
Walking Mountains 

The Vermont Zen Center’s 
mission is to create a peaceful 
and inviting environment to 
support those who seek wis-
dom, compassion, joy and 
equanimity within a Buddhist 
context. The two-fold practice 
of the Center is to overcome 
the causes of suffering 
through spiritual development 
and to alleviate the world’s 
suffering through outreach 
activities and the cultivation 
of a caring attitude to the 
earth. 

“The green mountains are always walking”—Daokai 
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Dear Sangha and Friends, 

The season changes and days and nights grow cool. Animals gather their 
stores for the winter, and activities at the Center don’t slow down. We begin 
September preparing the gardens for bed during the Sangha Gardening and So-
cial Weekend, which is chock full of work and lots of socializing with our 
Dharma brothers and sisters. The Term Student Program begins, fueling our 
energy for the World Peace Ceremony at a time when our world is in great 
need. 

October brings the Jataka Tales Sesshin and closes with the Hungry Ghost 
Ceremony. Many members are then off to Costa Rica for the Shinsanshiki Cere-
mony, or the Mountain Seat Ceremony, when Bodhi Murillo will be installed as 
the teacher of the Casa Zen. The transmission of the Dharma is truly a momen-
tous event for the triple Sangha and the world we live in. Please join us.  

—Joan White    

In the Company of Plants & Practitioners 
by Laurence Doody 

“Why do we keep cleaning something 
that’s already clean?”  
 
          —Enlightenment Guaranteed, 
             Directed by Doris Dörrie 

W hen the land that is 
now home to the Ver-

mont Zen Center was first pur-
chased, there was just one 
tree—a lone wolf pine. These 
trees grow in open spaces, 
shaped by wind, weather, and 
sometimes wounded by weevils, 
which damage their tops and 
cause them to branch outward 

(Continued on page 2) 
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in unexpected, resilient ways—
just as this one has. That single 
tree stood over the only build-
ing on the property at the time, 
a modest structure that would 
become the oasis for our prac-
tice. 

Today, new practitioners 
arriving at the Center encounter 
not just one building, but a 
beautiful temple complex—the 
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha 
buildings—surrounded by ex-
pansive, carefully tended gar-
dens. The Center has grown 
from a simple clearing into a 
thriving refuge for practice, 
shaped by a flowing stream of 
practitioners who, like water 
over stone, have slowly and pa-
tiently transformed this land 
into a sanctuary. Some we may 
never meet, but their steady 
dedication lives on in every 
path and plant. Their care and 
commitment to the Dharma 
continue to nourish both the 
earth and those who practice 
here. 

It is in this spirit—of rever-
ence and gratitude—that we 
bow each morning as the in-
cense is lit during the Sangha 
Gardening and Social Weekend. 
In the link, before the figure of 
Kannon, Sangha members 
gather in quiet attention. Hands 
in gassho, we begin the day, the 
scent of incense rising as our 
intention settles—offering our 
own compassion into the legacy 
of effort that built and sustains 
this refuge. From this stillness, 

(Continued from page 1) 

ual, generous, full of curiosity 
and care. 

The rhythm of the weekend 
was both communal and harmo-
nious. There was laughter along-
side silence, the easy flow of 
conversation balanced by peri-
ods of focused work: sweeping 
stones, planting new life, and 
tending to details with carefully 
sharpened clippers. That same 
steady rhythm moved through 
the kitchen, where Mitra and 
her team prepared each nourish-
ing meal with the same mindful-
ness shaping the garden beds. 
Roshi’s compassion supported 
us throughout the day—in the 
teachings that guided our atten-
tion, and in the warm chocolate 
chip cookies and gluten-free 
treats that sustained our effort 
during lunch breaks. 

Evenings brought the simple 
joy of watching a movie—
Enlightenment, Guaranteed—in 
which one brother, new to prac-
ticing in a monastery, asks the 
other, “Why are we cleaning 
something that’s already clean?” 
The line echoed some of our own 
early questions in practice, and 

(Continued on page 4) 

we step out into the gardens, 
ready to meet the work ahead 
with care. 

