
The Next Thing

Each morning as I
reach for the newspaper
whose pink plastic wrap-
per stands out against the
snowy bushes where it’s
been tossed, I wonder
what will be the new
headlines concerning the
collapse of the economy
as we once knew it. I 
can be certain that the
newsprint will feature at
least one article on “how
to cope in hard times.” 
As though “good times”
meant unbridled lack of
restraint and “hard times”
means a radical change
into careful behavior. 
The picture that comes 
to mind is of millions 
of people facing radical
change and wondering,
“What do I do now?”

I heard one very 
sensible answer a couple
of years ago at Hokyoji in
Fukui Prefecture, Japan. A
small group of Americans
had gathered there for
sesshin and the leader of
our group, Taihaku Priest
of Shao Shan in Vermont,
had warned us all to 
be flexible and that we
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could expect changes in
schedule. Sure enough,
almost immediately 
something was canceled
and one of our group said
to Taihaku, “What do we
do now?” She answered,
“Here at Hokyoji we say
we do the next thing.”

We always do the next
thing, for the moment
that presents itself to us 
is the only moment that
exists. This moment is
always right here and
right now, though our
minds may not be. 
Our minds are often 
elsewhere, even though
we know this is foolish.
As Sawaki Roshi pointed
out succinctly, “There is
no elsewhere.”

But with our minds
elsewhere, we lack ade-
quate perception of the
here and now and don’t
know what to do. As we
hesitate to do the next
thing, we suffer from 
the tension between 
the moment ready 
to actualize itself right
here and now and the
flight of our mind to a
non-existent elsewhere.
Or we so color the 
present moment with 

our emotions that we 
distort it and we do not
see the next thing clearly.
In recent times, wishful
thinking has lured us into
thinking we could do 
the impossible, such 
as acquiring a mortgage
whose terms we cannot
meet. The shock comes
when the next thing is a
mortgage payment we do
not have the money for.

Gyoji, Dôgen’s term
that is translated as 
“fundamental activity” 
is what makes the world
turn. It is activity that
powers the interdepend-
ent functioning of all
things as they engage in
mutual reflection and
alteration. Hanging back,
is of course, also a form
of activity, but reluctance
gives different coloration
to the present. Each 
present moment is 
colored by the nature 
of our engagement or
avoidance. Just imagine 
if one of us at Hokyoji
had stamped his foot and
declared, “I’m not going
to do anything not on the
original schedule!”

For Dôgen, gyoji
or actvity is how imper-
manence (emptiness), 

the natural state of all
things, functions. In his
fascicle on this topic in
Shôbôgenzô, he had 
this to say:

“The sun, the moon,
and the stars exist by virtue
of such creative activities.
The earth and the empty 
sky exist because of 
activities. Our body-mind
and its environment are
dependent on activities; so
are the four elements and
the five skandhas. Although
activity is not what worldly
people are likely to care 
for, it is all humans’ true
refuge…It should be 
examined and understood
thoroughly that functional
interdependence is activity,
because activity is not 
functionally interdependent
…That activity which
realizes those activities – 

is our activity now. The now
of activity is not the self’s
primordial being, eternal
and immutable, nor is it
something that enters and
leaves the self. The Way,
called now, does not precede
activity; as activity is 
realized, it is called now.” 

It may be helpful to
more closely examine 
a couple of phrases in
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Milwaukee Zen Center – Schedule

March 2009
4 Introduction to Zen 6:30 p.m.

14 Annual Meeting (no study class)
21 All-day sitting

Dharma Talk, 10:20 a.m.
22 All-day sitting

Dharma Talk, 10:20 a.m

April 2009
1 Introduction to Zen 6:30 p.m.
4 Buddha’s birthday celebration

18 All-day sitting
Dharma Talk 10:20 a.m.

19 All-day sitting
Dharma Talk 10:20 a.m.

May 2009
6 Introduction to Zen
9 All-day sitting

Dharma Talk 10:20 a.m.
10 All-day sitting

Dharma Talk 10:20 a.m.

To see the 2009 Schedule and more 
information on Two-day sitting, visit our web 
site at www.milwaukeezencenter.org
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Dôgen’s statement.
“…functional interdepend-
ence is activity, because
activity is not functionally
interdependent.”
Functional interdepend-
ence is the working of
cause and effect in which
entities affect, and are
affected by, each other. 
It is impermanence and
change, realized through
activity, but activity itself
is not dependent on 
anything. Nor is it any
kind of being or thing.
Moreover, “now” cannot
precede activity, only
when activity is realized
can we say “now.” So it 
is in doing the next thing
that the next thing comes
into existence. Without
activity creating change,
nothing would exist.

Dôgen speaks of activ-
ity as humans’ true refuge
and one way to under-

Motto

When I meet a monk
I do bow politely.

When I see a Buddha
I don’t.

If I bow to a Buddha
the Buddha won’t know.

But I honor a monk:
he’s apparently
here now.

- Yuan Mei (1716-1798)

A Drifting Boat: Chinese Zen Poetry

Edited by J.P. Seaton & Dennis Maloney

stand that is to see that
our present moments are
created by our choice of
activity. The next thing is
realized through our per-
ception of its nature and
our active participation
based on that response.

Ultimately, the process
is simple. It is our accept-
ance of the next thing as
it appears in the present
moment that actually
makes it “the next thing.”
If the schedule change
suggests that instead of
zazen we go pull weeds, it
is our activity that makes
the present into weed-
pulling time.

So let’s worry and
speculate less, and move
along quietly to do the
next thing. The present
moment is always here for
us to actualize.

