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MORE PRAISE FOR ONE HUNDRED DAYS OF SOLITUDE


“Good, level-headed stuff. Dobisz is a teacher and writer of strength and experience. With wit, seriousness, and freshness, she gives a powerful account of facing life and reality head-on.”—Steve Hagen, author of Buddhism is Not What You Think


“A sweet, quiet, wisdom-infused book. Dobisz’s writings make me yearn for a retreat of chopping wood and carrying water.”—Geri Larkin, author of The Still Point Dhammapada


“A fine job of capturing an experience that is so extraordinary in our too-busy, too-noisy lives.”—Albuquerque Journal


“A deep bow of appreciation to Jane Dobisz for this lovely reminder—especially welcome in our contemporary culture of seemingly endless stimulus seductions—that the peaceful mind rejoices at the sound of melting snow.”—Sylvia Boorstein, author of It’s Easier Than You Think


“Inspiring, humorous and surprising—and best of all, real. This is a fascinating read, with solid wisdom and masterful teachings. Reading this book is like sipping your favorite tea, letting in each drop with delight, purpose, and equanimity.”—Creations


“Down-to-earth, humorous, and easy to follow. …This is the story of real practice, as far from a scholarly treatise on Buddhism as possible, and is filled with wonderful teachings and quotes from the great Zen practitioners of all time.”—Primary Point


“Now this is pure summer getaway reading. Except that instead of hanging out at the beach, Dobisz embarks on a Zen retreat in a New England cabin… for 100 days… in the middle of winter. Days beginning at 3:15 AM. Days filled up with sitting, walking, and working meditation periods. I don’t know if I’d be able to put myself through it (even as much of an introvert as I am) but it was fascinating to read about.”—BlogCritics.org


“Lovely… Having trained under the same teacher, Seung Sahn, it was delightful to feel the vitality of his teachings brought to life in such a down-to-earth and poetic way.”—Jon Kabat-Zinn, author of Coming to Our Senses


“Jane Dobisz, as so many students of Buddhism have done, decided to live a solitary life with nature for a time, 100 days to be exact, during the winter and spring months so that she could experience the harshness of winter and then the jubilation of spring. As I allowed myself to enter her world and release my cynical ponderings, the book began to calm me…. This is not really a book to be read in one or two sittings. It is one of those books that you leave by your bedside. You pick it up, and randomly choose a chapter. The quote, the lesson of each small chapter will embrace you, and provide you with a small Zen moment to relax with after a long hard day.”—PopMatters.com




[image: image]




Wisdom Publications


199 Elm Street


Somerville MA 02144 USA


www.wisdompubs.org


Copyright © 2008 by Jane Dobisz.


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photography, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system or technologies now known or later developed, without permission in writing from the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Dobisz, Jane.


  One hundred days of solitude : losing myself and finding grace on a Zen retreat / Jane Dobisz.


         p. cm.


  ISBN 0-86171-538-1 (pbk. : alk. paper)


  ISBN 978-0-86171-737-8 (ebook)


  1. Spiritual life—Zen Buddhism. 2. Dobisz, Jane. I. Title.


  BQ9288.D6 2008


  294.3’927092—dc22


  [B]


  2007036422


12 11 10 09 08


5   4   3   2   1


Cover and interior design by Gopa & Ted2, Inc. Set in Sabon 10.5/16.


Wisdom Publications’ books are printed on acid-free paper and meet the guidelines for permanence and durability of the Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of by the Council on Library Resources.


Printed in the United States of America.


[image: image] This book was produced with environmental mindfulness. We have elected to print this title on 50% PCW recycled paper. As a result, we have saved the following resources: 21 trees, 14 million BTUs of energy, 1,802 lbs. of greenhouse gases, 7,479 gallons of water, and 960 lbs. of solid waste. For more information, please visit our web site, www.wisdompubs.org




For my teacher, Zen Master Seung Sahn,


and my children, Olivia and Sean




THE HUMAN ROUTE


Coming empty-handed, going empty-handed, that is human.


When you are born, where do you come from?


When you die, where do you go?


Life is like a floating cloud, which appears.


Death is like a floating cloud, which disappears.


