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Shunryu	Suzuki	Roshi		
1904	–	1971	

	
Shunryu	Suzuki,	often	referred	to	as	Suzuki	Roshi,	was	the	founding	teacher	of	San	Francisco	
Zen	Center	and	our	immediate	ancestor	at	Red	Cedar	Zen	Community.	Our	lineage	goes:	
Nomon	Tim	Burnett	->	Zoketsu	Norman	Fischer	->	Sojun	Mel	Weitsman	->	Hoitsu	Suzuki	
(Shunryu	Suzuki’s	son)	->	Shunryu	Suzuki.	So	Suzuki	Roshi	is	a	grandfather	teacher	for	us.	
	
Suzuki	Roshi	grew	up	in	a	small	Zen	template	family	and	was	sent	to	live	and	train	with	a	
disciple	of	his	father,	Gyokujun	So-On	Suzuki,	at	the	age	of	12.	Unusually	for	small	Zen	temples,	
Zoun-in	temple	had	daily	zazen.	It’s	clear	that	So-On	was	quite	rough,	perhaps	bordering	on	
abusive	with	his	young	charge.	Suzuki	Roshi	later	said	all	of	the	other	disciples	left	but	he	was	
too	stubborn	and	too		unimaginative	to	leave.	So-on	gave	Suzuki	Roshi	the	nickname	“Crooked	
Cucumber”	for	his	awkward	nature	as	a	young	man.	(See	also	David	Chadwick’s	biography	
Crooked	Cucumber).	
	
In	1918,	Suzuki	Roshi	now	15	years	old,	So-On	took	charge	of	another	temple,	Rinso-in	in	the	
down	of	Yaizu.	With	some	interruptions	to	go	to	school	Suzuki	Roshi	helped	So-On	to	renovate	
this	temple	(established	oddly	enough	in	the	well-known	year	1492).	Rinso-in	too	contained	a	
small	zendo.	Most	small	Zen	temples	feature	the	Butsu-dan	(Buddha	Hall)	and	Keisan-do	
(Ancestors	Hall)	but	do	not	have	a	Zendo.	Ritual	and	service	for	the	local	community	featuring	
memorial	ceremonies	and	general	pastoral	care	is	the	more	usual	role	of	a	small	town	Zen	
priest,	not	leading	zazen.		
	
Suzuki	Roshi	appreciated	zazen	and	was	also	interested	in	learning	English,	making	an	
important	connection	while	at	university	with	a	Miss	Nora	Ransom	who	was	to	be	an	important	
figure	in	his	life.	Suzuki’s	interaction	with	Miss	Ransom	was	important	both	for	his	language	
learning	and	convincing	him	that	the	essence	of	Buddhism	and	Zen	can	be	explained	to	
Westerners.	
	
After	University,	Suzuki	Roshi	had	an	important	experience	training	for	2	years	at	Eihei-ji,	the	
main	training	temple	of	Soto	Zen,	where	he	had	possibly	his	first	positive	student-teacher	
experience	studying	with	Ian	Kishizawa-roshi	who	was	a	scholar	on	Dogen.	
	
After	taking	over	Rinso-in	temple,	where	Suzuki	Roshi’s	son,	grandson	and	their	families	now	
life,	Suzuki	Roshi	still	yearned	to	leave	for	the	West.		
	
In	1959	Suzuki	Roshi	attained	an	appointment	to	be	the	interim	priest	of	the	Soto	missionary	
temple	in	San	Francisco,	Soko-ji.	This	was	to	be	a	turning	point	in	American	Zen.		
	
