Walking, 1/17/04B

(?) gave this to me. A Japanese Soto priest gave it to him, and he wanted to give it to me. I asked him what it said on it, it says “Everyday.” I thought that was good for us.


Well, as I said this morning, I want to start a series.. our slogan of Vimala Sangha, “The awakening path of householder Zen,” that’s what it says on our Website, so that’s kind of our slogan. As I said earlier last year, my goal is to try to flesh out and explore together how to really accomplish transformative Zen practice in the world, which really hasn’t been done. This is the first historical time that we have the ability to do that. So I’ve been working up to it, thinking about it, and I think what I’d like to do is think of all the things that we do in our life, just like, for centuries, monasteries have thought of all the things they do from morning to night, and they’ve figured out ways to make those things into practice. I think to do the same thing for our life and think about householder life: getting up in the morning, going to work, taking care of the kids, talking on the phone, driving, having intimate relationships with our significant other, dealing with workplace colleagues. Some of this I tried to write about in my first book, but I’ve continued to work on it and think about it. Some of what I feel I know about this comes from all the years I spent out there in the world without the framework of monastic practice.


So today I want to talk about walking, which is something we all do, and also walking is something that is a practice in the monastery, traditionally in Buddhism, and can be for us. I want to start by telling a kind of way-seeking mind story. When I was about seventeen, a freshman in college, I was coming up in Harvard Square in the subway ahead of me I saw these sandaled feet. I just saw the way the feet were walking, it was very beautiful and very unusual. And when we got to the top, I realized it was a traditional, yellow robed, Theravada monk. They had a world religion institute there, so that person was part of that. I remember that. That was really my first actual exposure to Zen, just the attention with which he placed his feet on the stone steps going up to the subway.


During the lunch break I was looking down, maybe some of you saw on the slope, there were some deer up there. I watched their feet, and deer are very careful when they walk. They’ll lift a hoof and they’ll hold it there. And you can see what it is in their behavior; they’re prey for something out there, so they’re constantly alert to danger. To survive, they have to be very careful where they put their feet and how much noise they make, and everything, plus they’re looking at their young. It’s not a matter of choice for them. If they don’t do that, they’re not around very long. At least in a wild environment, something would get them. If you think about it, other animals have various characteristic ways of walking. Birds, when they’re on the ground are quite vulnerable to predators, so they’re very careful, they’re always looking around when they take a step. But even predators, if you think about it, don’t just sashay around, if you look at the way a cat walks, for example, they have to get something to eat, so they have to be very stealthy, so they have to be very quiet. If you think of the way a cat walks when it’s stalking something, it’s tremendously careful. It occurred to me that human beings are the only creatures with legs that walk carelessly, or have that option. And we probably walk a lot more carelessly than we used to because, in a natural environment, we too were prey, but also predators. So survival kept us walking with great care. 

And I’m reminded when Harry Roberts was alive, walking around with us at Green Gulch, we’d be shlumping along, and Harry would say, “Wait a minute! Look at your feet. What’s that?” And he’s say, “That’s mint,” or “That’s yerba buena, that’s food, that’s medicine. Don’t step on that.” He was kind of stern about it. And I realized that, in Native American tradition, the stuff you walk on has value, it’s food, or it’s medicine, or it’s something. So you don’t just schlep around, you’re careful where you walk. 

So this is kind of a prelude to Buddhist practice. There’s a lot of practice about walking, really a lot of yoga about it. Our practice starts with kinhin, which really is fairly esoteric practice. There is a passage in the Hokyoki, which is the record of Dogen’s informal dialogues with his teacher in China. Dogen had permission to go into the room anytime day or night, so he did that. That was an example of some kind of freeform dokusan. So one night Nyojo, his teacher, said, “Do you know the practice of slow walking?” And Dogen said, “No, please show me.” And Nyojo goes into a very deep appreciation, and he said, “You know, very few people these days know this practice. This is a very unusual practice, and I may be the only one in this whole area of China that really remembers how to do it.” And Dogen talks about how Nyojo walked up and down in the room and showed him kinhin, and showed him how to do it. And Dogen described is as it didn’t look like he was walking, one half step. It was exactly the way we were taught by Suzuki Roshi; it was exactly the way Suzuki Roshi did it. So this is a transmitted teaching, a kind of yoga. Walking practice starts with that, so it’s worth spending some time talking about kinhin, taking it as seriously as Dogen’s teacher did.

