
EDITED EXCERPTS 

FROM THE TEISHO AT LEONA, BAY AREA OF CALIFORNIA, JAN 19, 2020 

These three excerpts were delivered as one without titles. They can be read individually, or as one.  

BELONGING 

Good and learned friends. We are here in this place called Leona which has long been 

inhabited. Not only by the native people of this area but also the many other lives that are here. 

The plant life, the animal life, the insect life, the wind, the dirt, the rain, all of this life inhabits this 

place.  You see trees behind me but I see rock in front. The rock makes it possible for all of this 

to exist.   
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The place that you are a part of is important. The place you are traveling to is important. How 

you are in that place is important. And right now we are facing times where we may have regret 

about the place we are a part of. Not because we have regret about the specific place but 

because we also think of place as country. We think of it in terms of the constructs that we have 

made over time that go beyond just the rock and the wind, the plant life, the insects, the trees 

that inhabit that place. When did that occur? By the way, the trees and the plants, the birds, the 

possum, the cougars, the fish – they don’t pay any attention to those constructs and are 

unobstructed by the notion of whether they belong to one country or another. 

They do, however, know whether they belong. And they do what they can to belong to each 

other. There is such a thing as a plant or an animal that might feel loneliness, and when they do, 

they just wait or they seek, depending on whether or not waiting is their way or seeking is their 

way. 

We are in this place right now where we are both fiercely connected and fiercely separated. 

That’s the nature of this particular time in this particular part of the world. But I would surmise 

and many stories have come our way that this lonely belonging exists in many parts of the 

world. It is a state of being for all humans as we try to figure our way. 

We are young in the course of the history of the universe. We think of ourselves as old people -  

particularly those of us who may be indigenous in origin who have a long story to tell about the 

ancestors. But whether you can tell that story or not, or whether the story has been cut off just 

two or three generations ago does not matter. As humans, we are baby beings in the course of 

this universe. Perhaps we are even in our teenage years which would account for our behavior. 

We have yet to stand and to understand as peoples – not as individuals, but as a species -- our 

role and our place and our responsibility, our kuleana and our stewardship role in the universe. 

We may have grand desires, but we have yet to really settle into it and understand what that 

may be. 

We are not just beings intended to be parasites in the universe.  On some days it may seem 

that way, but we know that is not so. We know because we are dissatisfied. If we didn’t have 

dissatisfaction, if we didn’t have momentary sadness, we would not know that to be true. If we 

were purely just parasites, none of us would have a conscience around that. None of us would 

have a regret about things we have consumed - although I got to tell you, I can do without those 

paper straws. Just saying.   

So, can we move toward the whole rather than divide ourselves into the many, many cellular 

parts? Can we move to the whole? This is the most radical question of the day. Right now it is 

much easier to live into the dualistic and the binary. To feel that some part of the world, some 

part of the country, some part of the community, some part of the family may be wrong and that 

you of course are right. No one, by the way, believes that they are wrong. Therefore, we are all 

right and everyone else is wrong – by definition.  We are willing to prosecute and persecute into 

that with all our might and – we must admit – that is an easier course to take. The righteousness 



can fill us and the wondrous energy that comes from the place of only knowing right and only 

being right can fill us and it can fuel us over many eons of time, giving us extraordinary strength. 

The kind of strength that moves beyond even our actual resources and capacity. We are willing 

to burn it all and to run dry in pursuit of our righteousness. 

The whole notion of where we are at this point – to hold it both seriously and to hold it lightly. To 

know we are young. We are young! But our lives are transient. So although we are young and 

we may not reach maturity for many, many generations hence, in this one lifetime that this 

person – whoever it is that you call yourself – what will you do with that one life. Knowing that 

you are connected to many lives – the many lives that came before you, the many lives that will 

follow you. You are connected -- but what will you do with this one life to make the most of it. 

To make the most of it not as a grim march, not as the final act of a final life, but to do it with 

gusto and joy and a determination that comes from the pursuit of happiness not at the expense 

of others but at the desire of all. Can you do that? Can this be the deeply felt beingness which 

you arise to every morning? Just as the sun rises every morning, even in Seattle. Whether you 

see it or not, the sun rises. The moon is there whether you see the entirety of it at all it is always 

there - the whole of it. it is just that sometimes we don’t see it – it doesn’t mean that it doesn’t 

exist. Just as we are. We are whole, even when we are unable to see and feel and experience 

and be. We are whole.  