Soon	American	students	began	coming	to	daily	zazen	and	sesshin	with	Suzuki	Roshi	at	Soko-ji.	
The	group	quickly	prospered,	partly	due	to	the	brilliant	fundraising	efforts	of	Richard	Baker.	In	
1966	they	purchased	Tassajara	Hot	Springs	which	was	to	become	the	first	Zen	monastery	in	the	
Western	Hemisphere.	In	1969	a	large	building	was	purchased	in	San	Francisco	to	be	the	urban	



hub	of	San	Francisco	Zen	Center	–	now	known	at	City	Center.	And	a	proliferation	of	Zen	Center	
businesses	–	bakeries,	clothing	stores,	a	grocery	story,	a	now	famous	restaurant,	were	
established	and	the	live-in	Zen	students	worked	long	hours	to	bring	the	businesses	forward.	An	
exciting	time	but	in	retrospect	many	students	came	to	feel	it	was	all….a	bit	intense.	
	
Somehow	Suzuki	Roshi	had	a	real	gift	for	giving	impressionistic	and	insightful	teachings	on	
Dogen,	koans,	and	how	Zen	plays	out	in	our	lives	in	a	simple	humble	and	direct	way.	Powerfully	
non-dualistic	teachings	on	the	feeling	and	essence	of	Zen.	His	semi-grammatical	English	
somehow	was	an	asset	here,	but	it’s	worth	reading	an	original	transcript	of	some	of	the	talks.	
They	were	heavily	and	wisely	edited	before	becoming	chapters	of	these	two	books.	
	
Suzuki	Roshi	died	of	cancer	in	1971	having	completed	Dharma	Transmission	with	only	one	
student:	Zentatsu	Richard	Baker	who	proved	to	be	both	a	very	successful	abbot	continuing	to	
build	the	organization	and	guide	it’s	students	and	also	a	disaster.	Baker	Roshi	was	eventually	
removed	from	the	abbacy	in	1984	after	scandals	around	sex,	power,	and	finances.	
	
It	was	a	heady	time	for	American	Zen.	The	students	at	San	Francisco	Zen	Center	were	deeply	
committed	and	existing	within	a	framework	of	revolutationary	counter-cultural	change.	Zen	
masters	such	as	Suzuki	Roshi,	and	then	Baker	Roshi,	were	seen	as	ineffable	and	enlightened	and	
huge	power	imbalances	and	a	powerful	vision	of	awakening	experience	led	to	both	deep	and	
committed	practice	and	serious	problems.	
	
Two	books	have	been	published	of	Suzuki	Roshi’s	talked,	Zen	Mind,	Beginner’s	Mind	(the	best	
selling	book	in	English	on	Buddhism	bar	none),	and	Not	Always	So.	
	
Our	readings	for	practice	period	are	two	chapters	from	Not	Always	So.	
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                                                                      Taizan Maezumi Roshi

Maezumi Roshi came to the United States in 1956, at the age of 25, as an assistant to the abbot of 
Zenshuji, a Soto Zen temple in Los Angeles.  Eventually he founded his own sitting group which 
became Zen Center of Los Angeles.  He came from a Zen family in Japan----his father was a Zen priest
and built a temple after World War ll and was head of the Soto Zen supreme court.

 Maezumi received dharma transmission from his father at the age of 24, and he also studied with 
Rinzai Zen teachers.  Overall he was given permission to teach from 3 different teachers in 3 different 
lineages----2 Soto and 1 Rinzai.  This is very unusual.

When he died in 1995, at the age of 64, he had 12 successors and more than 30 Zen centers and 100 
Zen groups in several countries associated with the lineage he created---the White Plum sangha.

His dharma heirs include:
Bernie Glassman
Charlotte Joko Beck
John Daido Loori
Jan Chosen Bays
Gerry Shishin Wick

I was originally reluctant to include Maezumi Roshi in this group of early Zen teachers because he had 
sexual relationships with some of his female students and not only is this a violation of the precepts and
teacher/student ethics, it also caused his wife and children much pain.  As a result of his affairs, they 
left the United States and returned to Japan.  It also caused much turmoil in the sangha---many students
left.