The floating cloud itself originally does not exist.


Life and death, coming and going, are also like that.


But there is one thing that always remains clear.


It is pure and clear,


Not depending on life and death.


Then what is the one pure and clear thing?


—Traditional Chinese Poem




Introduction


ALL THE GREAT ZEN TEACHINGS say that the wisdom of the universe is right in front of us. They say that, deep down inside, each of us knows we are complete. The question is, How do we make that truth come alive in our own experience of life?


At a fairly young age, it struck me that this was a very important point—and that if I could somehow get to it, the secret of happiness was in my own heart. I’d always heard that the great sages were in Asia, and decided on Nepal as a logical place to begin. Not long after that, I found myself stepping off an Air India plane onto the tarmac at the Kathmandu airport. It was dark outside. The air felt different on my skin, not at all like the air in the West. It smelled exotic, full of diesel and spice and earth. “This was the right choice, to come here,” I thought to myself. I was stepping on Eastern ground into a new life.


I stayed with a wonderful Nepalese family on the outskirts of Kathmandu, enrolled in a school for foreigners, and made inquiries about meeting Buddhist teachers. I’m embarrassed to admit that for the first few weeks in Nepal I didn’t see the Himalayas at all. Focused exclusively on the foothills, I kept thinking to myself, “What’s all the fuss? These look rather like the mountains we have back home in Vermont.” Then one day, while walking home after school, I looked high up in the sky and realized for the first time that those white things way up there that I had previously thought were clouds were actually the snow-covered peaks of the mountains themselves!


That’s how high they are!


I had one of those “Aha!” moments as I stared up at them, stupefied. So these were the mountains the wise masters lived in! And these would be what I would have to climb if I wanted to meet them. How would I, of zero climbing experience, ever make it up there?


Though somewhat intimidated, after a few months of researching where to go I was finally ready to make the journey. I headed off with two new friends on the Pokhara-Jomosom route, as it did not require serious mountaineering experience and equipment. Even so, it was more than strenuous enough for our little team, who had never climbed anything bigger than your average hill.


The grandeur and magnificence of the Himalayan mountain range is unimaginable. There are peaks in every direction, jagged, snowy, benevolent, and menacing all at once. We saw things you never see in Rhode Island, where I am from: small tribes of exotic looking people walking by with bureaus on their heads, wearing glass bracelets and silver nose rings. A wandering ascetic, his white hair in a tangle of dreadlocks, with a live snake curling around his staff, smiling at us half-crazy and half-toothless. A crystal-clear Himalayan pool filled with sari-clad women, splashing around with their bare-shouldered kids, toothy grins everywhere. A forest of rhododendron trees in full bloom. Being in a country where these were everyday occurrences woke up every dormant sense of adventure and mystery I never knew I had. Ironically, in this setting I really didn’t care anymore what the meaning of life was. It was enough to just be there. But underneath the novelty of it, I knew the big questions I had come with would remain unresolved until I dealt with them somehow. After all, I reasoned with myself, I wouldn’t always be on this trek, captivated by majestic scenes out of an IMAX movie.


We climbed and we rested, meeting people of every nationality along the way. My friends Sue and Laurie and I had a great time together. Whether we were chowing down pumpkin soup and the traditional dal bhat (rice and lentils) at the end of a long day’s climb or laughing at night in our tent, we were happy. One night, we were invited to sleep over with a Nepalese family we had met on the way. When we got to their house, we were surprised to find it was made out of nothing but dried leaves and sticks. While we were waiting for our dinner of three boiled potatoes each, the father of the house went out in search of food with his bow and arrow. No minivan, no drive-through, and nary an ATM machine in sight. Not only did I feel I had traveled to the other side of the world geographically speaking, I also felt as though I’d gone back in time to a place that existed only in history books. It was fundamentally mind-altering to be there, and we were relishing every minute of it.


Two weeks into the trek there it was! The small temple I had been looking for! Inside that ancient tile-roofed structure was the all-knowing one who would answer the great questions of life and death for me. At last, I was to meet a real live Tibetan lama. Heart pounding, I knocked at the gate, certain that when the lama saw me, he’d immediately recognize I wasn’t enlightened and shout, “Go away, you parasite!”


