Camping Sesshin 2017: The Sanctuary Is Built
Reflections by Eishin Nancy Easton
Case 4 in the Book of Serenity says:
As the World Honored One was walking with the congregation, he pointed to the
ground with his finger and said, “This spot is good to build a sanctuary.”
Indra, Emperor of the gods, took a blade of grass, stuck it in the ground, and said,
“The sanctuary is built.”
The World Honored One smiled.

The sanctuary is built.

For our second annual Ancient Dragon Camping Sesshin, eight Dragons convened again at Illinois Beach
State Park to bring forth the Dharma. We built our tent sanctuary together and for three days, we sat,
hiked, ate, and studied in community on a patch of land nestled in the dunes along Lake Michigan. We
followed a sesshin schedule, using forms that have been specially modified to allow us to practice in the
midst of nature, with limited benefit from the conveniences of electricity, running water, or stable
shelter. Living this way for even a brief time, we became acutely aware of the vulnerability of our human
condition. Even with planned modifications to the sesshin schedule, we were forced at times to make
on-the-spot accommodations in response to changing weather conditions. As we set up our zendo
together upon our arrival, a severe thunderstorm approached; although we were able to complete our
setup just as the storm hit, we were forced to take shelter in our vehicles (and a nearby pizza place) until
the storm passed. And though we did not seek out discomfort, we were able to just be present with
these inconveniences as they arose and thereby gained insight into our endless wish to push away pain
and gravitate toward comfort and ease, and could find different ways to respond to these experiences
through practice.

Bind grasses to build a hut, and don’t give up!

However, our zendo was carried away by high winds the morning of the first day of sesshin and we
returned from our nature walk to find it wrapped around a tree, with several of the poles broken.
As our zendo was no longer safe as a shelter, we used the poles forming the perimeter of the roof to
form an outline on the ground for the boundaries of our Sky Zendo. Living there, we no longer worked
to get free, as the whole earth came to meet us on our cushions. For the next three days, we observed
the movement of the sun across the sky, felt the occasional raindrops reminding us to wrap our
zabutons in plastic to keep them dry, and discovered the immense power contained in creatures
even as tiny as a mosquito.

Important lessons in impermanence.

The sudden loss of our zendo inspired questions for reflection, such as "What is a Zendo?"
"What makes a sanctuary?" and ultimately, "What remains when we lose our customary form?"

Firmly based in steadiness, it can’t be surpassed

In the first day’s Dharma Talk, Dale shared a phrase from the Heart Sutra: “gyo jin,” meaning “100%
involvement.” And indeed we were 100% involved in what was going on within us and around us—the
physical immediacy of Camping Sesshin makes it impossible to remain intellectualized for long. Laurel’s
talk the second day taught us about the history of the land we were sitting on, geologically, biologically
and culturally, and we dedicated our daily service to the beings on the Illinois endangered species list.
On day three, Matt addressed the question of “how can we recognize a Bodhisattva” or Bodhisattva
activity, using the Lotus Sutra passage about Bodhisattvas springing from the earth as a further means of
exploring the natural world around us. We came to see that Bodhisattva activity is all around us,
whether or not beings intend to serve as Bodhisattvas or are even aware of doing so.

Most importantly, though, we gained a deeper recognition that the natural world is not merely all
around us—the natural world IS us, and we are it. Our daily contemplative nature walk/hikes helped
deepen our awareness of the terrain, as well as the many forms of life that live together all around us.
We saw, heard, and felt evidence of the snakes, toads, frogs, butterflies, dragonflies, caterpillars, moths,
deer, racoons, sandhill cranes, pee wees, whip-poor-wills, spiders, milkweed bugs, ants, ticks, and
seagulls that shared their home with us. Boundaries between self and other, especially other species,
began to feel less distinct as we became intimate with the sentience and insentience surrounding us.
We observed that the Dharma of sand and sky is different from the Dharma of birds, trees or grass.

At the heart of this experience, and fully essential to the process, were the forms of sesshin. Not
everyone was equally familiar with sesshin forms, or Ancient Dragon forms, and this led to important
opportunities to help each other remember, observe, and enact the forms. Zazen, kinhin, Dharma talks,
and meals were some of the ways we observed traditional Zen forms. Even without a formal zendo, we
agreed on where to enter and bow, and where to take off shoes. Oryoki-style meals were less familiar to
some, and created opportunities for more experienced practitioners to help those who were newer
understand more about how to engage with this form as well as why we use it.

As Taigen has pointed out to us many times, the importance of forms is NOT to do them perfectly!
Whether in sesshin or in daily practice, the forms help to provide a frame within which we can more
clearly see not just our practice but the many dimensions that come together to co-create our life. And
in particular, when we modify the forms to our current situation—like a Camping Sesshin—we are
confronted with the necessity of studying our immediate actions, our life, and our practice more closely.
Dharma quickly moves from being an idea “out there” to the immediacy of our life in the moment. As
Dogen said, “When Dharma does not fill your body and mind, you think it is already sufficient. When
Dharma fills your body and mind, you understand that something is missing.” Leaving aside the question
of what is missing, the physical practice of camping combined with traditional Zen forms made possible
a fully-embodied study of who we are as beings embedded in the web of time, space, and species,
where we came from, and how we can live our lives in harmony with—and to benefit—all beings.

The World Honored One points to the ground and asks us to build a sanctuary. Indra picks up a blade of
grass, sticks it in the ground and tells us the sanctuary has been built. This is the same Indra of “Indra’s
Net”—the web of interconnectedness in which every vertex of the net contains a jewel that reflects
every other jewel in the net. We may come to understand this in a different way through participating in
Camping Sesshin than we can when we sit in our urban, indoor zendo. Living and practicing out in the
open for a few days, we were able to taste freedom across many dimensions. But at the same time, we
were also able to gain a brief glimpse into the myth of the individual, as we experienced more deeply
our interconnectedness with all beings under the sky.