 

 

CONSCIOUSNESS OF THE WHOLE 

On the way here, Suguey picked up Rosie and I from our usual abode when I am in Oakland – 

the Courtyard Marriott that sits on the edge of Chinatown is my usual abode, and as we were 

coming this way, unaccountably, there was a boat in the middle of the freeway. Just there by 

itself -- no trailer, no car, no truck. And one wonders how it got there. Who might leave it – why 

might that be so? Why would anyone leave a boat in the middle of the freeway? Did someone 

hijack a car with a trailer that happened to have a boat on it and in order to get away left the 

boat behind? That would be an interesting story. It would be one of the less strategic ways of 

hijacking a car, but I will leave judgement aside. If it was your boat  why would you leave it? 

Perhaps it was just the boat that decided to take a walk, wondering whether anyone would 

notice it sitting there in the middle of the freeway. It was jarring enough so that whatever Suguey 

or Rosie or I were talking about or thinking about disappeared all of a sudden. Nothing in our 

minds but the notion of this boat sitting in the middle of the freeway. And if we told anyone, 

would anyone believe us? How would anyone believe us. It was such an unusual thing it 

stopped us in our tracks and we had to take it up from there. What would make sense for us to 

actually do and be and say after such a thing. 

What should we actually do and be and say after the phenomenon of the times that we are 

living in? What should we do? Should we actually act as if all of this turmoil were not the case? 

That we didn’t see the boat? Should we pass it by and not tell anyone that it all happened? 



Should we take no measure to have it taken to the side of the road so that our way is 

unobstructed, that no one may be hurt? What is our responsibility in this moment, even as 

people who are just driving by for whom the two of us this is actually not our home, not actually 

our place – we are guests in this place, what is the responsibility of a guest? What should we 

do? There is nothing to be done if you don’t first stop and ask the question. There is no right 

answer but if you don’t stop and ask, if it doesn’t interrupt the flow of your normalcy, if it doesn’t 

become your norm – the norm should not be a freeway filled with boats. That is not the norm – 

everyone: call out all the boats.  Make sure they’re all going in the right direction on the freeway. 

What should we do? Is there anything to be done? If we don’t ask the question, if we don’t 

register what is happening, then in a measured way actually do something, be something, 

remember something – then we will essentially leave behind the most important part about 

being a human, which is our consciousness. 

Consciousness is more than a moral thing.  Consciousness is being a person who is and has 

eyes open, ears open, skin open. Being able to taste and to smell and to feel not only in the 

region called the heart but in all parts of our being. This thing that is called consciousness is so 

important that it goes even beyond the notion of mindfulness. In mindfulness you might linger for 

a long time, but in consciousness you are called to be awake. You are called to be at that place 

where every part of your being is asking the question, not just your mind. Not just your mind! For 

you know in your whole being that your aliveness calls upon you, right now. Can we be alive - 

not numb? Even in circumstances that are dire, not to numb ourselves to what is occurring, but 

also not to have ourselves consumed. When there is fire, one should wear gloves. That is the 

natural state of affairs.  

Recently at my home temple, we completed the rebuilding of a wood-fired kiln. A wood-fired kiln 

is an ancient thing. The original kilns were just underground pits. Among my people, we 

wouldn’t put pots in the ground… for us, an underground fire pit is to cook food. Much more 

important. So we would dig a hole and put in rocks and build a fire and essentially we would 

make an oven and then we would put our food in it and cover it over and leave the food there for 

a very long time. And I have not eaten pork for a very long time – gee, almost forty years – but I 

can still taste it, that pork put into the ground and emerging all smoky and salty and tasty and 

juicy with nothing dry, that feeling where just by smelling it you know that it will be good. And 

you need not eat a lot. All you need is a small amount, even though for my people “eat till you 

are tired” is a slogan. 

A wood-fired kiln that you put your pots and vessels in is a very different thing. Recently we 

completed the rebuilding of our kiln, and it was fired after it had been rebuilt with love and care 

and art by someone who in a mysterious way by virtue of karma came our way and although we 

have only recently met, will now always be a part of our family. Yutaka is a young man who 

apprenticed with a multi-generational ceramicist and kiln-builder who is now in his 80s. Yutaka 

is with him now because this famous teacher who is a national treasure of Japan (which is an 

important designation in the culture of Japan) is in need of an assistant with him as he travels in 

residency at artist colonies and he asked Yutaka to rejoin him.  



This is the first kiln that Yutaka has built on his own.  He took his time and it is lovingly built. It is 

a piece of art by itself, if nothing was ever fired in it. All of the bricks perfectly cut to make the 

various arches of the three chambered kiln. All of the bricks cut in a particular way. And he 

would even pay attention to which brick would reside next to another brick in a way that would 

be aesthetically pleasing even though none of that would matter to the pot that is put in the kiln, 

it would matter to him.  
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And then these chambers were sealed for insulation purposes with what is essentially mortar. 

