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Board of Directors for 2020
The new Chapel Hill Zen Center Board of Direc-
tors are Kenneth Wilson, President; John Paredes,
Vice President; Tripp Spivey, Treasurer; Chris
Censullo, Secretary; Maura High and Alex Fine,
Members-at-Large; and Josho Pat Phelan, ex
officio. Many thanks and deep bows to Andrea
Ashdown who served as Member-at-Large for the
past two years and continues to lead the Mainte-
nance Committee for the Zen Center and its
property up the road at 5206, and to Mike
McKillip who served as treasurer of the board for
the past three years in addition to a three-year
term several years before this.

Sangha News
Choro Carla Antonaccio
has been invited to the
Austin Zen Center to be
Tanto, to help lead prac-
tice and to teach. The
Austin ZC has one priest
with a full program of
zazen, sesshins, and study
groups, and could use
some help. Choro began
practice in 1999 and has
been a resident at the
CHZC for fifteen years.
She served as Ino, taking care of the zendo and
training doans, for four years earlier before
becoming Ino again in 2019. She has also offered
many hours of support and service as Tenzo, head
of kitchen practice, for a number of sesshins and
other retreats. In addition, she has taught classes,
given Dharma Talks, and served as a model of one
who is committed to practice. Choro and her
husband, Bunkai Tracy, will move to Austin, TX,
in February. We wish them and the Austin ZC the
best.

Monk Leaving Ceremony
On Sunday morning, February 2, around 10:50,
there will be a Monk Leaving Ceremony for Choro
Carla Antonaccio. Everyone is invited to attend,
and a reception will follow.

All-day Sittings
All-day sittings are planned for Sundays, January
19, February 16, and March 15, from 6:00 A.M.
until 5:00 P.M. The sitting will begin with orien-
tation on Saturday night at 7:30, and will in-
clude instruction on the meal form and one
period of zazen. The regular Sunday schedule,
with zazen at 9:00 and 9:50 and Dharma Talk at
10:30, will be open to everyone. The day will
include zazen, a lecture, dokusan and a work
period, as well as breakfast and lunch. It is alright
to sit half of the day, but please sign up in
advance, and please speak to Josho Sensei if
this is your first all-day sitting. For more infor-
mation on the oryoki meal form see:  https://
kannondo.org/getting-started/oryoki/

The a suggested donation is $15 for members,
and $25 for others; however, if you are inclined
to offer more, that would be very helpful in
maintaining Zen Center. Oryoki sets are avail-
able for use by those who do not have their own,
and a $5 donation would be appreciated.

8:00 A.M. Wednesday Zazen - Discontinued
The period of zazen on Wednesday mornings at
8:00, which started in April, will be discontin-
ued. Many thanks to Lance and Andrea Ashdown
for their support in trying out this time for zazen.

Study Group
The Study Group meets weekly and it will resume
meeting on Thursday evening, January 9, from
6:45- 8:00. We will begin studying the Bodhisattva
Precepts, by reading Returning to Silence by
Dainin Katagiri Roshi, pages 67-95. Katagiri
Roshi assisted Suzuki Roshi in the early days at
the San Francisco Zen Center, and later he
founded the Minnesota Zen Meditation Center.
Copies of the book are for sale in the entryway.
Everyone is welcome and there is no charge.

Study Hall
Monday Mornings at 7:45 AM

We will resume having a quiet Study Hall to read
Buddhist materials on Monday morning, Janu-
ary 13, from 7:45 until 8:30 or 9 AM. Please feel
free to join us for any of this time that works for you.
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Beginning Zen Practice
A Class with David Guy

Monday nights, 7:30-9:00, Jan. 27 to March 2

Stop searching for phrases and chasing after
words. Take the backward step and turn the light
inward. Your body-mind of itself will drop off and
your original face will appear.

