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European Soto Zen Connections
Twice a year, members of the European Soto School – repre-
senting many different lineages – come together in La Gen-
dronnière, the temple Deshimaru Roshi established in France. 
Usually a Japanese or American Buddhist scholar is invited to 
address a topic of common concern, and at this year’s October 
seminar the focus was the Zen precepts. Because the invited 
lecturer had to cancel, Rev. Aigo Castro, a Soto member from 
Spain, and Tenkei Roshi were asked to substitute for him.

Rev. Castro gave an interesting overview of the historical de-
velopment of the precepts, while Tenkei Roshi presented them 
in their practical application. Their talks were very well received 
and contributed greatly to the sense of interconnection within 
the European sangha. As a result, several arrangements were 

made for student exchanges between the various temples. Tenkei Roshi was accompanied on this visit by an eight-strong 
support team of his successors and senior students.

The seminar was followed by a symposium on “Zen, Ethics and the Environment” led by Rev. Chinrei Pilet and 
Pierre Rabhi. The Q&A provided a nice opportunity for Ryusho Sensei to mention his ecological projects in Peru, 
which prompted a standing ovation. It also became clear that Myoho Roshi’s cookbook serves many Zen communities. 
Overall, it was a wonderful event that will have a strong impact on future developments within European Zen and we 
are happy that Zen River is part of it all.

Kedgeree with Smoked Tofu
200 g (1¼ cups or 300 ml) 

basmati rice, or 750 ml (3 
cups) cooked

1½ litres water for cooking the rice
125 ml (½ cup) coconut milk
200 g firm smoked tofu
¼ teaspoon ground chilis, or to taste
¼ teaspoon turmeric
¼ teaspoon smoked paprika powder
2 green onions or some chives
Small bunch fresh coriander
Salt to taste

 ӯ
* Rinse the basmati rice and drain 
it. Put in a bowl, cover with fresh 
water and, if you have time, soak for 
30 minutes before cooking..
* Cut the smoked tofu into bite-
sized pieces.
* Chop the coriander and slice the 
green onions or chives.
* In a large pot, bring the water to a 
rapid boil with some salt. Drain the 
rice, drop it into the hot water and 
gently stir to prevent sticking until 
it returns to a boil. Immediatelyturn 
down to the lowest flame/setting 

and cover with a tight-fitting lid. 
Cook for about 8–10 minutes, or 
until the rice is tender and starts to 
“curl”. Turn off the heat, drain well, 
cover, and let the rice rest for about 
three minutes.
* While the rice is cooking, gently 
heat the coconut milk in a small 
milk pan on a low flame with the 
turmeric, ground chilli, and salt. 
Avoid letting it boil. Remove from 
the heat, stir in the smoked paprika, 
then cover. Set aside.
* In a large non-stick frying pan on 
medium heat, warm a little oil then 
add the smoked tofu and stir-fry a 
few minutes until crispy.
* Fluff the rice in a large bowl, then 
fold in the seasoned coconut milk, 
fresh coriander, and onions. Tip 
this mixture into the frying pan 
with the tofu and lightly stir-fry 
on a medium flame/setting for two 
minutes, being careful not to break 
the rice grains. 
* Serve immediately.



Immaculate and dazzling, (the field’s) limit cannot be seen with the eye’s strength. Serene and expansive, its directions and corners 
cannot be found with the mind’s conditioning. People who sincerely meditate and authentically arrive trust that the field has always 
been with them. Buddhas and demons cannot invade it, pollution cannot poison it.*

The teaching of the Chinese master Hongzhi (1091–1157) 
is really inexhaustible; an endless source of inspiration. His 
style is known as “silent illumination”, a name derived from 
the title of one of his  famous poems, and aims to balance 
the practice of quieting the mind with finding one’s true 
function. I started studying his poetic presentations collect-
ed in the book Cultivating the Empty Field a long time ago. 
Recently, I went through them all over again and came upon 
beautiful passages that may have escaped my attention be-
fore. For this occasion, I would like to connect a few of those 
passages and see what they can communicate to us. If we 
paraphrase the abovementioned quote a little, we could say 
that our true life cannot be measured; it goes far beyond all 
conditioning and conceptualization. If we “sincerely medi-
tate and authentically arrive”, we realize that this life is not 
our life; it is the life of all beings, and it connects us with 
everything and everyone. We are living this life but it is not 
our private property. We have received it from our parents, 
and we should thank them for that; but they received it from 
their parents, who received it from their parents, and so on. 
Whose life is it, actually?