Over the weekend, around 
thirty practitioners of all experi-
ence levels—master gardeners 
and novices alike—worked side 
by side. Joan’s team reshaped 
the overgrown front bed near the 
parking lot; Heather’s group re-
newed the back hill of the Jizo 
garden; Tim’s team tended to 
the trees lining the driveway, 
laying fresh bark mulch and re-
viving their distinguished pres-
ence. Other tasks flowed natu-
rally between weeding, trans-
planting, pruning, and plant-
ing—all coordinated with steady 
guidance from Jhana, whose 
morning introductions helped 
ground the day in shared pur-
pose. 

Throughout the weekend, 
learning happened quietly and 
organically. Instructions passed 
from hand to hand—how much 
water to give a transplanted 
plant, how to prune without 
harming new growth, which fer-
tilizer would support which 
plant. Conversations were cas-

There was laughter alongside silence, the easy 

flow of conversation balanced by periods of 

focused work: sweeping stones, planting new 

life, and tending to details with carefully 

sharpened clippers.  
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Walking With the Wind by Aylie Baker 
My mother used to gather us around her 
whenever we heard thunder and she’d 
tell us to hush, be still now, because God 
was doing his work. That was what 
thunder was, my mother said. It was the 
sound of God doing his work. 

But my mother wasn’t with us on 
this particular afternoon. Aunt Seneva 
was the only adult around, and as the 
sky blackened and the wind grew 
stronger, she herded us all inside. Her 
house was not the biggest place around, 
and it seemed even smaller with so 
many children squeezed inside. Small 
and surprisingly quiet. All of the shout-
ing and laughter that had been going on 
earlier, outside, had stopped. The wind 
was howling now, and the house was 
starting to shake. We were scared. Even 
Aunt Seneva was scared. 

And then it got worse. Now the 
house was beginning to sway. The wood 
plank flooring beneath us began to bend. 
And then, a corner of the room started 
lifting up. 

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 
None of us could. This storm was actu-
ally pulling the house toward the sky. 
With us inside it. That was when Aunt 
Seneva told us to clasp hands. Line up 
and hold hands, she said, and we did as 
we were told. Then she had us walk as a 
group toward the corner of the room that 
was rising. From the kitchen to the front 
of the house we walked, the wind 
screaming outside, sheets of rain beating 
on the tin roof. Then we walked back in 
the other direction, as another end of the 
house began to lift. 

And so it went, back and forth, fif-
teen children walking with the wind, 
holding that trembling house down with 
the weight of our small bodies…And 
then another corner would lift, and we 
would go there. And eventually, inevita-
bly, the storm would settle, and the 
house would still stand… 

S everal months ago I came across a 
small but tremendous story in 

“Walking With The Wind,” the memoir 
by John Lewis, the late civil rights activ-
ist and Georgia congressman. It feels 
important to share the story in his own 
words. I encourage readers to seek out 
an unabridged version:  

…On this particular afternoon—it was a 
Saturday, I’m almost certain—about fifteen of 
us children were outside my Aunt Seneva’s 
house, playing in her dirt yard. The sky began 
clouding over, the wind started picking up, 
lightning flashed far off in the distance, and 
suddenly I wasn’t thinking about playing any-
more; I was terrified. I had already seen what 
lightning could do. I’d seen fields catch on fire 
after a hit to a haystack. I’d watched trees ac-
tually explode when a bolt of lightning struck 
them, the sap inside rising to an instant boil, 
the trunk swelling until it burst its bark. The 
sight of those strips of pine bark snaking 
through the air like ribbons was both fascinat-
ing and horrifying. 

Lightning terrified me, and so did thunder. 