It’s not exactly walking, first of all. It’s actually more like breathing. It isn’t exactly breathing, it’s more like…Well, let’s put it this way, I think that one of the ways I want to talk about all these aspects of daily life is to use the Tibetan schema, which talks about every practice as outer, inner, and secret. There are three levels to every practice. I checked with my friend Surya Das and secret isn’t exactly the right word. It isn’t secret exactly, it’s more non-conceptual, essential, or essence, or something. 

So if we think of kinhin from that point of view, the outer practice is you put your heels one fist apart, and you take one half-step on each exhale. So as you exhale, you press the heel of your foot into the ground and let the rest of your foot come down. And you do that each time. So you’re actually breathing your way along. When Suzuki Roshi did it, it didn’t feel like he was walking as much as…and also shashu is important too. You have your shashu pretty stabilized right at your sternum, and there is a sense of connection between this point here and the middle point between your two heels. He often talked about a pull. That gets a little bit into the inner, but basically, the outer practice is you take a half-step with each exhale, so you’re breathing and moving. It’s not like ordinary walking where you’re swinging your arms and there’s a kind of rhythm; it’s more like moving your erect zazen posture through space. So that’s why Dogen said it looked to him like Nyojo was floating rather than walking.

More the Theravada way is that you’re actually very cognitively tuned to exactly what’s going on with your feet; you actually say to yourself, “Now I lift my left foot, now I place the heel of my left foot down. So you cognitively follow all the details. Suzuki Roshi’s way clearly was not that cognitive, and that’s where it starts to turn into the inner practice. The outer practice is what I just said, those details and doing it that way. And you can explain those details; it’s cognitive; it’s something you can write down and say. So that’s the cognitive level. Most outer practices use the thinking mind to map the practice. The inner practice of kinhin is, well, there’s a yoga to it. When I say yoga, I mean energy, I mean there’s an energetic flow, a modality that’s happening. And a certain aspect of practice has to do with awakening the inner energy. 

When we talk about the three bodies, the three kayas of the

Buddha(nirmanakaya, sambhogakaya, and dharmakaya(this is something like inner, outer, and secret. So nirmanakaya kinhin is: you can think about it and  tell yourself how to do it with words. The inner practice is more feeling, so you feel your way through it, and the feeling is more the feeling of breathing, so as you breathe in, you feel the energy coming out of the earth and up into your feet and up into your body. And as you exhale, you feel the energy coming down from your body into the earth, so there’s that feeling that it isn’t just you and the rest of the universe. There’s a sense that you’re sensing…You’re glued to the earth; the earth is part of what’s going on.


I studied tai chi a good bit at one time, and the inner understanding in tai chi is that all of your power comes out of the earth, almost like electricity. Chi, they call it chi, and so the chi comes up out of the earth through your feet. And, actually, there’s a connection, and the inner sense of it is that the crown of your head is connected to your feet. So your feet are the bottom of your body when you’re standing, and they’re connected to the planet, earth, gravity. And the crown of your head is connected to heaven. It’s an interesting detail that maybe most of you haven’t noticed, but maybe some of you have, that, in thangka paintings of the Buddha there are two halos, a small halo and a big halo. And the halos are very precisely drawn so that the center of the top halo is the crown chakra, and the circle is around that. And the larger halo, which encompasses the rest of your body, and the center is right here in your heart. So this isn’t just art, this isn’t just Picasso making a shape, this is an expression of the inner practice of something like kinhin where the energy of it …you start to experience yourself in time and space as a more continuous feeling of what’s around you than you’re so separate. So I think what Nyojo meant when he said this is a practice that very few people understand, and I’m going to explain it to you, is that it isn’t like walking, just like going along. It’s more like what a deer does, or a cat, it’s extremely concentrated and yet very relaxed at the same time. You have a sense of being carried by the energy that comes up out of your feet and down. That energy, that pulse, carries you.