And so all of the brick work lovingly done and aesthetically beautiful is covered, and it didn’t 



matter to him that it would be. He didn’t put the bricks any kine, any kine, because no one would 

see this. All well taken care of, and then covered. We mourned when he covered it. We all stood 

there and mourned a little bit knowing that we would be the last people to see it, who would be 

able to tell the tale a decade from now. And this chimney- straight and tall, similarly done. All of 

the brick work carefully made and then covered, and we mourned that day. Oh why would you 

do it? Because everything needs to be as efficient as possible. Why burn fuel when fuel is 

precious in the world? Why would you burn wood just because you have left the kiln 

unreinforced. So, all of this – well put together. And then the kiln was filled. And after the 

chanting was done to bless the new kiln, we all stood with great anticipation for the firing to 

begin. Except, the first six hours they’re keeping the temperature at 200 degrees. It is like 

waiting for your water to boil on one briquet. And everyone standing there, and having heard the 

story of past kiln firings, everyone waiting for the drama of the fire shooting out of the little holes 

and being able to get a sunburn 40 feet away. But for the first six hours, just slowly throwing in 

small pieces of kindling to keep this kiln at 200 degrees. Building the fire. Tending to the fire. 

Making sure it never gets too hot. They bring it up to 2300 degrees and then they keep it there 

for a particular amount of time, and then they bring it down slowly, slowly, slowly. Now obviously 

if there is an emergency it gets doused in an entirety. And then if it is doused, we would even 

destroy the kiln if there is an emergency. But if you are tending to the kiln as intended and wish 

to save the ceramics then you don’t bring the fire up too quickly and you don’t douse the fire 

once it has gotten to the temperature it needs to be. It took a long time and because it was well 

insulated – even over a thousand degrees you could put your bare hand on the top of the 

chamber and it would just feel warm. When you opened the door to put the wood in you’d have 

to have your gloves on and mask down, but on top of the kiln you could just put your hand. 

Everyone listened carefully to Yutaka. It didn’t matter whether you were a roshi or not, Yutaka is 

in charge. He was sleeping at one point, confident that people would keep the temperature 

steady as it goes and like any navigator he would sleep very little. He went to sleep for a bit, 

confident that what needed would be done, and the kiln crew had a question but they did not 

wish to wake him nor did they wish to make the decision. And so everything was tense for about 

30 minutes. Should we wake him? No, no. he needs his sleep. Should we do something? No, 

no. and everyone was tense for about 30 minutes. And he got up and he casually said what 

needed to be done, all is well. That slight adjustment. Because he knew what to do he could 

make a slight adjustment. All of us who didn’t would not know how to do that. 

Saturday night just before midnight is when they stopped putting fuel into the kiln, and then 

instructed everyone: don’t open anything because it will cool down too fast if that is the case 

and you will lose the pottery. So don’t open anything. We put up signs. Nobody touch. They sent 

out an email: Everybody, you can go down and look from ten feet away – don’t touch the door. 

When they finally opened it five days later, the air temperature was still 200 degrees and the 

pottery was too hot to touch. It took that long. 

We are in a bonafide fire right now. We actually don’t know what temperature it is. No one built 

the kiln. No one is a master of it. No one is paying attention to it in the same way as Yutaka. 

And we have a lot of precious pottery in this kiln. A lot of precious beings are here. If we move 

to douse there will be destruction. And we can make no prediction which beings will be lost or 

not. We may believe that we know, but we really don’t know. We really don’t. 



There is a term in medicine: idiopathic. What idiopathic means is that they don’t actually know 

how it came about, so they call it idiopathic… as if a fancy name helps our understanding of the 

unexplainable. My sister was in a car accident. Driving down the road – and all of this she 

doesn’t remember so this is what the witnesses said – driving slowly down the road, less than 5 

mph, moving very slowly on to the curb into a pole and then slowly backing up and going down 

that street and then just like bouncing off one car and then going down and bouncing off another 

before the car finally stopped. Transient idiopathic amnesia. They don’t why it arises, they don’t 

know how it came about, and it is transitory – it will come and go – this amnesia. You would look 

like a person who is awake but will have no memory of what has occurred. It will usually occur 

as a slow motion derailment and chances are, medically speaking, it will never happen again. 

