
“We must do our best to stay with that which really is – the nonduality that is the sensation
of our life at this very moment. That goes against everything that we want, everything our
culture teaches us. But it’s the only real solution, the only gate to peace.”

Joko
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SCHEDULE

Dawn Sitting
Weekdays, Mon. – Fri. 6-7 am

Tues. Evening
Two Sittings, 6:30 – 8:00 pm

Wed. Evening
Two Sittings, 6:30 – 7:40 pm
Practice seminar follows
(until about 8:20 pm)

Thurs. Evening
Two Sittings, 6:30 – 8:00 pm

Sat. Morning
8:30 am Work practice

8:45 am Introductory workshop
for newcomers

Follow-up instruction
for those who have
have attended introduction

9:00 am-Noon Three sittings;
Dharma talk

ANNOUNCEMENTS

April Sesshin
The center will be closed for sesshin from April 10
through April 15.  The last daisan before sesshin will be
on Saturday, April 8.  Daisan will resume on Tuesday,
April 18.

June Sesshin
The June sesshin will be three days this year instead of
five.

Dues
The center requests that everyone try to stay current with
their dues, as this is how we avoid fundraising.

Elizabeth and Ezra Away
Ezra and Elizabeth will be away from Wednesday, April
26 through Monday, May 1.

Workshop in New York City
Ezra will be giving a talk on “Freedom From Fear” on
Friday evening, April 28, and an all day workshop on
“Saying Yes to Life (Even the Hard Parts)” on
Saturday, April 29.

Both will be at the New York Open Center in New
York City. For fees and registration, call 212-219-
2527 or go to www.opencenter.org.

Reservations are recommended.

Please participate in our effort to be an exemplary neighbor by practicing sensitivity

 to the needs of residents and businesses.  One way is to park at least 2 blocks from

 the Zen Center.  Carpooling when possible is very helpful.



HITTING BOTTOM

“What doesn’t kill you, strengthens you – but only with the compassionate medicine of the
path of awakening”   –   M.T. Head (with apologies to Nietzsche)    

    In zen study we sometimes hear phrases that refer to the absolute nature of things, without
mentioning the relativity through which the absolute manifests. So, even though the two are one, as Shih-
T’ou’s Identity of Relative and Absolute reminds us, we may hear phrases like there’s no bottom, or there’s
no one to hit bottom”. And then … we hit bottom. The death of a loved one; a grave physical diagnosis;
doing something we consider unforgivable; a nightmarish relationship change; broken promises; the
recurrence of an unskillful habit we thought was past… If you have a relevant example in the realm of loss,
grief, or desperation, the following material will be more applicable.

   Hitting bottom plunges us through the thin ice. Old certainties – things we thought we knew, or
could count on - are shattered, and the shards stab the heart. Either personal or existential crises can cause
our world view to collapse, resulting in a dark night of the soul that can hit us hard enough that the
aspiration to awaken is eclipsed for the time. We may even forget about practice for awhile.

   Hitting bottom flips the coin; the absolute-leaning zen phrases yield to the disconnected suffering of
a “self” that has lost awareness of the actual nature of Being. The ego is pretty useless when we hit bottom;
in fact, the ego is what hits bottom. Before we hit bottom, we may assume we’re wiser than is the case,
perhaps even using spiritual rhetoric to explain suffering, not realizing how pretentious we sound, or how
little we know. No matter how hard we try to keep the ego-veneer intact, finally there’s no escaping the
pain lurking behind its lockdown. Finally, the elevator plunges and we’re stripped naked.

    Words don’t do justice to hitting bottom. We’re through the guard rails. It isn’t pretty; we may
moan or crawl on the floor. Our throbbing lacerations are raw, as if huge chunks have been torn away. The
illusion of control is exposed for what it is – an illusion. Much later, we may see the value of hitting
bottom, as a turning point toward wakefulness. But at first, it can seem more like a death. When grief and
anguish are shaking us apart, the wellsprings of joy may seem to have run dry. We see the limitation of
phrases like “time heals”, since what comes up is often something that we thought time had already healed.

The phenomenon of the resurfacing of long-avoided core pain, intensified by years of neglect, can
make hitting bottom seem more intense than actual events warrant - at least to bystanders. If thoughts and
moods are so bleak that we question the point of living, we may need help. This is no time for pride, which
most traditions regard as a spiritual blinder. Unattended, the voices of devastation can lead to dangerous
territory.

    After the pain subsides a little, we may delude ourselves that humpty dumpty is back together
again. On goes our façade. We head for the medicine chest of comforting distractions, activities and
substances, trying to cover the wound and anesthetize the pain - “looking for a loophole”, as Susan
Sarandon (as Sister Prejean) said in Dead Man Walking. If others are involved, we may try to cover over
hitting bottom with hitting out, using words or actions as a scab of resentment to cover the pain. We want
the other to hurt too. Gurdjieff calls this a collision of machines; the protagonists are left bloody, and the
collateral damage impacts others.

    Finally, there’s no avoiding the icy couch. Practice and allies are important; if available, it’s helpful
to consult a practice consultant with a clear enough eye to help clarify the path of awakening within
adversity. It’s better not to talk to too many people, especially those prone to extending sympathetic
justifications or pity, which turn us away from genuine strength and healing. We’re fortunate if someone
close to us has the capacity to simply be present and listen.