One of the things that caused me to include him after all, is this quote from his daughter, Kirsten 
Mitsuzo Maezumi:  “He wasn't a good father or a good husband to my mother, but he was an 
outstanding teacher with a love for the dharma and a vision of liberation that took precedence in all he 
did.  As an adult in my travels and my own seeking, I hear testimonials of his awakened buddha nature 
and hear and see the proof of it in the differences he has made for so many other gifted beings to step 
into their place as teachers and facilitators of peace and consciousness.  It is a lineage spanning 
continents and decades and I am very proud of him.  It's the best consolation I can have seeing and 
hearing his students teach.”

The reading I chose comes from his book Appreciate Your Life.  I read several chapters of this book 
before selecting this chapter and, in the book, Maezumi's dedication to the dharma is very noticible.

I also really like some of his dharma heirs.





















Roshi Jiyu Kennett

Roshi Jiyu Kennett was a senior lecturing student in the London Buddhist Society when, in 
1962 at the age of 38 she moved to Sojiji temple in Japan to train under Keido Chisan Koho 
Zenji. She studied 5 years at Sojiji and received Dharma transmission. During her time in Asia
she faced severe prejudice and manipulation by the politics of the Japanese Soto 
establishment. However, she maintained her focus on the desire to learn the Dharma and 
prevailed.

In 1969 she became the first woman to receive authorization to teach Sōtō Zen in the West. 
In the United States she founded Shasta Abbey in Mount Shasta, California and the Order of 
Buddhist Contemplatives.

Kennett was regarded as a fierce teacher, who worked to develop resiliance in her students. 
She is also noted for the effort to translate Japanese religious custom to Western religious 
customs (such as by setting buddhist chants to hymn music).

Jiyu Kennett died in 1996.















Dainin Katagiri Roshi 

1928 – 1990 

Dainin Katagiri Roshi was a Japanese Soto priest. He was the founding abbot of Minneapolis Zen 

Meditation Center (1972-1990) and left behind 11 Dharma heirs, several of whom have gone on to 

establish Zen Centers in Minnesota and elsewhere in the mid-west.  

Born in Osaka in 1928, Katagiri grew up in a Pure Land Buddhist household - unlike many of his Zen 

contemporaries he did not grow up in a temple family. His family experience during the war was 

turbulent. He ended up separated from his family after his mother died and his father experienced many 

setbacks in business. As a teenager he supported himself as a diesel mechanic. He said later, “I started 

to have some doubt about always working in the company, carrying a pencil and a lunchbox and building 

diesel engines. Should I spend my whole life like this?” 

Out of a desire for something more meaningful he ordained as a Zen priest but soon considered 

switching back to the Pure Land school of his upbringing. Eventually finding some resonance in Zen he 

also discovered a passionate interest in the English language and the West.  

Katagiri was sent to America to be an assistant priest at the Soto Zen missionary temple in Los Angeles in 

the early 1960’s. He soon left that position (under cloudy circumstances) and move to San Francisco 

intending to study English, go to college and find his way in the world. 

But a student in Suzuki Roshi’s small but growing San Francisco Zen Center heard about Katagiri and 

connected Suzuki to Katagiri. Suzuki Roshi asked for help. Katagiri was reluctant, but eventually willing, 

to work at SFZC assisting Suzuki Roshi. He reflected later: 

 I wanted to go to college in San Francisco—making money by myself and studying English. I 

already had a schoolboy‘s place. But I was caught by Jean Ross, one of Suzuki Roshi‘s American 

students. I had helped her when she visited Japan. Now she recommended me to help Zen 

Center. She said: ‗Please don‘t live separately from Zen Center; please help us.‘ I was not 

agreed, but she constantly recommended to me: just see Suzuki Roshi. So I went to Sokoji 

Temple to see him, and he immediately said, ―That‘s a good opportunity, please help us.‖ Even 

though I had decided I wanted to go one way, here was a completely different way. So I was 

completely caught by Suzuki Roshi. Then I met the students of Zen Center and they said: 

―Please come, please help us. I was completely caught by everybody and finally I couldn‘t say 

no, so I decided to come to Sokoji anyway. 