When I was studying tai chi, one of my teacher’s favorite phrases was, “You’re not hooked up.” What he meant by that was every movement in tai chi – you know, if you do it like that, using your muscles, you’re not hooked up. The point is it comes out of the ground, so there’s a quality that, you can get the feeling after a while that it’s not your will that’s moving your hand, it’s more that you allow the energy to come into your hand. Tai chi talks about “swimming in air,” it’s that kind of feeling, but it isn’t air they’re talking about, they’re talking about energy. So that’s the inner practice of kinhin.


You know, the Asians don’t teach it like this. I’m teaching it cognitively, with words, but the more traditional way is you just watch it, and you get it by watching it. That kind of pedagogy cannot quite get it; somebody will come along and shove you, and you won’t know why, and they’ll keep doing it until you get it. I remember when I was the jisha for Tatsagami Roshi, I would bring the incense up(the jisha’s main job was to carry the incense(and, actually, that cloth was there, I remember. And he would come up to the altar, and I would hold the incense up in front of him, and then he would put his hand up and roughly push my hand and then take it. And every time he would do that I thought, “The guy’s kind of crude doing that. Why doesn’t he just take the incense?” And, finally, I realized that my hand was in the wrong place; he wanted my hand here. But he wasn’t going to tell me that, he wasn’t going to scold me, he was just going to keep pushing my hand until I figured out where it was supposed to be. So that’s a physical way of teaching. He must have thought I was really backward, but he was patient. He never said anything. And, finally, one day I kind of tried putting it here, and I realized, “Where have I been? Dumkopf!” So I think one of the things that illustrates is that Westerners aren’t used to that kind of pedagogy. It’s built into the culture in Asia. If you studied piano or anything, martial arts, traditionally, it’s probably changed now, if you’re not doing it properly, they just slap you or something, and you figure it out. And the idea there is you kind of bypass the outer practice, you get right into the inner. It’s the feeling that they’re looking for.


The innermost, of dharmakaya level of walking we should probably set aside for now, except to say that the fundamental dharmakaya practice is zazen itself, so we always return to that(everything comes out of that. So when we think of kinhin as kind of an extension of the breath, there are three aspects to zazen, sort of an outer, inner, and secret aspect of zazen, if you think about it as your breath. The outer aspect is you count your breath, so you’re tying a mental activity, a cognitive activity 1-2-3-4, to your breathing so there’s a connection there. You count and you kind of have a sense of you are counting or you aren’t, so it’s a kind of intellectual thing. More the inner practice is when you leave that off and you just follow the feeling of the breathing, so, again, it’s more the energy. It’s less mental, you just follow the feeling. It’s not thinking so much. You follow the feeling, you’re breathing in, you’re breathing out. It’s not just that you’re breathing in you’re breathing out, that’s kind of crude. It’s more that you have an inhaling feeling, you have an exhaling feeling, and that becomes more and more refined as the zazen advances.


Again, there’s a yoga to it. One time I asked Suzuki Roshi, when we were sitting like this, about my breathing, and he didn’t exactly say anything, he just went like this …he just showed me that the feeling is just like that, it comes up, it comes down. Actually, then he said< “Up, down,” so it was more up the spine in the back and then a feeling of down here.” So he was talking about the inner practice of breathing, it’s the feeling.

The essence practice of zazen is what we call skikan taza, where you re(?) any object, any sense of separation of subject and object. You are simply one with just being here. Dogen did not use the term skikan taza all that much. He actually liked the term shinjin datzeraku much better, which means “dropping off body and mind.” Part of what that means is you don’t have a sense of subject and object, so, in common buzzword parlance, it’s the non-dual practice. Awareness no longer has an object of awareness, it’s just awareness. So that’s outer, inner, and secret.