According to Buddhism, life didn’t really start anywhere; 
it doesn’t have a discernible beginning. We believe that life 
just happens; it has always been and will always be. It is en-
ergy and can never be lost. Hongzhi says that even Buddhas 
and demons cannot invade it, and that pollution cannot 
poison it. So there is something ungraspable about our life. 
We are living it, but find it difficult to pin down what it re-
ally is. Okay, our hearts beat, we breathe, we can move our 
arms and legs, we can think and talk. It’s very easy to see 
whether somebody is alive or dead; but what the energy is 
that makes someone alive, is hard to say.

Life and death are often considered to be opposites, as if 
they mutually exclude each other. But in Buddhism, we don’t 
quite see it that way. Instead of life and death, we rather talk 
about birth and death. The Chinese and Japanese character 
for “life” more often actually means “birth”. Birth is seen 
as a moment and death is seen as a moment, and they take 
turns continuously. Life itself escapes time and includes birth 
and death. That view changes the whole picture, doesn’t it? 
It seems to me that life has been given to us temporarily, and 
for now we manifest it in this form. By looking at it this way, 
our attitude towards death may also change. We all know 
that one day we’ll be gone. But according to Buddhism, life 
itself just continues. 

Nowadays, many of us are frightened. There are so many 
threats coming at us from so many directions. The world 
often seems to be in such turmoil, and there are plenty of 
reasons for deep distress. We can find solace, however, in 
the thought that life itself is indestructible. Yasutani Roshi, 

for instance, clearly states in his Eight Beliefs in Buddhism 
that even in times of great disaster, life goes on, albeit some-
times in surprising forms. Remember the dinosaurs? They 
existed for a longer period of time than humankind has up 
till now and suddenly they were gone. Apparently, a huge 
meteorite hit planet earth and disrupted the food chain to 
such an extent that the dinosaurs died out rather quickly. 
Did that mean that life died out? No, there were some life 
forms that survived; and, to put it very simply, that’s why 
we’re here now. So who knows what life will look like in the 
future? Moreover, we don’t have to limit our worldview to 
the planet we happen to be living on. According to Buddhist 
scriptures, there are many other universes, and contempo-
rary research seems to verify that intuition. When we look 
at the sky on a starry night, we have to admit that there may 
be things going on that we are not aware of at all. Life works 
in mysterious ways. 

One could say that we just carry life for some time. We 
are its vehicles. We live this life until we die and then it 
transfers to another vehicle. The problem is that we often 
completely identify with the time-bound, fragile vehicle and 
don’t pay much attention to the timeless treasure we pass 
on. We are afraid of death but if we would be able to di-
rectly connect with life itself, we would realize that the life 
we carry will never die. Although it is impossible to see, hear, 
smell, taste, touch or understand the essence of our life, we 
can learn to fully manifest it with our whole being. We can 
become intimately aware of its unstoppable vivid quality.

I have a very sweet memory of a conversation I had with 
my dad, not long before he passed away. He was 84 at that 
point and had to rest a lot. I was sitting next to his bed as 
he was lying there, stretched out on his back. One moment 
he became very still, closed his eyes, and said: “Sometimes 
I practice being dead, trying to feel what it is like not to be 
alive anymore. Perhaps it is not so bad, after all.” When he 
opened his eyes again, I could see some inner peace shining.

Insight into the timelessness of life makes us appreciate 
our time-bound life as something very precious – and this 
brings great responsibility. Sometimes I think that one rea-
son why real insight into our true nature is so difficult to 
attain is because it shows us that there is work to do; we are 
suddenly confronted with the endless job of enlightening 
others. No wonder that although we harbor a deep longing 
for such insight, we may – consciously or unconsciously – 
feel some serious resistance as well. Suddenly I am given a 
function that may be very different than I expected it to be! 
Fortunately there is a great variety of employment in the 
world of Bodhisattvas. We have a very nice garage in our vil-
lage, and the people who work there never complain about 
broken cars coming in. When I go there with car trouble, 

ACCEPTING OUR FUNCTION

by Tenkei Roshi



Fundraiser November 2019

Urgent Alarm!

A few weeks ago, Zen River Temple was hit by a massive unexpected mishap. During the September weekend ses-
shin, the drainage pipes of the showers and toilets in the new wing were suddenly blocked. What started as a routine 
procedure of clearing the drains with a high-pressure hose quickly mushroomed into a serious – and rather costly 
– sewage drama.

