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Introduction
LIFE IS NOT ORDERLY. No matter how we try to make life so, right in the
middle of it we die, lose a leg, fall in love, drop a jar of applesauce. In
summer, we work hard to make a tidy garden, bordered by pansies with
rows or clumps of columbine, petunias, bleeding hearts. Then we find
ourselves longing for the forest, where everything has the appearance of
disorder; yet, we feel peaceful there.

What writing practice, like Zen practice, does is bring you back to the
natural state of mind, the wilderness of your mind where there are no
refined rows of gladiolas. The mind is raw, full of energy, alive and hungry.
It does not think in the way we were brought up to think—well-mannered,
congenial.

When I finished Writing Down the Bones and people in my workshops
read it, I thought I would not have to say anything else. I felt embarrassed to
say, “Steve, you ought to be more specific there.” I thought he would retort,
“We know. You already told us in chapter eight.” I thought I would be
redundant, but reading a book about writing is different from actually
getting down and doing writing. I was naïve. I should have remembered
that after I read the Tibetan Book of the Dead, I was still afraid to die.

A book about writing isn’t enough. Being a writer is a whole way of
life, a way of seeing, thinking, being. It’s the passing on of a lineage.
Writers hand on what they know. Most of what I learned about Zen was
transmitted to me through being in the presence of Katagiri Roshi, the Zen
master with whom I studied.

I will give you an example. I had just moved to Minneapolis and I
wanted to study Buddhism. Before I moved there, I lived in Boulder and



studied with a Tibetan teacher. There was a lot of pomp and circumstance in
this Tibetan tradition. It was a big center; we had to wait several months to
have an interview with the teacher and we dressed up to see him.

In Minneapolis, I called the Zen center and asked if I could schedule
an interview with the Zen master there. The man on the other end of the
phone had a heavy Japanese accent. He told me to come right over. I
realized he was the Zen master. I dressed up and ran over. Katagiri Roshi
came down the stairs in jeans and a green T-shirt that said Marcy School Is
Purr-feet. There was a picture of a cat on the T-shirt. His younger son went
to Marcy Elementary School. We talked for ten minutes. It was very
ordinary. I left, unimpressed.

About a month later, someone called from the Zen newsletter staff,
asking me if I would interview Roshi for the fall issue. I said yes. The
morning of the interview, I woke up obsessed with the problem of what
color material I should buy for curtains. This was 1978 and I had just gotten
married. I drove to the Zen center to interview Roshi with that curtain
obsession blazing in my mind. I planned to get the interview over with and
then rush to the fabric store.

I parked in front of the Zen center and dashed out of the car. I was a
few minutes late. I was halfway up the walk when I realized I’d left my
notebook on the front car seat. I dashed back to the car, grabbed the
notebook and ran to the back entrance of the Zen center. I flung open the
door, spun around the corner and came to a dead stop: Roshi was standing
in the kitchen by the sink in his black robes, watering a pink orchid. That
orchid had been given to him three weeks before. Someone had brought it
from Hawaii for a Buddhist wedding I had attended. It was still fully alive.

“Roshi,” I said in astonishment and pointed at the orchid.
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