How do we take all of that into the world when we’re householders, when we’re out there doing things, taking our kids to school, whatever it might be? How do we adapt this monastic sesshin, meditation, meditative practice, which is very subtle really, into the world? This is interesting. Well, let’s look at what’s transferable, what can we bring. You can’t bring kinhin, that doesn’t work, but you can bring some kind of outer practice into the world. You can, for example, as Theravada monks do, when you’re walking, simply say to yourself, “Walking, walking, walking.” Or you can count your steps, just like you count your breath, one-two-three-four. That would have the effect of, what are you counting? You’re counting the sensation of moving your feet, so you have a sense that your mind is more one with that activity. So that’s a kind of basic mindfulness practice that you can return to whenever you’re walking. Typically, these days, if you actually look closely at people in the supermarket, for example, look closely at their posture. They’re looking for their food and whatever it is they want. They’re really out of their bodies quite a bit, in most cases. If you walk down the street, people are jabbering into their cell phones. These people don’t know where their feet are. If there was a predator out there, they’d be easy pickings. In fact, they did a survey once of muggers in jail, and they asked them who they liked to hit. This is exactly what they look for. Muggers are predators, like lions. They look for people who don’t seem to know where their body is and they go for those people because they have an extra edge that can get (?) So, if you actually know where your feet are, then you’re doing a kind of outer practice of yoga. And, if you stay with that for some time that can segue into more of an inner practice just like you start by counting your breaths, you can count your footsteps, too, the same way, one-two-three. Walking is a lot like breathing. Then, once you’re stable in that, you can move o an inner practice where the practice is more just feeling your feet, knowing what your feet are feeling, having the sensation conscious. You know where your feet are when you’re standing. This is actually taught exclusively in martial arts. Until you’re stable in your feet and you know where your feet are whenever you move, you don’t move on to more advanced things. 

I don’t know if any of you saw this Kung Fu story on television with David Carradine back in the 80s, but in the trailer, the part that started it, it showed him as a young monk walking on rice paper. Do any of you remember this? And he tears it up when he starts because he’s just a little kid and he doesn’t know about the speed. But later on you see him as an older man and he’s walking on the rice paper and the paper is untouched. He’s advanced, he’s an adept, he sees it, he’s slowing down. So this inner sense of feeling you feet, of knowing where your feet are, is more of an inner practice.

When you study something like tai chi, you start to get an inner sense that your whole body and its energy comes out of your feet. The problem, of course, is that in householder life, there isn’t any kind of support for staying with this kind of practice. If you’re in a monastery and you’re walking down the polished hallways of the monastery, you don’t have much else going on. You can spend a lot of time, maybe years, refining your inner practice of walking. And you can see it. You could see by the way that Suzuki Roshi walked that he was a person of accomplishment. And Nyojo, when he first met Dogen, said, “Although you’re young and in a foreign land, I can see by the way you carry yourself that you’re a person of deep accomplishment already.

In cultures that still have a sense of practice, a person’s bearing, how they carry themselves, how they look, is an important indicator of character. We’ve pretty much lost that. Although, I think, implicitly for example, a lot of what people look for in a politician or a leader, they don’t talk about it, but I think they’re looking for subtle cues about reliability and stability of character. 

There was a certain time when I spent a good deal of time walking around in the workplace counting my footsteps, trying to see if I could replicate the monastic feeling. And, actually, when it comes to walking, you can do it pretty well. It’s interesting how, in some ways, the greater the quality of static out there, the greater level of distraction actually helps you because you have a little bit more to push against, so your concentration rises to the occasion; you actually can push it.

So you go from outer to inner. Inner is interesting. There’s kind of an outer-inner and an inner-inner. What I mean by that is it depends on how deep it goes in consciousness. What I mean by that is, think of breathing (I hope I’m making sense here. I’m trying to cover a lot in a limited time.). When you think of breathing, there’s a stage of mindfulness of breathing where the sensation of breathing is an object of consciousness. You have a sense of “I’m aware of my breathing,” so there’s a sense of subject and object, and as it deepens, something in the mind seems to carry that awareness without quite so much effort. It’s not automatic, exactly, but it’s more embedded. That embedded quality is what we’re looking for in practice. So, oftentimes, people describe practices in the outer sense as though that’s the practice. That’s true, but it’s like the entry to the practice. The actual practice takes hold when you’ve moved more from the outer level to the inner sensation of energy, and that sensation is not so much an object of concentration but something a little bit unconscious, or preconscious, or carried in that dream space we talked about this morning. And, clearly, the way that this is cultivated is through repetition. You just simply do it a lot at the outer level, at the cognitive level, until the repetition becomes…you get wired for it. 