    Experiential practice is essential, particularly the old standbys that develop awareness muscle:
feeling into sensations, sensory awareness, and knowing our strongly believed thoughts. Maintaining dual



awareness, on both sides of the skin simultaneously - breath in the chest center, and the encompassing
roomspace and sounds – merges into global awareness, sufficiently vast to encompass the residue of pain,
without entanglement in the isolating structure of “my” storyline.

   This is a foretaste of “AND”, remembering to tune in on physical, and mental, and emotional and
open awareness, and the point.

Another ally is three breaths: the ego is usually willing to attend to unwanted thoughts and
sensations, if the duration is short and explicit. All of these are lifetime, portable practices; however, they
must be invited into awareness, since almost everything flees when the abyss opens.

   When anguished thoughts are determined to take over, it’s one of the few times to skip the labeling
and say “CUT”, allowing attention to return to bodily sensations and sensory input. We know the script
cold already; letting it run rampant fans the flames of anguish. This is “letting go”, that is, refraining from
indulging the thoughts.

    Until it’s clear that that the pain we’re trying to banish is inside the skin perimeter, we may turn
away from viscerally entering into the aggregates of hitting bottom. Sadly, even though we know how
painful it is to be hurting and have someone turn away, that’s what happens when we turn away from the
pain of hitting bottom. The pain is intensified.

   Eventually we see that the only healing choice is to welcome the suffering into the light of merciful
awareness. Unexamined, like blood poisoning, the toxicity eats at us from inside. Determination is required
to encounter this bleakness up close, to say YES to the biggest NO of our lives. Finally, we understand the
utterances of Christ on the cross that boil down to “Take this away from me.”

    Directly encountering our pain, we may find that the brokenheartedness turns out to be the ego-
heart. This Heart of Bleakness is a combination of very painful sensations and thoughts; the resulting
heartsickness won’t resolve until the serrated edge of compassionate awareness open it. Fortunately, by
feeling into the tender soreness of the “me-heart”, and the hardness of the defensive shell, the door opens
into awakening wholeheartedly, where it seemed least possible.

   When hitting bottom pushes us to a wall with no wiggle room, there’s an unsolicited opportunity to
go we know not where. Descending to the depths, with the support of practice, we find the roots of
compassion. To our amazement, we discover that the “me self” is only a speck, a mote in the eye of being-
awareness – albeit a speck that can blind us. May the contemplation of hitting bottom renew our aspiration
and resolve to enter the depths, sanctioning the awakening of heartmind.

   Elizabeth Hamilton, HEARTMIND: FROM METHOD TO MYSTERY
Shambhala Press, 2005

Sesshin Application follows on next page



Please do not e-mail this form

APPLICATION FOR SESSHIN
ZEN CENTER of SAN DIEGO • 2047 Felspar St. • San Diego, CA 92109 • 858-273-3444

Please print clearly to avoid delay in processing your application, and please fill out this form completely.

Name  _____________________________________________________________________  Age _______  Gender  _____

Address  ____________________________________________   City _______________________ State ____ Zip _______

Home phone  ________________________________________   Work phone _____________________________________

Emergency contact (name) _____________________________   (phone) _________________________________________
     (must be blood relative or spouse)

e-mail____________________________________ (ZCSD has no e-mail address, but volunteers may contact you by e-mail).

Circle the sesshin for which you are applying:

Please note: Applications cannot be considered unless a check for sesshin fees is included

Date Member Non-member Mail-in Date

April 10-15 5-day 150.00 175.00 Feb 10   

May  12-15 3-day 150.00 175.00 February 12

June  22-25 3-day 90.00 105.00 April 22

Aug   14-19 5-day   150.00 175.00 June 14

Oct    20-23 3-day 90.00 105.00 Aug 20

Dec    26-31 5-day 150.00 175.00 Sept 26

Have you ever attended sesshins with Joko or Elizabeth/Ezra?  ___Yes ___ No

This will be my   ___1st    ___ 2nd     ___ 3rd     ___ +        sesshin at ZCSD

Date/location/teacher of your most recent sesshin   ___________________________________________________________

Mail in form no earlier than the mail-in date above, marked: Attention  Sesshin Coordinator.  The postmark will be
entered as the application date.  Please wait to make air reservations until your application has been confirmed.  We will notify
you as soon as decisions have been made.  If you haven’t heard from us exactly one month before the sesshin begins, please call
the Center.

Arrive by 6:30 pm the first night.**  Last day will end about 3:00 pm. A light snack will be available the first evening.
**Newcomers please arrive early for orientation.  Orientation begins at 4:30 pm

Work Skills (circle):   cooking,  shopping prior to sesshin,  electrical,  carpentry,  painting,  computer,  gardening, sewing, flower
arranging,  jobs  prior to sesshin,  other:
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Physical conditions limiting participation:__________________________________________________________________

I agree to maintain a daily sitting practice from the time of this application through the sesshin.  I will participate in the entire
schedule, including interviews, sittings, meals, work, and any assigned tasks.  I will be on time for all activities.  I understand
that my physical, mental, and emotional well-being are my own responsibility.  Zen practice is not a substitute for therapy.  I am
capable of undertaking the rigors of a sesshin at this time.  I am seeking medical or therapeutic treatment for any condition(s) I
have, and have revealed all pertinent information on this form.  I will sign a waiver releasing ZCSD from accident and injury
liability.

________________________________________________    ________________________________________________
Signature Legibly printed name

ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN?   ___ Yes   ___ No v 11/05


