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Recent world events continue to remind us how pre-
carious life has always been. Normally we’re so insu-
lated, or maintain such a narrow view of things, that 
we glide through life on automatic pilot, ignoring the 
sense of how thin the ice beneath us really is. We try to 
avoid the anxious quiver inside of us, manipulating our 
world to make it feel safe, secure, and comfortable.

But when the external world seems like it’s falling 
apart, starting ten years ago with the attacks on Sep-
tember 11, and continuing with the periodic threats 
of terrorist attacks and global financial instability, and 
now with the seeming inability of the government to 
even function—it can sometimes feel like we’ve fallen 
right into the icy water, with little control 
over events in our life. We can feel lost 
and somewhat groundless, and in these 
times we may not see how our spiritual 
practice is quite relevant.

Hopefully we understand that it’s not 
worthwhile to indulge in anger or blame, 
or in wringing our hands over the horri-
ble state of things. Yet, dense and intense 
emotional reactions can leave us feeling 
lost and overwhelmed. Talking or taking 
actions may seem to relieve our distress, 
but despite any valuable function they may serve, they 
can also act as a cover, keeping us from feeling what 
none of us want to feel—the helplessness of the loss  
of control. 

This sense of helplessness is no doubt one of our 
biggest fears, but this is not something new. Haven’t 
we always been just one doctor’s visit away from fall-
ing through the thin ice? Acute current events simply 
bring this fact to the surface.

Putting aside the precariousness and unpredict-
ability of the world around us, sometimes, when our 
personal emotional distress is particularly powerful, 

what we’ve learned about practicing with distress, or 
experiencing our emotional pain with awareness, may 
seem to fall short. I’m talking about those times when 
we’re struck with serious illness, chronic pain, a rela-
tionship crisis, or a reversal at work or in our finances.

The meditation techniques of observing and 
labeling thoughts, or trying to experience the bodily 
feelings, sometimes don’t feel like quite enough to 
deal with the churning anxiety that we feel, especially 
in those moments when we feel the future dissolving 
right in front of us. 

Until we know how to bring some form of practice 
to this experience of groundlessness, we will remain 

confused and anxious. We will continue 
to detour away from genuine equanimity 
into the artificial comfort of distractions, 
busyness, or efforts to control our world. 

Can we instead open to the expe-
rience of a life that no longer fits our 
expectations—where safety, security, and 
certainty are no longer givens; where what 
we counted on is gone, and where there 
may be little left for us to hold on to.

The question is: How do we work 
with this sinking feeling of anxiety, of  

having no ground?
 In other words, do we understand what it means 

to surrender to the insecurity of groundlessness itself? 
This means getting out of our heads, with our thoughts 
about ourselves and our plight, and instead opening 
our eyes and hearts to finally facing the fears we’ve 
never wanted to face? 

Perhaps we should first ask: What does it actually 
mean to surrender? 

Surrender means, very specifically, to cease 
fighting—to give up. But give up what? First it means 
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giving up our resistance, including our constant effort 
to avoid discomfort. Surrender also requires that we 
give up our thoughts, our stories—which are invari-
ably about “me” and mine. It ultimately means to give 
ourselves completely to what is. 

But the fact is, we can’t force ourselves to  
surrender. We can’t just drop our resis-
tance simply because we want to. What 
we can do, however, is experience the 
totality of what we are in this very mo-
ment. We can focus all of our attention 
on the exact truth of our own mental, 
emotional and physical experience, 
which includes our resistance. 

To do this may include acknowledg-
ing the detours that we often take—our 
self-deceptions, our craving to escape, 
our blaming—all of which separates us from ourselves, 
and which helps sustain our bodily tension.

The practice of surrender is to feel the totality of 
this with an unwavering intensity, allowing the cocoon 
that protects us, the hard shell that covers the heart, to 
begin to break open. When we can enter into this dark 
place fully, something else emerges. The grace that can 
flow from consciously experiencing our pain becomes 
a gift that transcends our imagined brokenness.

The specific practice is to move toward, and to 
fully reside in our discomfort, allowing the fear, the 
sadness, the grief, to be breathed directly into the cen-
ter of the chest. In the darkest circumstances, breath-
ing into the heart is the one thing that will always be a 
genuine response to the moment. 