Part of the practice of wearing robes, for example, is that you wear them for a long time and you start to get wired for the fact that you have to deal with the sleeves, do things with your raksu, all these things that you do as a monk. It’s not like you’re any more conscious of it. If you look at a person who isn’t used to wearing robes, you can see that you’re not quite sure what to do. But if you look at somebody who has done it a long time, it’s just what you do. You realize you have to take care of your sleeves, you can’t step on them. You know, the Soto sleeves are longer than this; they hang down almost to your knees, so you’re constantly (?) kind of Chinese Mandarin, very careful about how you look. 

You don’t jump directly into inner practice, just like a person starting zazen doesn’t immediately jump into shikan taza. Although, Katagiri Roshi seemed to think that you could. Maybe you can, and that’s the immersion way. But it’s more  Suzuki Roshi taught counting the breath for some time because he realized that we were very distracted people, and we needed some outer practice to focus us a little bit. And he started to do it too; he was not treating it like an elementary practice. You get to the point in daily life where the best time to pay attention to your feet is when you’re between places. When walking is the main thing you’re doing you have some choice, you can either be thinking about what’s happening next, or what’s going on in your life, or scheduling(or you can take that inner route to do walking practice. So rather than it being a continuous flow throughout the whole day, as in the monastery, it’s more intermittent. Whenever you have a chance, you return to it. So it takes longer and it’s more complicated, but it’s a little bit like lifting a heavier weight. Monasteries are like light weights: you can lift them all the time and get stronger that way. Householder mindfulness is more like big weights: it’s harder to lift them, and you have to make more effort, but you get just as strong, sometimes stronger. There are all these stories in the literature about monks who spend twenty years in the monastery, and when they leave they’re unprepared. One of the stories I like the best is about a monk in India who really worked hard trying to tame his anger, taming that monster, but never left the monastery. So finally, he left the monastery and went out into the world, and some horrible looking leper came up and brushed against his robe, and he (swatted him?) He realized he didn’t have any practice with lepers; he hadn’t developed any musculature for that, so he realized he had more work to do. It would have been good if he had gotten out more, as they say. In actual fact, monks didn’t spend all their time in the monastery; they went on the road a lot. Pilgrimage was an important part…part of what that was about is the monastery is kind of an incubator; the highway, where there are robbers and predators and weather, cold, heat, people who don’t want to give you any food, you had to find out whether you had any practice chops or not. So the monastery could be a good place to cultivate, but it has to be balanced with the chaos of the outer world that we all live in all the time.

I found that walking was probably the most transferable of all the monastic practices because everybody walks. Walking in the world is more similar to walking up and down the monastery halls, or kinhin, than most other things that we do. So walking is a pretty good householder practice. There is, of course, a dharmakaya or essence practice to it, too, which we’ll leave aside for now, but, very briefly, you could ask the question “What are my feet? What is the sensation I’m having? What is the person who thinks they’re my feet? What does that mean, my feet?” So you can cross over from the inner practice, which is still involved with a self(the self is doing the inner practice(to maybe the essence practice, which is to challenge that directly. 