 — Dogen

Zen Meditation, or zazen, is the simple practice
of being present with our experience. We hear
the instructions in a matter of minutes, but
spend a lifetime learning the practice. This class
will introduce participants to meditation and
give them support as they develop a daily sitting
practice. It will also introduce them to other
aspects of practice at the Chapel Hill Zen Center.

The first night will begin with meditation in-
structions and a short period of sitting. Each
week we will continue to sit for a period at the
beginning of class, gradually increasing the time.
Participants will have a chance to ask questions
and raise concerns about their practice. As the
weeks proceed we will study other aspects of Zen
practice, including walking meditation, protocol
around the zendo, and the service of bowing and
chanting. But the focus will be on zazen, and
participants’ actual practice as it unfolds. The
content of the class will emerge from partici-
pants’ questions and concerns.

Cost is $60, payable the first night, and will be
contributed to the Zen Center. Partial scholar-
ships are available. For more information, or to
sign up, please contact David Guy at 919-641-
9277 or davidguy@mindspring.com.

David Guy has been practicing meditation since
1991, and regularly gives sitting instruction. He
has co-authored two books with Larry Rosenberg
of the Cambridge Insight Meditation Center –
Breath by Breath: The Liberating Practice of
Insight Meditation and Living in the Light of
Death: On the Art of Being Truly Alive. In 2008
he published Jake Fades: A Novel of Imperma-
nence. David’s Blog can be found at
www.davidguy.org

Precepts Weekend
The Lay Precepts Ceremony, Zaike Tokudo, will
be held on Sunday afternoon, April 19, at 1:30.
The Sixteen Bodhisattva Precepts will be given.
You are warmly invited to attend, to witness and
support these ordainees, as well as renew your
own vows. A reception will follow.

Informal Sitting
In preparation for the precepts ceremony, there
will be an informal sitting on Saturday, April 18,
from 9:00–4:00. Everyone is welcome to attend
any part of the sitting. Please enter and leave the
zendo quietly, as you wish. Tea will be available,
but lunch will not be served.

Children’s Program
The Zen Center’s Children’s program offers
children four years and older a place in the Zen
Center sangha through a variety of activities,
including meditation, story, craft, song, and
movement, as well as participation in Zen Center
events and celebrations throughout the year. In
each meeting, the children have the space and
time to practice living mindfully and to learn
about Buddhist teachings and contexts while
giving their parents an opportunity to meditate
in the concurrent adult program. The Children’s
Program meets twice a month, on Sunday morn-
ings, from 8:50 until 11:00; the program will
begin on January 5, and continue meeting on
February 2, and March 1. For more information,
please contact Maura High, the program coordi-
nator, at maurahigh@gmail.com.

Aging Gracefully, Befriending Death
Sunday, January 12, at 11:15

This is an informal discussion group that provides
the opportunity to share readings, information,
and explore conversations among ourselves on
these topics. Please contact Carol Klein at
wmichael@nc.rr.com, Kris Garvin at
krisgarvin@gmail.com, or Jeff Sherman at
jeffsherman3333@gmail.com, if you have ques-
tions or would like more information. Everyone
is welcome, regardless of age.
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Eco-Dharma Discussion Group
January 26, at 11:30

In this group we informally explore Buddhist
teachings on the natural world, caring for the
natural world as an expression of bodhisattva vow,
and our own responses to current environmental
issues. If you are interested, please contact Zenki
Kathleen Batson at lulu@rumblebuss.com.

Recovery Meeting
The Recovery Meeting meets on Tuesday nights
at 7:30. This is a recovery group with a Buddhist
perspective on the 12-Step Program which meets
at the Chapel Hill Zen Center. The meetings
begin with twenty minutes of silent meditation.
For more information, contact: 919-265-7600
or ZenandRecovery@gmail.com.