We had always assumed that the whole building was directly connected to the local sewage system. But the pro-
fessionals we called in quickly discovered that the drainage of the new wing still went via old septic tanks. An ageing 
poplar tree alongside the ditch had grown roots straight through the concrete walls of these tanks which had system-
atically worked their way some three meters up the drainage pipes into the building. That means that if the old tree 
would have ever fallen, it would have brought the walls down with it. So the tree had to be felled, the septic tanks 
had to be removed, and a new connection with the sewage system had to be made.

A crew of strong workers came over to do the job with super-size cranes and bulldozers, but they could only reach 
the problem spot from across the ditch. A long strip of iron plates was placed over the lawn of the neighbouring 
hill to make a road for them, while other big plates served as a bridge. For more than a week Zen River was a hectic 
construction site. Luckily, we felt in good hands with a very capable and friendly crew. They worked for long hours, 
while we supported them with lunch, and coffee with cakes.

Meanwhile, the local government officer – who came over to issue the license needed for cutting down the tree 
– saw the state of some of the other trees and determined that they had to be heavily pruned, especially the ones 
alongside the road. Partly due to drought conditions these last few years, they had been affected by disease and were 
in danger of falling into the road and onto the parking lot. The good news was that the crew could do this job too 
because their cranes and bulldozers were on location anyway. The bad news is that it adds to a total bill that goes 
well beyond our usual annual fundraiser budget, altogether € 32.000.

This is the first time in the history of Zen River Temple that we are – out of the blue – confronted with such 
high expenses. Moreover, while the November Fundraiser is usually meant for a project still to be realized, this time 
it is meant to help cover what has already happened. In other words, it is a matter of great urgency. Of course, this 
renovation also makes for a great improvement to the premises. We see it as a long-term investment. Needless to say, 
every donation is highly appreciated!

IBAN: NL33 INGB 0009233632; BIC/SWIFT: INGBNL2A; Account name: ‘Zen River’; 
Living outside the E.U.? You can also give through our GoFundMe campaign online:
https://www.gofundme.com/f/drain-drama-support



The local heroes who cleared the drains and the trees were very happy to be served Zen River coffee with home-baked cakes 
during their breaks and a hot meal at lunch. Gert Zen’etsu Klopman oversaw the project and was their guestmaster.

they never get irritated and say: “Gosh, again?” They are ac-
tually happy to see me. It is their job to fix cars, and they 
are quite cheerful about it. Bodhisattvas happen to love 
problems.

Drop off your own skin and the sense-dusts will be fully 
purified, the eye readily discerning the brightness. Accept your 
function and be wholly satisfied.*

This is another passage that really struck me, and the 
second line especially resonates with my personal reflections 
on this theme. Perhaps we can also turn that line around. 
I think that we can be wholly satisfied only if we find and 
accept our function in this life. Of course, that function 
is not fixed and can change. Life is endless and we already 
go through so many transformations in this one lifetime. 
Maezumi Roshi often emphasized that even in one second, 
we are born and die continuously. It goes so fast that we just 
don’t notice. Yasutani Roshi compares our life to electronic 
advertising boards. They give the impression of solid people 
and objects in continuous motion, but the only thing hap-
pening is different lights blinking on and off in quick suc-
cession. Similarly, we may experience ourselves and others as 
perpetually moving entities, while we are really being born 
and dying over and over again. Recognizing this gives us 
the opportunity to start afresh in each moment, and this in 
turn helps us to find our function in this particular lifetime 
within the broad context of our endless life. 

Whatever we do now will affect the larger scale, so we 
may wonder what contribution we could possibly make. Is 
there anything in particular we could do that makes sense 
in the long run? The first thing that may come to mind is 
to produce more lives. For humankind to keep going, we 
need new, young lives, so the bearing of children is a very 
honorable activity – although we should not overdo it(!). 
According to Buddhism, however, the life babies receive is 

not only determined by genetics. They are born with a cer-
tain karmic charge that is not necessarily passed on to them 
only through the lives of their parents. So it is worthwhile to 
consider what we want to pass on, since we all bear respon-
sibility, whether we procreate or not. Some of the awareness 
we build up in the course of our life will be transferred to 
one or more of those newborn babies. Whatever my karmic 
constitution is when I pass away, other lives will have that in 
their starter package. If I’ve been angry my whole life and die 
without having come to terms with my anger, then some-
body, whoever it might be, will be born with some of that 
negative energy. Yet when I have managed to see through 
old habitual patterns of greed, anger and ignorance, made 
peace with myself, and found time to support others with 
joy and compassion, some of that happy constitution will 
enter a newborn life.