This story lives with me like a 
koan, right out of the life of a pre-
sent-day Bodhisattva. I have won-
dered since first hearing it — what it 
would be like to let this story, as John 
did, be the essence of our life. Cer-
tainly it was moving through him on 
Bloody Sunday in 1965, when 600 
peaceful protestors made their way 
across the bridge in Selma, Alabama. 
Not as an idea or a concept, or some 
kind of display, but as an embodied 
conviction of being.  

Isn’t this the Bodhisattva way—
gathering the weight of our bodies 
together to step towards the weakest 
corner? All the while, as Lewis wrote, 
“never letting conscience leave the 
house?” 

It is so easy to feel alone during 
these times. The illusion of a separate 
self comes at us from all directions, 
reinforced by the structures and sys-
tems in which we live, even the 
modes of communication through 
which we relate with one another. If 
we are not careful, this sense of an 
individual self can creep into and take 
hold of our spiritual practice. We can 
forget that we are practicing from and 
towards what John Lewis called 
“beloved community.” 

In my own practice—on the mat, 
in the dokusan line, quietly cleaning 
up after breakfast—I have to work 
hard to remind myself that the libera-
tion I am committed to realizing is 
not outside of me—it is beyond any 
sense of me! This true self is made 
manifest everywhere. Sometimes 
when doing kinhin I can feel it—
moving, breathing, all around me, 
carried out through the lives of all 
who tilt towards it. The storm comes 
up and we move together. 
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A  SANGHA GARDEN WORK 
& SOCIAL WEEKEND will 

be held from Thursday eve-
ning, September 4 through 
Sunday afternoon, September 
7. The purpose is to work to-
gether on buildings and espe-
cially grounds, enjoying the 
beauty of our land and the 
company of our Dharma fam-
ily. Sangha members and their 
families, including children of 
all ages, are invited. You are 
welcome to stay at the Center. 
There is no fee for this event, 
but you must be a member of 
the Sangha. Roshi will offer 
dokusan on Thursday evening 
(as usual) and possibly on Fri-
day morning.  

CHILDCARE: If you are brin-
ing young children, childcare 
will need to be arranged by par-
ents for formal sitting times. 
Children need to be watched at 
all times and should not enter 
the fenced area around the fire 
pond. The sides are steep, slip-
pery, and dangerous, which is 
why it’s fenced. 

MEALS: Meals are provided. 
Breakfast and lunch will be 
eaten together, and in the eve-
ning soup and leftovers will be 
available.  

REGISTRATION: More infor-
mation is on the VZC website: 

We will schedule the bulk of 
the work for the morning in order 
to leave most of the afternoon 
free for unstructured activity. It 
is important to know who is com-
ing for planning purposes, so 
please send a reservation to the 
Center by September 1.  

WHAT TO BRING: Work 
clothes, boots or other sturdy 
footwear, a hat, water bottle, sit-
ting robe, (bedding and a towel if 
staying overnight). If you are al-
lergic to wasps or bees, remember 
to bring your medication. 

WHEN TO ARRIVE: The week-
end schedule starts on Friday eve-
ning, September 6, although you 
are welcome to arrive earlier.  

Sangha Garden Work and Social Weekend 

vermontzen.org/events_gardenweekend.html 

the Sangha laughed together in 
shared understanding. We ended 
the day sharing pizza, deepening 
connection beyond the garden 
beds. 

The physical work invited a 
close relationship with the garden. 
We talked to the plants—scratchy 
junipers, elegant rhododendrons—
while hands and straining backs 
moved earth and root. Ever chang-
ing the landscape, adjusting, re-
planting, and occasionally replant-
ing again, to give each plant the 
best chance to thrive. We care for 
them as members of our commu-
nity, and in turn they nourish us 
through the soft rustle of wind in 

(Continued from page 2) 
their leaves, or the stillness of a 
sunlit pause—while the glisten-
ing of golden sunlight through 
branches reminds us we are al-
ready home. 

Saturday greeted the garden-
ers with rain, turning the soil to 
mud and coats from bath-time 
duck yellow to soggy soil brown. 
But we worked on—soaked, 
steady, and still laughing to-
gether. Our work became a prac-
tice in the same resilience shown 
by the wolf pine watching over 
us, enduring with purpose. 