They say that the chances are even too small to measure.  If it happens to you, it will not 

happen again. But you do not know why it happened or why it happened to you. There is no 

DNA evidence or anything of that sort. And then it is gone. The fact that it was given a fancy 

name doesn’t mean that there is any information associated with how it came about, why it 

came about. We actually do not know the finer details of the condition that exists in the world 

right now. We may point to many things, but we actually don’t know. Because many, many 

inputs would have had to have gone into this derailed moment.  

By the way, my sister was only scared after she saw the car; because she had no memory of it, 

there was no impact until she saw the car which was essentially totaled. And she was pissed 

that she had no memory of the ambulance ride or the sirens. And she was mad that her brand 

new underwear was cut off in the emergency room. So, the kinds of things we concern 

ourselves with in the middle of unexplained times are in of themselves inexplicable. We are 

essentially at that place. We will be driven to react reflexively, believing we have no other 

choice, we need to do this or that. As it turns out, even when you are going from 1900 degrees 

to 2300 degrees you have choices. What will we do? What will we do in as measured and as 

precise and as efficient way as we can, not burning our energy and resources in pursuit of 

another fire or a lot of water to put it out when putting it out might indeed harm some parts of our 

beings that we are not aware of. What will we do?  

Will we have the whole of everything in our consciousness or will we just have the small “I”, the 

small “me”, the small “we”? Even We can be small. It took a long time for science to understand 

that to save a tiny microorganism you have to save the entirety of the ecosystem. You can’t just 

build a fence around an organism and expect it to survive let alone its thrive. For thriving to exist 

the whole of it must be set free. It must be set free not as a matter of the freedom of one at the 

expense of another, but in relationship to the all. Can we have that kind of wholeness in our 

consciousness? When we do, we have to understand we are in a time of such embattlement 

that the whole – the consciousness of the whole – will feel like an attack on the individual. On 

individual interests, on individual resources, on individual rights, on individual human-ness. It will 

feel like an attack on the righteousness of any specific aspect of ideology no matter where it sits 

on the spectrum of things by the way, whether on the left or the right, or the poor middle which 

cannot figure out what it is about – only a matter of trying to not be that. It is not enough to not 

be that. What will we be? Who will we be? What may we be with the permission of ourselves 

and of the whole. Not requiring permission but requiring the mutuality of the whole to exist. And 

we must understand that in this period of time if wholeness and interconnectivity is your deepest 



heart’s desire, you will be and feel like the enemy of the specifically righteous, and you also 

need to have a deep understanding of this without being the enemy of.  Even though you may 

be perceived as the enemy of the individual and of the righteous, irrespective of where that may 

sit on the ideological spectrum, can you understand that and yet not be that. It is always 

possible to turn the whole and the individual into a binary once again. We are in such times.  

 

 

 

SERIOUSNESS OF EXECUTION 

Within our practice we have this principle called shugyo. And what shugyo is is nearly 

indescribable. It is so difficult to describe that nearly every teacher who presides over sesshin – 

the seven day intensive held twice a year – will explain shugyo at the evening teisho at night 

when you are exhausted… for a reason. They don’t want you to intellectualize anything, but you 

are really playing with high stakes because you can’t intellectualize and you also can’t stay 

awake. And so you are there and you are struggling. And they’ll get to this part where they’re 

talking about shugyo and it is so hard to describe that it becomes the nap moment. Except as it 

is being described, because people have worked so hard during the day, they don’t have an 

intellectual sense of what it is but they have a body sense of what it is. Oh, that is what we did. 

We participated in shugyo. That disciplined doingness of the entirety of your being that you will 

just need to put yourself into everything with the entirety of who you are, with your sincerity, with 

all you’ve got – no hesitation – and then engage over and over and over again, so as to hone 

that which you are doing and to discover its secrets and to just become better at it as time 

passes, this shugyo that is not about the martial art, or zazen – the shugyo about the entirety of 

your life. How to discover what your life is about by just throwing yourself into it and taking 

nothing for granted. Understanding that we are a work in progress, that which you thought you 

knew you really don’t. That you are a baby at it. Every moment is an opportunity to become 

better. And to throw yourself into it. 

Within shugyo, there is a term that is known as makoto. Makoto - the seriousness of execution 

within the shugyo. We are in a moment when makoto is required. As beings in a tumultuous 

world, seriousness of execution is paramount. Even if this brick will be covered over and no one 

will see it, it matters whether this brick goes with this brick and not any other. 

