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Not Happening Now!

  A few decades ago the phrase “Be here now” was 

one of the most popular phrases in practice. It was not 

only popular, it also held a very pointed and succinct 

message that goes to the essence of what practice is 

about—which is to be present. An equally powerful, 

although slightly more subtle, message is: “Not Happen-

ing Now!” Instead of focusing on being present, the 

emphasis is on uncovering how much mental spinning 

we’re adding, and how it obscures the 

reality of the present moment.

This obscuring mental spinning is 

particularly obvious when we’re emo-

tionally distressed. In fact, doesn’t much 

of our distress come from the negative 

thoughts that we add to whatever is 

actually happening? For example, when 

we get sick, it’s very common to begin 

weaving negative imaginings about the 

future. An extreme example is when we 

have a bad headache and begin imagin-

ing we might have a brain tumor. It’s 

also easy to get caught in future think 

when we have a financial setback or 

relationship difficulty—where we begin 

creating scenarios of doom. 

The antidote is to say, “Not Happening Now!” This 

phrase is a reminder that most of what is causing us 

anxiety in the present moment is only happening in 

our mind. When we say the phrase, we can follow it 

by asking, “What am I adding?” This question points us 

directly to thoughts such as, “I can’t do this,” which is 

based on a negative self-image; or “I shouldn’t have to 

go through this,” which is rooted in a sense of entitle-

ment; or “It’s his fault,” which is based in blaming, and 

in stories about the past. In each of these examples 

we’re adding a mental spin to what is happening. 

In fact, in almost every example of our emotional 

distress, what we’re adding to the present moment is 

either from the past or from an imagined future, and in 

each case it makes the situation worse. “Not Happen-

ing Now!” cuts right through a lot of our mental confu-

sion, and because it is so direct, it has become one of 

my favorite practice phrases.

Sometimes, when I’m sitting in 

meditation, if I become aware that 

I’m imagining a difficult conversation 

with someone, all I have to do is say 

“Not Happening Now!” and it’s like 

poking a pin in a balloon—the balloon 

just disappears. There still may be a 

residue of anxiety or anger or sadness 

to deal with; but without the added 

mental spin, any emotion that is there 

can be experienced more directly. In 

other words, this phrase allows us to 

drop the stories and actually be here 

now—to come back to what is actu-

ally happening now, such as breathing, 

the bodily experience, or awareness of 

the environment. 

This phrase has been particularly helpful to me of 

late. When my mind started weaving scenarios of wor-

ry or doom about an upcoming surgery, I had to learn 

where the line was between “Not Happening Now!” 

and thinking about what I needed to do on an objec-

tive level. For example, when I was trying to choose 

what kind of surgery I wanted to have, I had to consid-

er the different risks involved in the four choices. It’s 
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easy with risks to jump into negative imaginings about 

what would happen if the risks became realities—like 

losing my whole kidney, or worse. So it was important 

to not get caught in the imaginings, while at the same 

time objectively evaluating what to do. 

In making decisions, it’s always partly a crap shoot, 

but we can at least be more clear in our choices when 

we don’t get lost in excessive thinking. 

Again, the phrase “Not Happening Now!” 

allows us to drop the stories and actually 

be here now—to come back to what is 

actually happening now, such as breathing, 

the bodily experience, or awareness of  

the environment.

Don’t Go There!

 Another very helpful phrase is “Don’t 

Go There!”  This phrase may not need to be 

used very often; but when we’re caught in 

obsessive thinking, it is perhaps the best phrase to cut 

through our addictive thought patterns. When we’re 

feeling emotional distress, our minds can become fixat-

ed in thought loops, especially if we’ve been criticized 

or feel threatened. Thoughts of blame and self-justifica-

tion, which are defenses against a perceived attack, can 

become relentless. 

When caught in this addictive cycle, it can be very 

difficult to get out. Even if we sit down to meditate, the 

mind is most likely to continue in the compulsion to 

blame and self-justify. Just following the breath (or other 

tried and true meditation techniques) doesn’t seem 

strong enough to break the addictive cycle of thinking.

The one tool that I’ve found to be effective in these 

particular situations is to say the phrase, “Don’t Go 

There!” The instruction is to say the phrase every single 

time the obsessive thinking begins. Over and over again: 

“Don’t Go There!” and then return to present moment 

awareness. It’s as if we’re wielding a sword, cutting off 

the thoughts each and every time they arise. If we do 

this consistently, after a while the addictive cycle will 

be broken.

It’s similar to tending to a fire: each time we put 

a log on the fire it burns hotter; but as we stop feed-

ing the fire, it will eventually go out. Saying “Don’t 

Go There!” is a way of putting out the mental fire; 

we’re depriving the mind of the fuel that comes with 

each thought.

This practice has been very helpful to me lately. 

Sometimes my mind would get caught in 

the “what if” thought loops, such as, “What 

if I waited too long and the cancer has 

spread?” or “What if things go wrong and I 

lose my kidney—then what?” Saying “Don’t 

Go There” has allowed me to break out of 

these thought loops in a way that simple 

thought labeling could not do.

It’s good to remember that normally, 

our practice is not to oppose our thoughts 

or try to stop them, because trying to stop 

our thoughts or feelings can easily lead to suppression. 

Rather, our basic practice is to be open to whatever 

arises, and to observe it with curiosity. But when we’re 

caught in obsessive thinking, sometimes we have to 

shift gears. However, as soon as the mind cools down, 

we drop the practice of saying “Don’t Go There!” and 

return to simply observing the mind. 

Using this phrase is a good example of how prac-

tice can never be reduced to a formula. Practice is 

much more an art form; and how we apply that art is 

based on an increasing understanding of the subtleties 

of what is going on in the present moment.

Edited from The Authentic Life: Zen Wisdom for 

Living Free From Complacency and Fear,  

by Ezra Bayda, Shambhala Publications, 2014
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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 12-14-12

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

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
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Questhaven

The Center will be closed during the Questhaven 
sesshin from June 6–9.  The last daisan before 
sesshin will be on Wednesday, June 5. Daisan will 
resume on Tuesday, June 11.

August Sesshin

The sign-up date for the August 6–11 sesshin is 
June 6.


