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"Ah So" 

You may have heard the famous story about the Zen master
Hakuin, who was falsely accused of fathering the child of a local
peasant woman. When presented with this accusation, as well as
with the child, he simply said, “Ah so,” and took the child under
his care. Sometime later, after the mother felt guilt and remorse,
she came to Hakuin and confessed the truth, begging for her
child back. Hakuin again replied, “Ah so,” and returned the child
he had helped raise to its mother. 

In a way, isn’t this the kind of story we all love to hear, partly
because it reinforces our romantic notions about practice? It
brings to mind the idealized images we have of how we hope to
behave when we’ve really matured in the practice. Truthfully, it
doesn’t actually matter whether this event actually happened.
What matters is whether we use this story to help foster or to
help dispel our illusions about practice; particularly the illusions
of what we’re supposed to be like some time off in the future
when we “get it all together.” The danger, of course, is that we’ll
always be trying to measure up to some idealized picture of how
we’re supposed to be. 

But it’s worth asking, what’s wrong with having an ideal like this?
Don’t we need to be inspired by others? Shouldn’t we aspire to
be like Hakuin? Won’t this motivate us to make sincere efforts to
change, to be perhaps detached and strong like this good
monk? 

The truth is, this story touches two different aspects of
ourselves. On the one hand, it touches our aspiration, showing
us the bigger picture of our practice. But it also tickles our little
mind, which immediately takes over with a new formula for
getting away from the life we don’t like very much. It’s a fact
that most of us do try to change, to fix ourselves, in this way.

Yet, in trying to change in this way, in trying to fulfill our
numerous ideals, isn’t this in part just another subtle way of
resisting our life as it is? We follow our ego and our will, trying to
fulfill one picture after another of what we see as the “spiritual
life.” But doesn’t it keep us from really being with the life that we
don’t want—the one in which we’re not detached and strong and
full of compassion? 

Hakuin could have refused the baby and instead offered to help

December Sesshin You can still
apply to the December Sesshin.
If you can’t attend the whole
sesshin you can apply for the
first or last three days. If you are
coming from out of town,
consider staying for the annual
New Year’s brunch on January 1,
2018.

February Sesshin The sign-up
for this sesshin (Friday, February
16 through Monday, February
19) is December 16. This sesshin
usually fills up fast, so if you
would like to attend please send
in your application on time.

Donations Please consider Zen
Center San Diego on your end-
of-year donation list. Your
contributions help to maintain
any structural repairs for the two
houses, sheds, grounds and
fences. They also help us balance
the books and avoid raising
sesshin fees and membership
dues. Donations are tax
deductible. We welcome your
support.
Checks can be sent to ZCSD,
2047 Felspar Street, San Diego,
CA 92109-3551. You may also
donate online via Paypal. 
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the mother learn to care for it responsibly. But would we still like
the story with no romantic ideal to latch onto? If the story
depicted the everyday life mess that moves so fast that we can
never pin it down with a formula like “Ah so,” would it still appeal
to us? 

The reality is, it’s only by staying in the muddy water of
everyday life that we can learn real appreciation and equanimity.
What’s required is giving up the filters of our opinions and
judgments, especially our ideals and expectations. But giving up
our filters is not something we are wont to do, particularly when
it comes down to our ideas about spiritual practice. 

Reflect on this for a moment: What ideals are you holding onto
right now? What pictures and expectations do you still have
about your practice? For example, do you still have the deep-
seated belief that if you meditate long enough and hard enough,
you’ll find the key and be free of suffering? Do you expect to
become more peaceful, or perhaps less confused? Do you at
least expect to get re-centered or recharged when you
meditate? 

One way to spot these ideals is to look closely at any emotional
upsets you may have around your practice. And then ask: “How
is it supposed to be?” Emotional distress is a certain sign that
we’re experiencing life through the filter of an ideal, a picture, or
an expectation. For example, if you get upset at yourself when
you get angry, or when your meditation doesn’t go well, isn’t the
root of that the filter, the expectation, the ideal, that you’re
supposed to do better? But without the filter, we can actually
experience the quiver of anxiety that arises when we’re willing to
be without the comfort of formulas and ideals.

At times this may require that we deal with the sense of
groundlessness that might arise from not knowing where to turn
or what is right. If we can stay in that open place, we may
discover a doorway into true equanimity. But how often are we
willing to do that? To be honest, most of the time we’re not
willing. Most of the time we would prefer to live in the seeming
comfort of our fantasy world. 

Yet, in part, the path of practice involves looking at our pictures
with precision, especially those we have about practice. So we
ask ourselves: What is sitting in meditation really about? What is
it that we’re trying to do in our spiritual practice? 

What about—for example—the forms and rituals that are used at
the Center? There is no doubt they can help raise our aspiration,
but, in themselves, these forms and practices have little to do
with seeing the truth. They are not inherently magical, yet isn’t it
true that we often maintain magical thinking around them? What
our sitting posture is, how or whether we bow, how we perform
ceremonies—do we use these as a way to connect with what is,
or as a way to hide? Do we feel comfort and security in
maintaining the identity of a “Zen student?” Do we find security
in feeling part of something bigger? Or in believing that we’re

What is sitting
in meditation
really about? What
is it that we’re
trying to do in
our spiritual
practice? 



doing it right? It’s so easy to buy our act that we can actually
feel and believe that we’re different because we’re now a
“Buddhist” or a “Zen student.”

Yet, if we believe in these identities, they reinforce the very
delusion we seek to dispel in aspiring to become free—the
delusion of our specialness. The question is: Do we use these
forms and practices to avoid the anxious quiver of being—where
there may be no solid place to stand, where we may not really
know how to be or what to do? 

It’s interesting: the longer we are in a particular tradition, the
easier it is to hide in the routines, in doing it right, or especially,
in the jargon. You may want to look at your own experience in
this regard. The extent to which we believe that these forms are
the only way, the extent to which we identify with them, or find
comfort and security in them—to that extent they no longer
foster an open or transformative practice. 

The key is to pay attention to our emotional reactivity. This will
show us where we’re stuck—and will point us in the direction of
openness and clarity. Remember, we all live out of pictures,
ideals, expectations—and we need to know what they are. Until
we do, we will continue to experience reality through the filter of
these self-imposed mental constructs. 

Ezra Bayda

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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