Sangha Network
The CHZC has a Sangha Network of volunteers to
offer short-term assistance to those in the sangha
who need help with simple tasks such as shop-
ping, arranging for meals, or transportation, due
to transitions in one’s life including illness,
disability, or death of a loved one. If you would like
to volunteer or if you need assistance, please
contact Kris at krisgarvin@gmail.com, Jeff
Sherman at jeffsherman3333@gmail.com, or
Carol Klein at wmichael@nc.rr.com.

Richmond Zen Group
Josho Pat Phelan plans to visit the Richmond Zen
Group on Wednesday evenings, January 15,
February 19, and March16, for zazen at 7:00 PM
followed by a Dharma Talk at 7:40. Everyone is
welcome. For information, contact Stan at (804)
833-1009 or visit www.richmondzen.org.

Chinese Calligraphy and Brush Painting
Jinxiu Zhao will teach Chinese Calligraphy and
Brush Painting on Sunday afternoons from 2:30-
4:30, on January 12 and 26, February 9 and 23,
March 8 and 22. Fees are $30 per class. Please
contact Jinxiu at (919) 484-7524 or Jxznc@aol.com
to register or for more information. Jinxiu is also
available to teach children’s classes.

Prison Outreach
Members of the Chapel Hill Zen Center volun-
teer in both state prisons in North Carolina and
the federal prison at Butner. We can always use
more volunteers, and having volunteers present
is often a requirement in order for inmates to
meet for religious services or to sit zazen. We are
looking for people who have been sitting zazen at
the Zen Center for a year or more. Orientation
is required by each institution. If you would like
more information, please contact Josho Roshi at
(919) 967-0861 or info@chzc.org.

Looking Ahead
We are honored to welcome back Daitsu Tom
Wright to lead a 5-day sesshin, June 12-17.
Daitsu Roshi plans to talk on the understanding
of zazen practice he developed by practicing with
Uchiyama Roshi for almost 40 years. More infor-
mation will follow.

Sunday Morning Dharma Talks
Josho Pat Phelan will give Dharma Talks on January
19, February 16, and on March 15, at 10:30.

Inter-faith Council
A group of Zen Center volunteers prepare and
serve lunch at the Inter-faith Council Commu-
nity Kitchen on the fourth Saturday of each
month from 10 AM to 1 PM. More volunteers are
needed, including a core group of committed
people, so we can continue our presence. The IFC
Community Kitchen is the only soup kitchen in
Orange Country and is located on the corner of
Rosemary and Columbia Streets in Chapel Hill.
If you are interested in volunteering or would like
more information, please contact Shawn at (919)
619-2243 or chzencooks@gmail.com.

Adverse Weather Policy
The general rule about coming to the Zen
Center is, if driving may be risky, don’t do it. For
example, when it is snowing or sleeting, or if snow
or sleet are predicted to occur before or during
zazen, you can assume that the zendo will be
closed. This is particularly true for 6 A.M. zazen.
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The highway where the zendo is located is often
not as well traveled or as well treated for snow as
other highways in the area, and the temperature
in the county is often a couple of degrees colder
than in more populated areas.

Shikantaza
Josho Pat Phelan

In his book, You Have to Say Something, Katagiri
Roshi said, “...Zen is everyday life – to live day by
day. ...right now, right here. Right now, right
here influences your whole life. To live life...
means how you take care of life day by day.
According to the Zen way, you must be the
master of yourself, whatever situation you may be
in. You have to realize who and what you are. For
this, all you have to do is concentrate on your
hands, your feet, your eyes, your mind – in the
present moment. In other words, when you do
zazen, just sit down and concentrate on the
breath – counting the breath or following the
breath. When you have breakfast, just have break-
fast, When you wash your face, just concentrate
on washing your face. When you walk on the
street, walk on the street. Zazen is a fundamen-
tal practice. It is about taking care of this
moment with wholeheartedness.”