The work we do in the gar-
den is not about perfecting the 
landscape. It’s about participat-

ing in its unfolding. We dig, 
plant, and move with the under-
standing that everything is imper-
manent. Like a river shaping 
stone, transformation is the natu-
ral result of time and persistence. 
Through the steady dedication of 
the Sangha, these gardens and 
this refuge have been shaped into 
a center of practice—and it is 
within this space that we, too, 
are shaped. With each gesture of 
care, we add our own effort to 
what has come before, ensuring it 
continues. A place that welcomes 
all who arrive, and all who will 
follow. 
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World Peace Ceremony 

A t the Zen Center, we have a WORLD PEACE CEREMONY on a Sunday as close as possible to 
the United Nations’ International Day of Peace. This year it is on September 21 from 

9:00 to 11:00 a.m. 

The World Peace Ceremony begins with a chanting service, which is followed by a group reci-
tation of the names of all the world’s countries along with the Peace Prayer—“May Peace Prevail 
in [name of country].” Please join us on this special day. All members and trial members are wel-
come to attend in person. Non-members are welcome to attend via Zoom.  

More information and registration at www.vermontzen.org/ceremony_worldpeace.html 

A 
N INTERNATIONAL DAY OF PEACE was estab-

lished by the United Nations in 1981. In 

2002 the General Assembly officially declared Sep-

tember 21 as the permanent date for the Interna-

tional Day of Peace.  

The World Peace Ceremony begins with a chanting  

May Peace Prevail on Earth! 

You will find that Term Stu-
dent is a shortcut to deeper con-
centration and greater under-
standing of Zen. As well, you 
will discover that you are capa-
ble of working far more in-
tensely than you had ever imag-
ined. Whether you are a new 
student or a long-time practitio-
ner, you will derive benefit from 
participating in the program. It 
is an unsurpassed way to 
strengthen your commitment to 
the Dharma and deepen your 

I f you want to strengthen 

your Zen training, invigo-

rate your sitting, and learn how 

to incorporate practice into 

your daily life, consider joining 

the Term Student Program be-

ginning on Tuesday, September 

9 and ending on Tuesday, Oc-

tober 7. The registration form 

is due by Monday, September 

1. This year, there is only one 

program rather than the three 

levels of the last few years. 

practice. 
For detailed information 

about the program as well as 
Term Student Form, please go to 
www.vermontzen.org/
termstudent.html  

Term Student Program: 9/9—10/7 
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A  CEREMONY FOR THE LIB-

ERATION OF HUNGRY 
GHOSTS will be held on Sunday, 
October 26 at 10:00 a.m. Dur-
ing this observance, we offer 
food and drink to the hungry, 
thirsty inhabitants of the preta 
realm.  

Hungry ghosts, or pretas, are 
beings in a sub-human state of 
development. Due to their ex-
treme greed in prior lifetimes, 
they have been reborn into a 
state where they constantly suf-
fer from hunger and thirst. Their 
stomachs are grossly distended, 
their limbs emaciated, and their 
mouths as small as the eye of a 
needle. Whatever they eat turns 
to poison; whatever they drink 
turns to fire. 

According to legend, Moggal-
lana, a disciple of the Buddha, 
was plagued by nightmares of 
his mother being tormented in a 
realm in which she could neither 
eat nor drink. The Buddha told 
Moggallana that his mother was 
in the realm of pretas, and he 

should try to help her overcome 
her bad karma through a special 
ceremony.  

During the Hungry Ghost 
Ceremony, we chant sutras and 
make offerings of food and wa-
ter to the beings of the preta 
realm. In making this gift we 
must overcome our own greed, 
thereby setting an example for 
the hungry ghosts. This freely-
offered food and drink does not 
turn into poison or fire, which 
is why at many Buddhist homes 
and temples small bowls are 
passed at the beginning of each 
meal to make offerings to the 
hungry ghosts. 