–Tonen O’Connor

Note: Quotes from Gyôji 

translated by Hee-jin Kim in

Dôgen Kigen, Mystical Realist

Fifth Annual 
Great Sky Sesshin
August 8-15, 2009

At Hokyoji in beautiful southern Minnesota
Deep practice in the Soto tradition with zazen, 
services, work, dharma talks by 6 teachers

Co-sponsored by Cedar Rapids Zen Center and Milwaukee Zen Center

For information and registration, email the MZC at 
kokyo-an@earthlink.net or phone 414-963-0526.

 



Happenings

On January 31, 
the group of Buddhist
teachers working within
the Wisconsin state
prison system had a 
very productive meeting.
Present were: Paul
Norton (DCI, WCI),
Larraine McNamara-
McGraw (TCI), Meru
Doug Szper (KMCI),
Koshin Bob Hanson
(RCI, FLCI, NLCI), Jim
Bowker (GBCI), and
Tonen O’Connor (GBCI,
OSCI, RCI, DCI, WSPF).
It was a fine opportunity
to exchange information
and mutual support.
Then on February 5,
Tonen met with Bill
Karelis of the Shambala
Prison Program and
Vivian Sovinsky, from the
Shambala Center, who
has organized a number
of volunteers to visit 
the MSDF.

Lots of public appear-
ances: February 2 Tonen
made a presentation to
an assembly at University
School Upper School 
and then returned on
February 17 to speak
with Steve Bremner’s
comparative religions
class. On February 19,

Tonen and Lakshmi
Bharadwaj, representing
the Hindu faith, taped 
an interview for MPTV 
on the topic of Spirituality
and Consumerism. The
program will air on
Channel 36 sometime in
May. Finally, on February
26 Tonen made a presen-
tation to Ferne Caulker’s
Rites and Rituals class 
at UWM.

Precepts ceremony: 
On Saturday, February 7,
Robin Twohig received 
the Buddha’s precepts 
in a ceremony attended 
by sangha members, 
family and friends. 
Robin had sewed her 
own rakusu under the
helpful eye of Toshin
Brundage. She received
the Buddhist name of
Tôkichi. “Tô” means cave,
or deep site of inner
being, and “kichi” means
auspicious, which seemed
appropriate as Robin and
her husband were very
shortly moving to north-
ern California to begin a
new chapter of their lives.

On February 28, 
the MZC’s first sangha
meeting was held, and
some fine ideas put 
forward for improving
both our face to the 
public and our practice.

These informal meetings
will continue in 
the future.

On March 2, Tonen
attended a meeting of 
the Department of
Corrections Religious
Practices Advisory
Committee in Madison,
and March 6-8 she was 
in Los Angeles, attending
the annual meeting of 
the Association of Soto
Zen Buddhists, whose
members are registered
with the Sotoshu 
in Japan.
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Milwaukee, for their 
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paint for the work being
done on our front and
back halls.

Thanks to Toshin
Brundage for her work 
in repairing, cataloguing
and shelving books for
the MZC Library. She 
has also created a new 
reference section.

March 14 is the date
for the Milwaukee Zen
Center’s Annual Meeting
and a report of the meet-
ing will appear in the May
issue of this Newsletter..

PLEASE NOTE: The
dates for the May two-day
sitting are now scheduled
one week earlier: May 9
& 10. This will be the
final two-day sitting 
until fall.



TITLE QTY PRICE TAX* TOTAL

Eiheiji Incense — Short 5.5” $ 7.00 .39 $

Long 10” $ 7.00 .39 $

$

TOTAL $

Please make checks payable to Milwaukee Zen Center

MILWAUKEE ZEN CENTER   2825 N. STOWELL AVE   
MILWAUKEE, WI  53211-3775

Name

Address

City/State/Zip+4

Phone

I am interested in a membership 
(tax deductible):

o General -$25/month
o Supporting – $30 or more/month
o Out-of-town – $10/month
o Participating - any amount you can afford $

o I would like to make a one-time contribution $
o Please add me to your mailing list
o Please remove me from your mailing list
o Please change my mailing address

#

Shipping - $3.00 first two boxes of 
incense and 50¢ per item thereafter.

Membership Information / Order Form

milwaukee zen center
2825 N. Stowell Ave. Milwaukee WI 53211-3775

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

NON PROFIT
ORGANIZATION
U. S. POSTAGE

P A I D
MILWAUKEE, WI

PERMIT NO. 2686

Wed., Thurs., Fri.

6:15 am Zazen 
(Zen sitting)

6:55 am Kinhin 
(Zen walking)

7:05 am Zazen
7:45 am Service
8:00 end of practice

6:30 pm Zazen
7:10 pm Kinhin
7:20 pm Zazen

Introduction to Zen

An informal presentation on Buddhism and Zen, 
followed by instruction in zen sitting, tea and discussion. 
6:30-8:30 p.m.–first Wednesday of each month.

Zen sitting instruction and private interview available 
by appointment. Call 963-0526.

Saturday

6:15 am Zazen
6:55 am Kinhin
7:05 am Zazen
7:45 am Service
8:00 breakfast, oryoki
8:25 work period 
9:15 break, coffee & tea
9:30 study class*
10:30 end of practice
*except on all-day sitting days

MZC Contact Information

For messages: Phone: (414) 963-0526
Fax: (414) 963-0517  E-mail: kokyo-an@earthlink.net
For information and
schedules:www.milwaukeezencenter.org

Useful Websites:

Soto Zen Buddhism: http//global.sotozen-net.or.jp/
Soto Zen in America: http//www.szba.org

*Only Wis. residents need include applicable sales tax.

 