I would like to talk about shikan taza, the core
practice in this Zen tradition. The word “shikan
taza” is often used interchangeably with zazen.
The first part of the word “shikan” means to just
do whatever you are doing, and nothing else – to
act whole-heartedly or with undivided attention.
Shikan taza literally means to just sit or nothing
but sitting, so it’s the act of sitting wholeheart-
edly, with undivided attention. Sometimes we
say shikan taza is bringing the wholehearted
activity of our body and mind to the act of just
sitting. In How to Cook Your Life, Uchiyama Rosh
said, “When you sit in zazen, just sit, and when
you work..., just do that.... This idea of concen-
trating completely on one thing is the corner-
stone of the teaching of Dogen Zenji... this is
called shikan.”

In Dogen’s Manuals of Zen Meditation, Carl
Bielefeldt described shikan taza as a non-dual,
objectless, non-referential meditation in which

the essence of Buddhist truth is experienced
directly. Uchiyama Roshi talks about the practice
of shikan taza as trusting everything to the
posture of zazen, saying the most important
thing in sitting zazen is to completely let go of
everything. Sawaki Kodo, Uchiyama Roshi’s
teacher, said, “The Buddha way is the faith that
zazen posture is Buddha.... What we can do is sit
with the faith that zazen posture itself is Buddha,
that zazen posture itself is beyond thinking.....
Shikan taza is only concerned with zazen posture.”

I think of shikan taza as the whole-hearted
practice of just sitting, engaging fully in the
actuality of our being as it arises moment by
moment. “Our being” means both my being and
all beings; so engaging with the actuality of all-
being as it arises moment by moment. I find the
koan inherent in shikan taza is finding the
balance between will and willingness, between
the discipline and effort needed to practice and
non-interference. We approach this by first,
letting go of the tracking, thinking mind that
keeps us located in our self-referential, fabri-
cated world, and this, then, allows us to settle
into the non-discursive presence or non-discur-
sive wisdom of our body. Shikan taza has ele-
ments similar to shamata and vipaysana – of
being still, letting go of thought and settling
while at the same time staying awake and aware.

Because in Soto Zen, we usually sit for 30 to 50
minutes at a time, ideally without moving, it is
important to be in a well-supported position to
help prevent creating tension or some other
imbalance of body and mind. I think it is impor-
tant to take the time to find a position to sit in
whether on a cushion, a bench or a chair that
allows the back to be upright, the spine aligned,
and the chest open.

After settling into the posture, we can attend to
the breath. Many of us have a strong tendency to
think about breathing or relate to the breath, the
posture, or bodily sensations in a mental way. It’s
almost as if we imagine our breath or imagine
ourselves meditating rather than feeling it di-
rectly. To practice with the breath in zazen, try
bringing your awareness into your body by joining
your breathing. You may count the exhalations



PAGE 5

Chapel Hill Zen Center Newsletter — Jan & Feb, 2020
http://www.chzc.org

during all of your zazen, or count for the first few
minutes until you feel more settled, or not count
at all by following your breath, by feeling the
swelling and falling effect of the breath moving
through the body. But try to stay with the
complete inhalation and exhalation as well as
with what goes on in between. Awareness of the
breath is often the primary object of meditation
and it may be the entire experience of zazen, but
it isn’t an exclusive object – one’s focus should
be open to other sensory experience such as
touch, smell. and sound. I find practicing with
sound especially helpful. Without seeking out
sound, try to allow sound to enter your awareness
the way your breath enters your lungs. There is
no need to label the sound or make up a story
about it. When I’m thinking, my mental activity
shuts out quieter sounds so that it takes some-
thing louder to interrupt the stream of thought.
The opposite is also true, if I am open or listening
to sound, my mind is quiet. I find this helpful
during zazen and occasionally I try to listen to
sound when I’m on a walk or during other activity.
It is really hard to do since I get carried away to
easily. But being able to do an activity while being
aware of the quiet background sound, takes the
“me” away who is doing the activity.

