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I recently reread Mark Saltzman’s novel, Lying 

Awake. It’s the story of a woman who becomes a 

Carmelite nun in the hope of finding paradise, or 

union with God. As often happens, after a few years 

of practice she becomes quite 

disillusioned, primarily because 

paradise seems to have eluded 

her. She goes into a period of 

doubt—doubting her faith and 

her ability to truly practice—and 

her solution is to bury herself 

in busywork under the heading 

of service to God. But through-

out these years of busyness and 

service she feels totally dry in her 

quest. 

Perhaps many of you have 

experienced your own version of 

this, either doubting your ability 

to practice, or maybe even doubting practice itself. 

Sometimes people describe themselves as feeling as if 

they’re the worst case, or a fraud. What we don’t usu-

ally realize is that this is a classic phase in the prac-

tice life. In its most intense form it has been called 

the dark night of the soul.

But in this novel the nun’s journey took an un-

usual twist. She began to have ecstatic visions of God, 

where she would disappear into the light and feel in-

tense experiences of love for God, of union with God. 

Out of those experiences she began to write poetry—

poetry that inspired many other practitioners. 

This phase went on for a few years, but then she 

began having headaches and dizziness, and she was 

diagnosed as having a form of epilepsy. As it turns 

out, her mystical experiences were most likely due to 

the epilepsy, and she was faced with a real dilemma: 

should she have surgery, which would physically heal 

her but which would also entail 

the risk of losing her ability to have 

ecstatic experiences of paradise? Or 

should she skip the operation and 

continue her ecstatic experiences, 

yet allow herself to become an in-

creasing burden on the other nuns 

in the convent, who would have to 

take care of her?

This was a real dilemma for her. 

But as in all real dilemmas, where 

we encounter situations for which 

there are no easy answers or solu-

tions, it provides an opportunity to 

go deeper rather than simply think-

ing about the problem.

When we’re caught in doubt on this level, where 

we can’t find an answer, we may believe that we’re 

truly lost. But despite this belief, we’re actually much 

closer to the truth, to reality, than when we’re caught 

in complacency, or in inflated beliefs about our own 

spiritual attainment.

Being lost in doubt is inevitable on the spiritual 

path; even the most serious and experienced practi-

Doubt and Surrender
Ezra Bayda

“True love and 

prayer are learned 

in the moment when 

prayer has become 

impossible and the 

heart has turned  

to stone.” 

—Thomas Merton
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tioners doubt themselves, at times right up to the  

end. Jesus is just one of many examples. There’s a 

great line in the book describing this doubt:  “No  

matter how many times we hear what it costs to  

practice, we’re still shocked when the bill comes,  

and we wonder all over again if we can pay it.” 

When we experience difficulties on this level, 

it may seem impossible to truly surrender to our 

experience and let it just be. Surrendering to our 

life means we are no longer avoiding it. It means 

we no longer need to feel different, or feel some 

special way. Instead, it’s a way of saying Yes to our 

present-moment experience, rather than needing 

life to be different from what it is.

There’s a line in the book, quoting from the 

Carmelite order of Saint Teresa of Avila:  “Wherever 

You lead me I will follow.” The “You” in this quote 

refers to God, but we can also interpret it as mean-

ing Life. Wherever Life takes us, we will follow—

meaning we can surrender to it. This is what it 

means to say Yes to life, to take the roller coaster 

ride with curiosity rather than dread. Saying Yes to 

doubt means we’re willing to get out of the head 

that wants to think, and instead breathe the physi-

cal sensations of doubt right into the center of the 

chest, where we can feel them most fully.

As the nun said when she realized the true mean-

ing of surrender:  “Yes. The only word I will ever 

need again. Every breath a Yes. Every thought a Yes.” 

A useful analogy is a tree growing up toward the sun. 

Although the tree will never reach the sun, that does 

not mean the tree is a failure. The tree can still pro-

vide shade and beauty and oxygen. And even when it 

dies it can replenish the earth. 

Meanwhile, I don’t know of anyone who doesn’t 

have periods of fear or doubt. But with this, we have 

to remember that each of us is unique—we can’t 

compare ourselves to others—and we each have to 

bear our own unique burdens. For example, you may 

feel fears which would not necessarily be burden-

some to me. And likewise, what may seem distressful 

to me may feel minor to you. 

Yet each burden, no matter how seemingly heavy, 

is also our unique opportunity to become free. We 

will each be tested again and again, but even when 

there is no answer or solution in sight, when the 

price seems too great, when there may seem to be 

nowhere to turn—this exact situation is what allows 

us to surrender most deeply into our life. 

As Thomas Merton put it, “True love and prayer 

are learned in the moment when prayer has become 

impossible and the heart has turned to stone.” All of 

our practice is a preparation for this. There’s no way 

we can force ourselves to surrender, or think our-

selves into surrender. There’s no formula. Yet, we  

can always take one more breath into the heart,  

remembering that ultimately awareness is what heals.
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“...each burden, no matter how 

seemingly heavy, is also our unique 

opportunity to become free.” 

—Ezra Bayda
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Please do not e-mail this form

APPLICATION FOR 2010 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
June 6/10 – 6/13 3-day 90 105 Apr 10

August 8/10 – 8/15 5-day 150 175 Jun 10

Oct 10/29 – 11/1 3-day (Questhaven) 175 200 Aug 15

Dec  12/26 – 12/31 5-day 150 175 Sept 26

Have you ever attended sesshins at ZCSD?  ___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
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Schedule

Dawn Sitting

Weekdays, Monday—Friday, 6:00–7:00 am

Tuesday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–8:00 pm

Wednesday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–7:40 pm

Practice seminar follows (until  
about 8:20 pm)

Thursday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–8:00 pm

Saturday Morning

8:30 am Work practice

8:45 am Introductory workshop for  
 newcomers

 Follow-up instruction for those  
 who have attended introduction

9:00–Noon Three Sittings, Dharma talk

First Sunday Morning Each Month

Three Sittings, 9:00–11:00 am

Announcement

June Sesshin The application period for 

the three day June sesshin (6/10 – 6/13) 

begins on April 10.

Parking is Practice

Please park at least 2 blocks away and  

please be mindful of our neighbors.