Using the breath as a conduit, it’s as if we’re 
breathing the swirling physical sensations and energy 
of distress right into the heart. Then, on the outbreath, 
we simply exhale. We’re not trying to alter our expe-
rience; we’re simply using the heart’s breath to fully 
feel our distress. And then we can also include the 
wider sense of the breath—the air all around us—
which gives us a bigger context to experience what-
ever is present. 

The process of surrender is to take all of it in—the 
distress, the resistance, the protections, the breath into 
the heart, and the environment—and to feel it fully. 

It’s again, to experience the totality of what we 
are in this very moment. It is here that we can come 
to understand the paradox that the experience of real 
ground comes from surrendering to groundlessness 
itself. We can experience the rock bottom security that 
grows out of opening into our deepest doubts and 
insecurities. It is also here that the sweetness of the 
simple joy of Being becomes available to us. 

We can learn that when our expec-
tations and plans crumble and there 
seems to be nothing left, it is only by 
completely surrendering to what is that 
we can realize that what remains is  
more than enough. Surrendering to the 
physical reality of the present moment, 
we learn to go deeper with each in-
breath, entering the silence, the  
equanimity, of reality-as-it-is.

Letting it all be breathed into the 
heart is ultimately an act of compassion, as we are 
opening to the shared pain of being human. To experi-
ence the depth of compassion we have to first experi-
ence the depth of our own pain, which is the touch 
point to the universal pain of being human. Whatever 
actions we eventually choose to take must come from 
this experiential understanding of our connected-
ness—the shared pain with all beings—without which 
we’ll just perpetuate the cycles of fear and suffering.

Ezra Bayda
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Schedule

Application Instructions
Circle the sesshin for which you are applying.

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

Mail in form no earlier than the mail-in date above, marked: Attention Sesshin Coordinator to the address below. 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 contact the Center.

Please note: Applications cannot be considered unless a check for sesshin fees is included. Make checks payable to 
the Zen Center of San Diego. Mail to: 2047 Felspar St., San Diego, CA 92109-3551.

Arrival/Departure 
Schedule

Arrive by 6:30 pm the first night, 
unless this is your first sesshin. 
Newcomers please arrive in time 
for orientation, which begins at 
4:30 pm. A light snack will be 
available the first evening.

Last day will end about 3:00 pm. 

Agreement
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.

 _____________________________________________     __________________________________________________ 
 Name (please print legibly)                                                                                      Signature

Sesshin Schedule and Application

Sesshin Dates Length Member Non-Member Mail-In Date for Application

April 2–7 5-day $150 $175 February 18

June 14–17 3-day $90 $105 April 16

August 14–19 5-day $150 $175 June 9

October 11–14 (Questhaven) 3-day $175 $200 August 15

December 26–31 5-day $150 $175 October 10

ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN? ___ Yes ___ No Revised 2-12-12

a

Contact/Personal Information

Name  _________________________________________________________________________ Age _______ Gender _____

Address  _______________________________________________ City _______________________ State ____ Zip _______

Phone ________________________________________e-mail ___________________________________________________

Emergency contact (must be blood relative or spouse): Name  __________________________________________________

Relationship  ______________________________________________________ Phone ______________________________

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 ____________________________________________________________

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: ___________________________________________________________________
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Parking is Practice

Please park at least two blocks away and please be mindful of our neighbors.

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

Schedule

FOLD

FOLD

Announcements
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Donations Thanks in part to both large and small 
donations, the 2011 ZCSD budget was only slightly in 
the red. Our intention is to keep both membership dues 
and sesshin fees low, so that practice will be accessible 
to everyone. We ask those of you who can afford it to 
make a tax deductible contribution to the Center. 

All Day Sitting There will be All Day Sitting on 
Saturday, March 10. The sign-up and schedule will be on 
the kitchen table.

April Sesshin Applications are still being accepted 
for the 5–day April sesshin. The sesshin begins the 
evening of Monday, April 2 and ends mid-day on 
Saturday, April 7.  If you can’t come for the full five days, 
you may apply for the first or last three days.

 June Sesshin The sign-up for the 3–day June sesshin 
(June 14–17) is April 16.