Karma is a complicated network, and we will never be 
able to unravel all the connections between different lives 
in the past, present and future. But one thing is certain: the 
way I live this life is going to affect other lives, even without 
bearing offspring of my own. Procreation is of course impor-
tant if we want the life of sentient beings to continue. Yet 
if we want the life of the Buddhas and ancestors – in other 
words, the awareness that this is the life of everything and 
everyone – to continue, then something else also has to hap-
pen. To put it simply: we are each born with a certain karmic 
charge – whether positive, negative, or neutral – and I have 
a whole lifetime to make sure that a next being, whoever it 
may be, has an easier start in realizing the Way. Meanwhile, 
we all benefit from such activity in this very lifetime. The 
energy just stretches out further in ever-widening circles.

Karma literally means “action”, and what we do in life 
is of course very important. But in Mahayana Buddhism, 
the intention behind our actions is perhaps even more 



important. We all make mistakes. Even with the best of in-
tentions, we do not always succeed in doing what we had 
hoped to achieve and that will have certain karmic effects. 
Yet our intention also has a karmic charge. Apparently, if 
we have the right intentions but fail, the karmic effect ends 
up being more positive than if we had the wrong intentions 
and succeeded. So, our intentions are highly relevant for any 
next life-form.

Here at Zen River, we have a video interview that 
Maezumi Roshi gave on the topic of birth and death. 
Watching it always moves me to tears because that interview 
took place just before he died and what he said was so beau-
tiful. At the very end, Roshi was asked, “When you would 
pass away, what do you think continues?” He paused for a 
while and said, “My vows”. Isn’t that interesting?

In Buddhism we believe that the intention of just one 
individual can have great effects. Perhaps you don’t exactly 
feel like the best meditator on the planet. You may be con-
tinuously besieged by thoughts, memories and contradic-
tory feelings, altogether a total turmoil. Yet the fact that you 
try is already amazing, and it will affect future lives. However 
small and lonely we may feel, we shouldn’t underestimate 
our influence and responsibility. In the sutras it is said that 
one mustard seed contains the whole universe. Physicists 
describe the Big Bang as something very small expanding 
into something very big, and this expansion still continues. 
Maezumi Roshi’s vows have certainly strongly affected not 
only himself, but also a community of practitioners that 
keeps expanding around the globe.

If you know the whole story with a nod of your head, you 
will not chase after birth and death and will not dwell in nihil-
ism or eternalism. If you want to make appropriate changes, 
then you must transform majestically along with the ten thou-
sand forms.*

This passage from Hongzhi would make for a nice con-
clusion. Every day we recite the sentence, “All Buddhas 
throughout space and time”. How often do we need to 
do that before we start to believe it? Our real life extends 
throughout space and time, and we go through an endless 
series of transformations. Are we ready to acknowledge this? 
Are we willing to take on the ten thousand forms? Hongzhi 
points out that we shouldn’t become overly fixated on the 
life between one birth and one death. Nor should we get 
stuck in notions of nihilism or eternalism, thinking that my 
life ends with my death or that part of it continues without 
ever changing. We need to realize that this life of ours is a 
temporary manifestation of the life of all Buddhas through-
out space and time. So who knows what is in store for us 
next time around?

Someone once joked that he almost looked forward to 
dying because at least it would be something new. There are 
certainly many ways of looking at death. When you really 
find your connection with the life of everyone and every-
thing, you may become rather curious about it all. Quite a 
few Zen masters I’ve read about died in ways that are very 
reassuring. They took a bath, put on fresh robes, seated 
themselves in front of their community, said, “Bye bye!” and 
quietly died. Nothing particularly dramatic. When Master 
Tozan was about to die, he became upset when everybody 
started crying. He said: “What are you crying for?”, and they 

answered, “We’re going to miss you; what will we do with-
out you?” He replied, “OK, I will postpone my passing away. 
Let’s have a party first.” So they had a big party that lasted a 
whole week. Then he said, “Now it’s time”, and died.** He 
gave his community seven days to get used to him being 
dead. Of course they were sad. It’s natural. Seeing loved ones 
leave us is very sad; but it is not only sad. Birth and death are 
interconnected and follow each other continuously. When 
someone dies, it also means that someone else can be born. 
In a way, we all have offspring, and our present actions will 
reverberate through many generations to come. If we really 
appreciate this life and would like to see that appreciation 
continue, there is work to do.

So, will a next life be fortunate, or unfortunate, with the 
karmic energy that we have built up during this lifetime? 
Can we accept our function?