A beautiful Tibetan woman answered the door.


“Is the lama in?”


She smiled a brilliant white, ultrabright smile and said, “Lama? Not here! Lama, New York.”


“The lama is in New York?” I asked incredulously.


“Yes, yes, New York! You come back again!”


I sat down on a big rock and laughed out loud. Always the long way! I could have taken a four-hour train ride to New York, and here I was, unemployed, without a home to return to, on the side of a Himalayan mountain. Looking out over the vast rhododendron forest at the glorious snow-covered peaks in the distance, I realized that everything I was seeking was a lot closer to home than I’d previously imagined. So close in fact, I was staring at it.


Being a great believer in perseverance, I kept knocking on other temple doors until I thankfully found some lamas who were in. Like loving grandfathers, they generously gave their time and helped me get started on the path of practicing meditation.


It ultimately ended up being a good thing that the first lama was in New York. As luck would have it, many spiritual masters from Asia had settled in the United States to teach us Western barbarians. After coming home from Nepal, I discovered a large network of teachers from Asia right here in the States. Taking advantage of the opportunity to learn from them, I attended many Buddhist retreats over the next few years. One year, at the end of a ninety-day meditation retreat in Barre, Massachusetts, two guests were invited to speak to our group of about a hundred students. One was Zen Master Seung Sahn (also called “Dae Soen Sa Nim”), and the other was one of his senior students, Zen Master Su Bong. They were quite a presence, the two of them, with their bright eyes, hearty laughs, and cryptic responses to questions from the audience.


Whenever anyone asked Zen Master Seung Sahn a question, he picked up his Zen stick and said, “I hit you thirty times!”


Finally, I raised my hand and asked him, “You keep saying, ‘I hit you thirty times!’ Do you really hit people?”


“Come up here!” he commanded, feigning the tough-guy imperial Zen master, though the twinkle in his eye gave him away. He was having fun, and so were we.


I approached the front of the meditation hall where he was seated cross-legged on the floor.


“Sit here.” He motioned for me to sit down on the floor in front of him. Then, clapping his hands together, he said, “Take this sound, and bring it here!”


Without thinking I gave him a big high-five, slapping his hand in the air. He laughed loudly and said, “Wonderful, wonderful! That’s Zen mind.”


It was unlike any conversation I’d ever had. In that moment I recognized this man as my teacher.


Zen Master Seung Sahn is a widely revered Zen patriarch from Korea. He’s got an infectious laugh and a mind that can meet anyone, regardless of the situation. His teaching is streamlined to the point of brilliance. Even after all these years as his student, I haven’t grasped one-tenth of all he has to impart. Of course that makes it all the more interesting to study with him. When he was a young man growing up under the Japanese occupation in Korea, his overwhelming passion had been to liberate his country. He became involved in the underground Korean independence movement and was briefly imprisoned for transmitting information to resistance leaders in Shanghai and Manchuria. He narrowly escaped a death sentence when a high-ranking official pulled the strings for his release.


Still in his early twenties, tired of politics and disillusioned with society, he cut his hair and went into the mountains alone to do an arduous retreat for one hundred days. From that point until the present day he has lived as a Buddhist monk and actively taught people all over the world how to practice Zen.


Here was a man whose direction in life was the clearest I’d ever seen. What happened to him on that hundred-day retreat? Why not try it? The whole idea of being alone had always intrigued me, yet at the same time scared me half to death. Being alone would mean no human contact, no talking, no going to work, paying bills, running errands, or doing any of the usual things I spent so much energy on. What would that be like? Who would I find there, underneath all the layers of social conditioning, obligations, rules, and cultural filters? What was the raw material made of? Would I even like this person? Would she be someone wonderful or horrible? Would she be strong or weak? Deep or shallow? Or all of those things combined? It seemed the best way to find out would be to follow the traditional monastic schedule of sitting, walking, chanting, bowing, and cutting wood for one hundred days. During all these activities in every moment I would repeat the Great Dharani mantra (the text of which is in the Appendix), as Dae Soen Sa Nim had done.
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