Although the ceremony is 
directed particularly to these 
beings, it is also a time to re-
member all beings who have 
died in the preceding year. Af-
ter the ceremony proper, a fire 
is lit at which time people offer 
the names of deceased loved 
ones.  

The ceremony is also an op-
portunity to appease our per-

sonal ghosts—the voracious de-
mons who fill us with passions 
for food, drink, recognition, pos-
sessions, money, and all manner 
of unhappiness. As such, the 
ceremony is one of personal, as 
well as other-worldly, cleansing, 
appeasement, and renewal. It is 
an expression of our compas-
sionate concern for beings in all 
realms. 

Members are invited to at-
tend in person. You may also 
attend via Zoom. For full infor-
mation visit: www.vermontzen.org/
ceremony_hungryghost.html 

Ceremony for the Liberation of Hungry Ghosts 



Upcoming Courses at the Vermont Zen Center 
www.vermontzen.org/courses.html 
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October Jataka Sesshin—Deadline September 19 
We are extremely fortunate to be 
able to offer once again a Jataka 
Tale sesshin with Roshi Rafe 
Martin as the guest teacher. The 

sesshin begins on Friday eve-
ning, October 10, rather than 
the usual Saturday start of a ses-
shin. The first two days 
(Saturday and Sunday) will be 
full-time, the last three days 
there will be sittings in the early 
morning and the evening, with 
nothing scheduled during the day 
so that people can go to work. 
Roshi (Graef) will be giving do-

kusan three times a day during the 
first two days, and twice a day 
during the last three days.  

The sesshin will be devoted to 
working with Jataka tales. Roshi 
Martin will be conducting discus-
sions of the Jatakas during the 
weekend, and giving teishos using 
the Jatakas throughout the rest of 
the sesshin. The emphasis will be 
on how these ancient stories of the 
Buddha’s previous lifetimes relate 
to our own lives and practice.  

A reminder that there is a flat 
rate $70 surcharge for all those 

who attend this sesshin either 
part time or full time. This is 
the honorarium for our guest 
teacher. This year once again, 
there will be the option of 
Zooming in for the Jataka talk 
portion of the sesshin.  

Festive Indian  
Cooking 

September 20 

Learn how to prepare 
a festive meal for a 
special occasion. 
Manju Selinger  will 
guide you though the 
process, and you’ll en-
joy the results for 
lunch.  

Gain an understand-
ing of the interaction 
between spiritual 
practice and poetry, 
as well as an apprecia-
tion of the deeper 
meaning of haiku.  

Haiku 
Workshop 
October 4 

Flower  
Arranging 

September 27 

Learn basic Ikebana and 
flower arranging ele-
ments used at the Ver-
mont Zen Center. Gain 
an appreciation of the 
deeper meaning of flow-
ers as as a way to bring 
a sense of tranquility to 
one’s environment.  

Gardening 
at the VZC 

September 28 

Learn the origin of Zen 
gardens and some of the 
principles unique to Zen 
gardening practice. The 
tour of the diverse gar-
dens at the Vermont Zen 
Center will demonstrate 
various ways that these 
ancient principles are 
expressed. 



The stillness! 

The voice of the cicadas 

Sinks into the rocks. 

             —Basho 
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“Once you stop clinging and let 
things be, you’ll be free, even of birth 
and death. You’ll transform every-
thing. You’ll possess spiritual powers 
that can’t be obstructed. And you’ll be 
at peace wherever you are.” 
 
       —Zen Master Bodhidharma 

 

O 
N SUNDAY, OCTOBER 5, we 
honor our great ancestor, 

Bodhidharma, the founder of Zen. 
Following a short sitting, we will have a chanting service with 
circumambulation and incense offerings. Children and family 
members are cordially invited. The ceremony will be during the 
morning sitting and will begin around 9:40 a.m. 

Bodhidharma Day 