When thoughts arise, don’t force them away or
try to cut them off, but simply let go of them and
return your attention to your breath, posture, to
your physical presence as a whole, over and over
throughout the period of zazen. The practice of
letting go of distraction and returning to the
present, can then be extended into everyday
activity.

Two important aspects of the zazen posture are
the back or spine and the hands. The back is the
foundation of the posture, ideally your spine will
support your back, so that your shoulders and
back muscles can just relax.

After settling into your physical presence and
feeling a sense of ease in the posture, I suggest
working with the second aspect of posture, the
mudra or position of the hands. I think the
mudra is a subtle expression of our energy and
attention. I suggest placing the hands so the
thumbs are at the height of the naval, and this

should be done in such a way that allows the
shoulders, upper arms and elbows to be relaxed
and comfortable. And rather than trying to hold
the hands up which may feel like work and create
tension, I prefer the attitude of allowing the
energy in my hands to rise to this place, so they
are being supported in an effortless manner.
Trying to be aware of the very, very light contact
between the thumbs. The thumbs should just
barely touch which requires ongoing attention
or presence in this area, the thumbs don’t just
barely touch automatically or out of habit. Feel-
ing the contact between my thumbs keeps me in
my body, which is always in the present, and it
helps my attention not to wander.

The mudra or hand position used in zazen is
called the universal or cosmic mudra, in which
the hands are held in a round, open position that
shouldn’t feel fixed or static or as if they were
resting like a dead weight. The hands are open
but connected, intentional, yet allowing an alive-
ness or dynamic quality. The arms and shoulders
are also in an open, but connected position. And
if you are sitting cross-legged, the legs will have
this same kind of connectivity, a collected but
alive connection.

Dogen taught, what I think of as, the radical non-
duality of body and mind. One of his favorite
terms is “body-mind” which he used to mean
one’s whole being. For Dogen, actualizing prac-
tice involves our whole being – all aspects of body
and consciousness. Because body and mind aren’t
separate, I like the approach of accessing con-
sciousness through the body, to help circumvent
the thinking mind.

In the on-line journal of the Soto Zen School,
Dharma Eye, Issho Fujita wrote, “Dogen ... tends
to describe zazen simply by ... body postures such
as ... just sitting in correct posture, ...just
sitting, ...sitting immovably like a bold moun-
tain.” Dogen’s substitution of the word “sitting”
for “zazen,” according to Fujita, should not be
[seen as] coincidental. He said, “In Dogen’s view,
the main point of zazen must be, first and
foremost, the holistic body posture or sitting
posture, not the state of our minds.” Zazen is
“full-lotus (upright sitting) plus zero. ... there is
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no dualistic structure that the body sits while the
mind does something else ...” “In zen, both the
body and mind are simultaneously used up com-
pletely just by the act of sitting.”

Some teachers including Suzuki Roshi and
Katagiri Roshi taught counting the breath or
following the breath in zazen, but breath aware-
ness as such is not practiced in shikan taza. I’ve
been told that Dogen didn’t talk about practicing
awareness of the breath even in zazen; and the
instructions for shikan taza do not mention
attending to the breath or any part of the body
apart from the whole bodily presence. Rather
than cultivating awareness of a particular thing,
like the breath or sensations, shikan taza in-
volves withdrawal from an exclusive focus on a
particular physical or mental object and instead
supports an intent awareness of all sensory input
as a unified totality. Two elements common to
this practice are not separating out or focusing
on a particular object of awareness and not
looking for a result. This experience is available
when our body/mind is finely tuned or balanced
between an alert attention and a relaxed quality
of ease, neither grasping nor rejecting any par-
ticular aspect of this wide field of awareness.

On the other hand, the difficulty in trying to
practice with this wide, open field of awareness
is in getting lost in thinking or falling asleep. For
this reason, I think it is better to develop
awareness of the breath while becoming grounded
in the practice for awhile – maybe years – before
beginning the practice of shikan taza. Or maybe
this will happen on its own during longer sitting
or meditation retreat. But, again, being present
with sound, without seeking it out, can be a big
help in staying present.