And you can see in the life story of the Buddha that he spent a great deal of time doing inner practice, yogic expertise. At some point he had this realization that it was all still happening in the world of arising and ceasing, it was still happening in the world of temporariness. In other words, what was going on there was he was building mastery, but he was still in the world of samsara, and he wasn’t really addressing the fundamental issue of self. He was just becoming more and more subtle as a self. So that was a big moment for the Buddha. And, of course, the story of the Buddha is our story, so it’s a big moment for us too. Over the centuries the refinement of Buddhism has been such that we don’t necessarily have to replicate the track of the Buddha to sort of investigate the outer and investigate the inner and, at some point, wake up to the fact that we still aren’t quite there. We start from the other end. Our kind of zazen is essentially starting with the final practice of the Buddha and we kind of work backwards. Actually, Suzuki Roshi used to say that our practice is Theravada practice with Mahayana spirit. So there’s an important quality of incorporating all the way through, beginning, middle, and end, the basic mechanics of outer practice, or Theravada practice, where we actually do need to know where our feet are. We do have to be able to demonstrate that we can count our footsteps, one to twenty, and not lose track. We do need to not trip over things. Tripping over things and stubbing your toes is a very interesting thing. It’s not an accident, and it’s kind of an instruction that basically means you didn’t know where your feet were at. I had a friend, who I know had gone through a real serious medical scare, he’s okay, things turned out good, so it was unnecessary. But I called him up to check on him and see how he was doing because I knew he had really gone through some serious stuff, and he said, “Well, I’m okay, but I put a hacksaw through my thumb just now.” And I thought, “Yeah, I can appreciate that he would do that. He’s obviously still decompressing from a serious scare, and, you know, when you’re in that state of mind, something can happen like that.” So, one of the adjuncts to practicing with your feet is noticing when you trip because an adept doesn’t trip, Grasshopper doesn’t tear the rice paper; he doesn’t fall over; he knows where his feet are. 

I don’t know how many people talk about this stuff this explicitly. It’s embedded deeply into monastery life and into the practice of kinhin. But it’s interesting that even in the eleventh century in China it was clear that the details of this walking yoga were being lost. Nyojo was saying, “Nobody knows this thing. This is an old practice that only I know.” So, even then, they were losing track of it, so it’s great that it has come to us and we have a chance to start over and see. I had thought about that a lot, there were tens of thousands of monks in China and Nyojo was saying, “Nobody knows this but me.” I think that we idealize monastic life and think that we’re poor, third cousins to that life. But I think you could see that, even at that time, the monks probably had lost track of some of these details of how you live. Of course, knowing where your feet are is not just a mechanical mindfulness practice(if you know where your feet are you know a lot of things, actually. You’re well on the path to being able to help people because if you know where your feet are, you know kind of where you are, and that’s not so usual in our world.

I’m still working on it. During my illness, I lost my balance, my balance was pretty poor. So, for about a year, I couldn’t stand up very well, and I was always afraid I would fall. Seriously, I was afraid I would fall on the stairs. For about three years, I was afraid to walk downstairs without holding on because my brain couldn’t do it, so it was unsettling. I had to really pay attention to where my feet were, more like a deer, because if I didn’t, I could hurt myself. And I never fell in all that time. But I had some close calls, and it was scary. It’s amazing how deeply your brain is interested in balance in walking(it’s so fundamental. And I’m still working with it, I still have to pay extra special attention to how I move around. You wouldn’t notice it, only I would notice, but I still probably haven’t recovered one hundred percent. I watch these acrobats in Cirque du Soleil on TV, and they walk a tightrope across space, and they do these incredible things like they’ll so a triple summersault and land in somebody’s hands. Those people really know where they are. I can’t imagine what that’s like. They’re kind of like yogins of balance. But that’s a good example of how an inner practice doesn’t necessarily open up into actual spiritual transformation. Just because they can do that doesn’t mean they’re great people, or that they’ve fundamentally learned anything about themselves. They’re just very good at that. So, by itself, knowing where your feet are isn’t all that astounding, but it can be if it’s tied in with the rest of life.

The last thing I’ll say is, in a recent Wind Bell, they had a lecture by Suzuki Roshi, and he started out his usual giggly self, and he said, “You all think that practice means an hour a day you come to the zendo and you sit. If I told you what it was really about, you wouldn’t even come. It’s twenty-four hours a day, that’s what it’s all about.” And he said, “But I understand, you think that way, and that’s all right.” So, if that’s really true, practice is not just zazen, practice is  all kinds of things, and walking is one of them.

So I think next time I’d like to do some studying and talk about food, eating, because, again, we eat, monks eat, everybody eats, so I think that’s another area where we can adapt, fairly readily, householder life to practicing better. But what I wanted to talk about first was walking.