* Cultivating the Empty Field, The silent Illumination of Zen Master 
Hongzhi, transl. by Taigen Dan Leighton (Tuttle, 2000) p.43–44

** The Golden Age of Zen, John C.H. Wu (Doubleday, 1996) p.142

The New Zen Generation

The Young Minds Seminars of the last few years have been a 
great success. The youngsters seem to particularly enjoy the 
community atmosphere, make new friends from different 
parts of the world, and are happy to engage in the practice 
program together. They receive instruction in zazen, learn 
service positions during the daily ritual and oryoki, and 
engage in interactive study classes. There is also always an 
artistic project like painting or calligraphy. The next Young 
Minds Seminars will be coming up on February 1–2 and 
July 4–9. Please contact the office for detailed information.
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Shusō Taikan

Zen River is happy 
to announce that 
Wayne Taikan Gre-
goire will be Shuso 
(head monk) for this 
Winter Ango. Born 
and raised on a cattle 
ranch in Montana, 
there was little in his 
environment to sug-
gest that he would 
one day be wear-
ing monks robes in 
a monastery settled 
amongst the fields in 

Groningen! But the discovery of the book “The Eye 
Never Sleeps” by Genpo Roshi in a small bookshop 
sent him down this path. 

After university Taikan moved to Salt Lake City 
where he began a career as a Software Engineer in 
the games industry. In 2001 he heard of Kanzeon 
Zen Center on the radio and decided to join a zazen-
kai there. Little did he know when he walked in the 
doors that he would encounter the author of this book! 
Inspired by seeing him and a community of zen practi-
tioners the seed was firmly planted. 

He first visited Zen River Temple and met Tenkei 
Roshi in 2008. The strength of a group who practiced 
daily in a structured monastic setting left a great im-
pression and he continued to visit Zen River occasion-
ally while he still lived in the USA. In 2011 he received 
Jukai and Shoken from Tenkei Roshi and in 2013 he 
moved to the Netherlands to live closer to Zen River. 
This became closer than expected when in February of 
2017 he became a full time resident at  the temple! 
Furthering his commitment to the dharma path Taikan 
received Shukke Tokudo in May of this year. 

 

Zen RiveR Temple
 

NOV. 23–FEB. 22 WINTER ANGO
Nov. 8–10......Rakusu Sewing Sesshin w/ Ranka Sensei
November 23–30............................... Rohatsu Sesshin
Dec. 27–Jan. 1 2020........................ New Year Sesshin
January 17–19.............Bodhidharma Weekend Sesshin
January 25–26 ......................................Intro Weekend
February 1–2 ...........................Young Minds Weekend
February 15–22........................Winter Closing Sesshin
February 22, 11:00...........Shusohossenshiki Ceremony

MARCH 7–MAY 22 SPRING INTERIM
March 27–29....................................Weekend Sesshin
April 25–30.............................. Sakura Spring Sesshin
May 23–28...............................Falling Flowers Sesshin 

 JUNE 6–AUGUST 22 SUMMER TRAINING
June 6–7...............................................Intro Weekend
June 19–21........................................Weekend Sesshin
July 4–9 ....................................Young Minds Seminar
JULY 25–AUG. 22........SUMMER MONTH LONG

Zen BoaT

Dec. 7–8........City Sesshin led by Senseis Senko & Jifu
Jan. 25–26..................City Sesshin led by Senko Sensei
March 7–8...........................................Sit-in-Zazenkai

aT oTheR locaTions

Lima..................Zazenkai w/ Tenkei Roshi, Nov. 9–10
Rotterdam....W/end Sesshin w/Jifu Sensei, Nov. 16–17
Madrid..........................Teisho w/Myoho Roshi, Feb 3
Düsseldorf...............Zazenkai w/Daishin Sensei, T.B.A
Wageningen......Zen Zondag w/Senko Sensei, April 19

This first Rakusu Sewing sesshin will be led by Ranka 
Sensei, head seamstress of The Atelier at Zen River.

This is a perfect chance for those wishing to begin 
sewing their rakusu, or are in the process of making 
one, to receive expert guidance. Each day includes sev-
eral blocks of sewing.

Participants are requested to either bring pre-cut 
rakusu pieces with them, or request instructions ahead 
of time for cutting them out at home. Alternatively 
pre-cut rakusu kits are available from the atelier shop 
upon arrival (€40 per kit). Space is limited so please 
register early! This event is also open to anyone who 
loves sewing, would like to sew a second rakusu for 
themselves or for someone else.

Rakusu Sewing Sesshin