Before I end, I also want to read Chan Master
Sheng-yen’s description of shikan taza from the
Chinese Zen tradition. He said, “It is your body
sitting in meditation and your mind aware of your
body sitting in meditation, and nothing else. You
must have a correct posture, know the sensation
of the total body, and be alert. Do not focus on
parts of the body; be aware of the totality of the
body as a unity. Although parts of the body may
have one feeling and other parts have another, be

aware only of the whole body, in the act of sitting.
Your awareness of your body sitting there should
fill your mind. If you wander, or get lazy or drowsy,
whatever happens, first check and correct your
posture. Then go back to being aware of your
sitting, and its sensation as a total entity.”

I moved into the San Francisco Zen Center in
1971, sitting sesshin initially with Suzuki Roshi
and Katagiri Roshi and then with Zentatsu Rich-
ard Baker until 1982. My memory is that they
didn’t tend to differentiate shikan taza from
zazen – and that they talked about zazen. When
I left in 1991 to move to Northa Carolina, I
remember feeling a little puzzled as to exactly
what shikan taza was. I knew more about what it
wasn’t. Reading Uchiyama Roshi’s book How to
Cook Your Life, Taigen Leighton’s Cultivating the
Empty Field, and the chapter on silent illumina-
tion in Hoofprint of the Ox by Master Sheng-yen
are where I have found the practice of shikan taza
articulated.

Taigen Leighton wrote, “The awareness that
nobody can experience the truth for another led
to the characteristic Soto style of usually not
giving explicit directions, leaving students to
realize personally their own inmost nature.” If
shikan taza is the whole-hearted practice of just
sitting, fully engaging the actuality of being as it
arises moment by moment – when we actually are
able to do this – it is a non-dual experience. Of
course, non-duality can’t be controlled or willed or
even taught; but through our upright still body, and
attention to this presence, we can allow ourselves
to be open to the experience of shikan taza.

© Copyright Josho Pat Phelan 2020

Library Additions
The Members’ Library has received these recent
additions: Time To Stand Up: An Engaged Bud-
dhist Manifesto for Our Earth; The Buddha’s Life
and Message through Feminine Eyes, by
Thanissara; Painting Enlightenment, Healing Vi-
sions of the Heart Sutra, by Paula Arai; Welcoming
the Unwelcome, by Pema Chodron; The Circle of
the Way, A Concise History of Zen from the
Buddha to the Modern World, by Barbara O’Brien.
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Schedule
      Sunday Morning

9:00 zazen
9:40 kinhin
9:50 zazen

 10:30 service

Tuesday Evening

7:00 zazen
7:40 kinhin
7:50 zazen
8:20 service

Monday to Friday

   6:00 A.M. zazen
   6:50 A.M. zazen

Thursday Evening

6:00 P.M. zazen

Chapel Hill

P.O. Box 16302
Chapel Hill, NC 27516
(919) 967-0861

Zen Center

Josho Pat Phelan, Abbess

Meetings at 5322 NC Highway 86
2.5 miles North of I-40 exit 266
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RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

Embracing diversity, the Chapel Hill Zen Center
expresses the fundamental connection of all beings

by welcoming everyone to the practice of zazen.
 May all beings realize their true nature.

Even though our day-to-day activity is incomplete, without it
there’s no Buddha’s mind, no Buddha’s enlightenment. If we
don’t practice, Buddha’s enlightenment ended 2,500 years
ago. Because of our incomplete practice, right here at this
Dharma position, Buddha’s enlightenment is here. Otherwise
Buddha’s enlightenment is only recorded in the sutras. Our
practice is very important. Our practice is actually Buddha’s life.

— Shohaku Okumura, from The Mountains and Waters Sutra


