
Zen Center
O F  S A N  D I E G O

August 2012 Newsletter

Some newer members have recently questioned how 
spiritual leaders can engage in addictive or self-cen-
tered behavior, especially given the practice message 
of living from compassion and insight. The challenge is 
that our bottom-line addiction, the ego, is as resilient as 
a phoenix. It keeps us locked in the learned dependen-
cy of assuming that our well-being depends on exter-
nals. Even after many years of practice, 
we can evade some crucial areas, so 
let’s start with some conclusions:

Teachers must be ongoing learn- ♦
ers, humbly accepting question-
ing by peers and students, partic-
ularly if behaviors aren’t aligned 
with the teachings.
Spiritual bypass, misusing medita- ♦
tion to avoid dealing with unre-
solved conditioning, has harmful 
consequences. 
Zen isn’t therapy, yet Zen training  ♦
must include working with psy-
chological conditioning, emotion-
thought and worldviews. Until we 
encounter these within practice, 
they feed our cravings, and we 
stay stuck. 
It’s easy to recognize obvious cravings, like  

addiction to mind-altering substances, or behaviors 
like gambling, eating and sex. Our culturally acceptable 
addictive patterns are trickier to see: workaholic, 
helpaholic and exercise junkie, or socially-condoned 
habits like chronic dissatisfaction, dramatizing, confu-
sion, endless distraction, and codependent needy-
greediness in relationships. 

 Cravings and addictive urges are a casserole, based 
in our familiar ways of seeking comfort and avoiding 

discomfort. These start with decisions we make about 
how to feel better, as youngsters. We update our crav-
ings from time to time; five year olds, teens and thirty-
somethings have different coping mechanisms. Unless 
our cravings cause problems, we may notice others’ 
patterns more than our own. However, denial blocks 
our aspiration to awaken, so we need to own up to  

our cravings. We can ask: When there’s 
a blow to my self-image, how do I try  
to avoid my painful feelings? What  
secret behavior or attitude do I hide 
from others? 

 When we start Zen, we may not 
be ready to investigate our cover-ups 
and compensations. It’s tempting to 
misinterpret practice and turn it into 
one more addictive arena. Magical 
thinking convinces us that an enlight-
ening moment can remove our discom-
fort and cravings. We might hope that 
gaining a special position will make us 
feel worthwhile. Then there are messy 
teacher-student involvements, where 
both parties try to satisfy each other’s 
painful pleasures, seeking comfort and 
validation. The feel good chemistry 

of admiration and attraction can induce a sense of 
pseudo-oneness, yet all of these are malpractice, Zen 
Medication’s sleeping pills. Like the honeymoon phase 
of a new relationship, they reinforce our patterns of 
waking sleep.

Cravings have two components: an itch and a 
scratch. The itch includes the visceral sensations 
we’re trying to avoid, like pressure or an anxious 
jangle, and the painful core beliefs we try to outrun: 

Cravings
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being unworthy or unwanted, a failure—what’s yours? 
The scratch is the way we feel (stress free, pleasured, 
zoned out) when we indulge in the craving.

The onset of an unsatisfied craving can feel very 
intense, as can the strong discomfort of consciously re-
fraining from indulging a craving. We’ve all experienced 
how rapidly the ephemeral intense pleasure of satisfying 
a craving is eclipsed by our re-emerging conditioning. 

 It’s axiomatic that cravings are driven to some ex-
tent by core beliefs (negative self-views) and core pain 
(the mass of embodied discomfort, accumulated for 
years). These keep cravings in place, and block enjoy-
ment, ease of being, and transformation. 

As long as our craving of choice seems to “work,” 
we can stay well-defended, at least until habituation sets 
in, and it takes more to scratch the itch. Eventually we 
can no longer cover over our pain through satisfying 
our cravings—perhaps because of a shocking event, loss, 
illness, or an upwelling of conscience. Then, the pain 
can come in waves, or riptides. What are our practice 
options, when we stop trying to outrun the ache and 
drivenness? First, we refrain from indulging our craving 
of choice. We also cultivate the basics, starting with pres-
ent-moment awareness. Since we don’t come equipped 
with a mental spam filter, we need to learn to identify 
and decline the strongly held toxic thoughts that keep 
cravings going (“I have to have this / do this”). 

We also need to develop the willingness and ability 
to stay with unpleasant bodily experience, intention-
ally feeling it briefly. Once we start to recognize the 
physical sensations that signal the onset of craving, they 
can be barometers, reminding us to turn to the path of 
awakening, instead of the nearest bar or person. 

 

If the shroud of vagueness keeps our cravings  
unclear, here are some detection questions:

What do I try to avoid experiencing? (Shame,  ♦
core beliefs, strong sensations like core pain,  
existential meaningless or disconnection, other)

How do I try to avoid it? (Name your main   ♦
addictive pattern or craving)

What do I want to feel? (Comfort, security,   ♦
appreciation, equanimity)

When you Feel the Crave, Ride the Wave: Here’s 
a short meditation for tuning in on craving sensations, 
and letting them be enveloped in present-time reality. 
Each segment is about three breaths’ time: 

Pick a craving, and recall a time you wanted to •	

indulge it. 
Note any strongly believed thoughts associ-•	

ated with the craving, or with not satisfying it 
(“What’s wrong with a little enjoyment?” “This 
doesn’t hurt anyone”).
What emotional tone goes with the craving •	

mode? Let the feelings come up, as much  
and as strongly as they’re willing to, in this 
conscious exercise.
Now, let the thoughts and emotions move aside, •	

and turn to the body. Feel any strong sensations, 
just as they are, without trying to change them.
Next, give the craving sensations the com-•	

pany of the breathing, letting the unwanted 
sensations ride on the waves of the breath. 
Some deeper breaths might make it easier to 
feel, and the process can go deeper by letting 
the breathing focus in the chest center, the 
heart’s breath.
Now, let awareness open, from the inner spa-•	

ciousness of the breath, to the surrounding 
spaciousness of the environmental soundscape. 
This can be a holding space for the combined 
sensations of craving and breathing.
Let it all be, fluctuating between sensations  •	

and environment, or experiencing it all as a  
unified field. 

 Indulged, a craving increases. Declined, the grip 
of a craving transforms over time, provided we bring 
mindful, physically-grounded compassionate awareness 
to whatever keeps our cravings intact. Knowing that 
fulfilling our cravings is unsatisfying makes us more 
willing to experience the short-term discomfort of fac-
ing life straight, in bite-sized pieces. As we experience 
the dissolution of the ego’s false barriers, we can recon-
nect with our real nature, and the capacity to truly love.

Elizabeth Hamilton
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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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Practice Period The 2012 Practice Period will be 
from October 6 to November 3. There will be more 
information in the September Newsletter.

August Sesshin The Center will be closed August 
14–19 for the August sesshin. The last daisan before 
sesshin will be on Saturday, August 11. Daisan will 
resume on Tuesday, August 21.

Questhaven Sesshin Due to the limited space at 
Questhaven, we will be prioritizing those applicants 
who regularly come to sesshin during the rest of the 
year. The application date is August 15.

Newsletter Starting in September we will be sending 
the Newsletter via e-mail. If you would like to continue 
receiving the Newsletter, please send your e-mail address 
to: newsletter@zencentersandiego.org. You won’t receive 
the newsletter unless we receive your address.
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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. 

Sesshin Schedule and Application

Sesshin Dates Length Member Non-Member
Mail-In Date  

for Application

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 4-8-12

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: ___________________________________________________________________

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. If I 
do not plan to participate in the entire schedule, my request for exception is attached to this 
application. 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


