 
own struggle, which, in turn, becomes 
the touch point to connecting with the 
universal pain of being human. 

The point is: The path of the authen-
tic life requires being open to change, to 
uncertainty, to whatever arises. Prioritiz-
ing safety and control guarantees that our 
life will remain both very small and very 

unsatisfying. It’s interesting that when we reach our 
lowest moments, a part of us gets exposed that we’re 
rarely in touch with when things are going well, and 
when we enter into it consciously, this is the very part 
that opens the door to the essence of our existence. 
This is the main point: The experience of uncertainty 
can transform from our worst fear to the Great Teach-
ing, because it forces us to give up our deepest attach-
ments and surrender to what is.

Edited from The Authentic Life: Zen Wisdom for  
Living Free From Complacency and Fear,  

by Ezra Bayda, Shambhala Publications, 2014
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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. 

Sesshin Schedule and Application

ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN? ___ Yes ___ No Revised 12-14-12

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: ___________________________________________________________________

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. If I 
do not plan to participate in the entire schedule, my request for exception is attached to this 
application. 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 Dates Length Member Non-Member
Mail-In Date for 

Application

August 6–11 5-day $150 $175 June 6

October 11–14 3-day $90 $105 August 11

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

There is still room in the August sesshin (August 
6–11). If you can’t attend the entire sesshin you 
can sign up for the first three days or the last 
three days.                