If you are in the southern California area, anywhere near or within driving distance of Pasadena, 

I recommend that you go to the Huntington Library and Gardens. (The Huntington gardens has 

its own story associated with how it came about and you may have a political frame associated 

with that – you know, it includes railroad barons and the accumulation of what wealth buys.) In 

Huntington there is a Chinese garden being built that will become the largest garden outside of 

China. And it is being lovingly built by the generous resources of Chinese who for generations 

no longer live in China. The craftsmen and artisans are from China, who don’t have an 



opportunity to build the old from scratch because all of China wants to be new. And so they 

come and use these resources from Chinese who have long left its shores, and do something 

that they don’t have an opportunity to do in their own country. 

I was there one day with Na`alehu and Giae. Some of you know these two people so you know 

what I’m talking about. We were in California bringing the film Moananuiakea to Los Angeles 

and had time between multiple engagements at Occidental College. Giae said, oh, we have 

time to go to the garden. With Giae, you don’t completely know whether that is true or not 

because according to Giae everything in Los Angeles is twenty minutes away. And though it is 

true that it is twenty minutes away from somewhere, whether it is twenty minutes from the place 

where you are remains a question. But she was confident, and she knew that we would have to 

get back, so we were at this lunch and Lehu being the generous person that he is was lingering 

and we wanted to get to the garden so we said, Na`alehu, we want to make sure we have a 

chance to go to the Chinese garden at Huntington, and we said this aloud because people 

would know and would say oh yes, please go. And he said you guys go and I’ll stay, and we 

said Lehu no let’s go. And we got in the car and then when we got there he says, oh! You mean 

a garden. He thought we were going to go eat Chinese food. And he couldn’t figure out, we had 

just eaten lunch and we’re going to eat dinner and you’re going to eat Chinese food? He thought 

that was a bit excessive and he would just stay at the college. But then he realized what it was 

about.  

As we were there, they were building a new section. There are walkways that are essentially 

small stones and rocks that are fitted together and then in between those rocks there is mortar. 

So it is permanent, but the whole walkway, all of these walkways are small stones and rocks 

fitted together.  In this new section of the garden there is a huge pile of rocks that is about a 

third of the size of this room. There is a man and he is squatting there (like this) and he is 

choosing the rocks (one by one). And if he doesn’t like a rock he picks it up and he tosses it in 

another pile so he doesn’t pick it up again because the rock will not work anyplace let alone 

here. But if it is a rock that is going to fit some other place but not this place, then he puts it back 

in the big pile. And right next to him is a man - an apprentice - who is just squatting and 

watching, and every once in a while he just (makes a disgusted gesture), and what he means is 

that he would not make the same choice.  

The seriousness of execution – it matters. But not a moment of energy that is going to detract 

me - the craftsman responsible for stone walkways - from this humble and monumental task. I’m 

not going to be doing this and paying attention to that or talking to the guy on the roof or not be 

prepared to sit here all day. I prepare to sit here all day just like this on my haunches. Every 

once in a while – a very long while – about every twenty-five minutes or so – he got up like this 

(unfolding) and rocked back and forth to make sure everything is working and then he’d get up 

(stretching up slowly) and he moved his legs like this (shaking them free). His apprentice would 

give him some water and then he would fold himself back down. Because it matters. This 

pathway must be built. It will be here long after I am gone. No one will know that I was the one 

who built this pathway. But all of my descendants will walk upon it, whether they are of my blood 

or not. It matters. Therefore, seriousness of execution is required even in this small thing and I 

know what it will matter in the scheme of things. Here I can see the roof being built and there 



the plants being prepared that will one day become beautiful flowering trees. I can see that. I 

can know it, even though I know that I am not the person who is doing it, I know the person who 

is. I have paid attention. Tonight we will eat together. Probably a very simple meal. Rice. Hot 

tea. A little protein. A little vegetable. A little salty something, a little sweet, a little bitter. We will 

have our simple meal. We may tell a few stories. We may drink a little whisky or beer. But not 

too much because tomorrow I am needed there. The rocks are counting on me to choose the 

right one. We are in that time.  And even though as serious as it may be, he had no frown on his 

face, he had no growl. He did not bark at his assistant, even when the apprentice five times in a 

row (gestured his disgust). None of that. Just patience and appreciation for each of those rocks. 

Pausing just a moment to love it, to feel good in the sun, to feel good to be here. He glanced at 

us at one point – first curious and then appreciative that anyone would notice. Na’alehu and I 

stood there for a long time watching because while we enjoy this beautiful garden we do not see 

this kind of dedication often. Dedication worthy of being with, the honoredness of that.  

These are the times. The serious, the most fruitful of times. How lucky might we be to be the 

people who would be doing what we are doing. How lucky might we be. 
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