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I recently read a book called Unbroken: A World War 
II Story of Survival, Resilience, and Redemption— 
the incredible story of Louis Zamperini, a WWII hero. 
He wasn’t always a hero—he began his life as a very 
rebellious kid, became a delinquent, and gradually 
straightened himself out and became an Olympic  
long distance runner.  

When WWII began he became part of 
the crew on a bomber.  Once, when out on 
a bombing raid, his plane sustained several 
hundred bullet holes before returning 
safely. Then, on a mission over the Pacific, 
his plane crashed, killing 9 of the 12 crew 
members. The three survivors drifted on 
a raft without food or water for 45 days, 
catching occasional fish and scooping rain 
water to just barely stay alive. 

The sharks were their constant com-
panions, and often they had to fight them 
off with their oars. Once they were shot at 
by a Japanese plane, so they jumped into 
the water to avoid the bullets, only to be 
attacked by sharks. After one of the three died, Louie 
and the other survivor finally landed on the Marshall 
Islands, where they were promptly captured by the 
Japanese and put in an internment camp. 

Louie in particular became the personal target for 
a very sadistic camp commander, who literally beat 
him daily and made his life beyond miserable for his 
two years in captivity. For me, even after reading many 
books on the horrors of the Nazi concentration camps, 
it was hard to read about what he went through. 

How he didn’t just give up and die is an open ques-
tion. He didn’t believe in God, and perhaps the only 
thing that helped him get through it was his incredible 
perseverance. Maybe he was born with it. Maybe he 

was, in part, just really stubborn. He also had a strong 
streak of resentment, and perhaps the desire for re-
venge kept him going.  But without his perseverance he 
surely would have died.

After he came home from the internment camps 
he had severe PTSD. He was also bitter, began drink-

ing too much, and became violent. He 
also had regular flashbacks, and horrible 
nightmares every night, where he relived 
the beatings he had received as a prisoner. 
One night he dreamed he was strangling 
his tormentor, only to wake up finding 
himself strangling his wife.

His wife was about to leave him be-
cause he wouldn’t stop drinking, but then 
she found God through Billy Graham. She 
pleaded with him to come to a meeting, 
but when he did he was very closed. She 
demanded he come again, which he did, 
but he started to walk out before it was 
over. Then, on the way out the door he 
had a very vivid flashback of a day he was 

on the raft, dying of thirst, where he pleaded with God, 
telling him if he saved him he would devote the rest 
of his life to God. Just when he finished his pleading it 
started raining, and they got enough water to survive. 

As Louie came out of the flashback he realized he 
had completely forgotten his pledge, and something 
happened inside of him. He then turned around and 
walked back in the meeting. And when he went home, 
he threw out all his alcohol, cigarettes, and girlie maga-
zines. From that point he began a new life, speaking to 
groups throughout the world, and devoting the rest of 
his life to God. In other words, in a seeming moment 
he went from being a bitter atheist to a warm-hearted 
believer. He said his nightmares completely ended, as 
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did his flashbacks, as well as his drinking and fighting 
and womanizing.

What actually happened in that moment to allow 
such a radical transformation? This question has been 
very interesting for me to contemplate. 
I’ve  never had  an experience exactly 
like this one, and I don’t pretend to 
fully understand it, other than  when we 
can fully surrender to the moment and 
give up our attachment to “me and my 
views,” then it’s possible to have a mo-
ment of grace. Yet, a very important part 
of our teaching is that our personal con-
ditioning is deeply embedded in the physical body. This 
is why it takes a long time, and strong perseverance, to 
work through our conditioning. It takes coming back 
again and again with meticulous attention to feeling 
what’s there in the body. Over time, as we bring aware-
ness to our conditioning, awareness gradually heals.

Regarding the impressive nature of Zamperini’s  
experience– it’s important to note that we don’t really 
know how deeply transforming it actually was.  I have 
no doubt he changed, but who knows how completely 
his PTSD disappeared overnight. Some experts say this 
is highly unlikely. Regardless, from my own experience, 
and I know this was similar for Elizabeth, when we 
had opening, or so-called enlightenment experiences, 
they were essentially just relatively brief experiences of 
deep insight into the nature of reality. They didn’t wipe 
out our conditioning; all of the Me-stuff still had to 

be worked with. The main difference was there was 
a bigger view—there was an understanding of what 
was possible.

Unfortunately, quite a few students who have had 
opening experiences used them to push all of their 
Me-stuff underground—basically ignoring it as if it 

didn’t exist, or as if they were  above it. 
The consequence of trying to ignore or 
suppress our Me-stuff should be obvi-
ous to everyone. What we resist will 
nonetheless persist, and we’ll eventually 
have to pay the price. I’m not saying 
this happened with Zamperini—the 
truth is I don’t really know his actual 
situation. But anyone who still holds 

onto the belief that one big experience will wipe out 
their conditioning forever more is most likely bound 
for disappointment.

My own view is that yes, there can certainly be 
moments of grace, possibly even big ones. But we can’t 
count on them. Nor can we seek them out. Perhaps 
the most we can do is simply be open to them. In the 
meantime, perseverance is still the key to the gradual 
transformative path of practice. There may be no 
lightning-like transformation, but the gradual three-fold 
maturing can still bring great benefit. This three-fold ma-
turing is first, the slow uncovering of the ego—all the 
ways our Me-stuff keeps us stuck—so that it no longer 
dictates how we feel and live. Second, we can witness 
the deepening of basic awareness and a sense of pres-
ence. And third, we can cultivate the awakening of the 
heart—bearing the fruits of increased appreciation, 
kindness and compassion. 

As in everything, there is no either/or—either grace 
or effort. Much more likely there is a balance. How that 
balance will manifest will depend in part on our own 
individual make-up and experience. Regardless, I believe 
we should never underestimate the need to persevere, 
and to persevere for a long time, even in the face of 
seemingly hopeless circumstances. Nor do I believe we 
should underestimate the value of remaining open—
open to the unknown, to the mystery. Without remaining 

open, our lives will most likely remain very small.

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. 

Sesshin Schedule and Application

ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN? ___ Yes ___ No Revised 10-20-12

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

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

December 26–31 (2012) 5-day $150 $175 October 10

January 18–21 (Santa Rosa) 3-day $200 $200 November 9

February 15–18 3-day $90 $105 December 12

March 25–30 5-day $150 $175 January 25

June 6–9 (Questhaven) 3-day $175 $200 April 6

August 6–11 5-day $150 $175 June 6

October 11–14 3-day $90 $105 August 11

December 26–31 5-day $150 $175 October 10
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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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Contributions The Center welcomes your end-of-the-
year tax deductible donations. Your donations will help 
the Center balance the books for 2012, and also  help 
us avoid raising sesshin fees and membership dues. 

December Sesshin The Center will be closed for 
the December sesshin from Wednesday, December 
26 through Tuesday, January 1. Daisan will resume on 
Wednesday, January 2.

February Sesshin Sign-up for the three-day February 
sesshin—which begins Friday, February 15 and ends 
Monday, February 18—is December 12.

New Year’s Brunch The annual New Year’s 
smorgasbord brunch will be from 11-2 on January 1 at 
the Souplantation in Claremont Mesa. The sign-up will 
be on the kitchen table. The cost is $10 for adults and 
half price for children. Checks should be made to ZCSD 
by December 26. Family and friends are welcome.

Board Election Nominations for the 2012 Board of 
Trustees will run from December 1 to December 15. 
Voting for the nominees will be from December 17 
through January 11. Ballots are available for voting 
members and will be located in the ZCSD kitchen.