But Katagiri didn't want to just be Suzuki Roshi's assistant just like he didn't want to just be a worker bee 
for the Soto Zen church. Eventually through various connections he found his way to Minnesota where 
there was a cluster of interested American Zen Students but no teachers. He said later that he'd heard 
that all of the teachers skip the middle of the country and go to either New York or California. “I wanted 
to go where no one would go,” he said later.  
  
He continued to help out at San Francisco but it’s likely SF Zen Center would have wanted him to stay on 
there. Richard Baker was by all accounts a domineering, and effective, leader, so it’s likely there wasn’t a 
lot of psychic room for Katagiri. After Suzuki Roshi died Katagiri did help out for another year or so, and 
12 years later when Richard Baker left after his scandal, Katagiri started coming back regularly to lead 
practice periods and teach. 



From the mid 1970's until his death, like Suzuki Roshi relatively young and from cancer, in 1990, Katagiri 
focused on the Minnesota Zen Meditation Center and a rural place he hoped to make into a training 
monastery called Hokoji. In the last few years of his life he very carefully, and it sounds like even while 
he was pretty sick, completed the training and Dharma Transmission of 11 priests. About half men, half 
women. This included many of them training seriously in Japan and it became clear later that Katagiri 
had worked hard to re-establish good relations with Japanese Zen.  
 
Host of his heirs established centers themselves, in Minnesota, Nebraska, and other places in the 
midwest. He also gave jukai to 30 or 40 people, some of whom have gone to do priest ordination with 
Katagiri's disciples. One of those people was Byakuren Judish Ragir who is Eko Jeff Kelley's teacher. 
Judith did jukai with Katagiri roshi and priest ordination with Dosho Port. Jeff also trained at first with 
Dosho. (Dosho himself had a bit of a scandal, but that's another story.) 
  
Katagiri loved Dogen and he loved zazen. His most well known teaching is about silence. Two books 
collecting his talks have been published: Returning to Silence and You Have to Say Something. 
 
You can listen to Nomon Tim Burnett’s reflections on Katagiri Roshi in a Dharma Talk on our website 
given on November 25, 2015. Tim practiced briefly with Katagiri Roshi in 1987. 
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Peaceful Life by Katagiri Roshi, Hokyoji, 1988 
 
Being told that it is impossible, 
One believes, in despair, "Is that so?" 
Being told that it is possible, 
One believes, in excitement, "That's right." 
But, whichever is chosen, 
It does not fit one's heart neatly. 
 
Being asked, "What is unfitting?" 
I don't know what it is. 
But my heart knows somehow. 
I feel an irresistible desire to know. 
What a mystery "human" is! 
 
As to this mystery: 
Clarifying, 
Knowing how to live, 
Knowing how to walk with people, 
Demonstrating and teaching, 
This is the Buddha. 
 
From my human eyes, 
I feel it's really impossible to become a Buddha. 
But this "I", regarding what the Buddha does, 
Vows to practice, 
To aspire, 
To be resolute, 
And tells myself, "Yes, I will." 
Just practice right here and now, 
And achieve continuity, 
Endlessly, 
Forever. 
This is living in vow. 
Herein is one's peaceful life found. 



Zen Pioneers in the West: The Zen Sewing Lineage
by Chris Burkhart

“The proper understanding of our zazen and rakusu is the same, not 
different.”(Shunryu Suzuki) 

When Shunryu Suzuki Roshi brought Zen to America, he also carried with him the traditions of 
Japanese Zen. Chanting, bowing, sitting, eating oryoki style meals, and wearing ceremonial 
robes such as rakusu and okesa. When Suzuki Roshi began teaching in California, he himself was
not familiar with sewing Buddha’s robe. In Japan, ceremonial robes are usually bought in 
specialty stores. So, Suzuki Roshi, who was used to purchasing his own robes, continued to buy 
the robes in Japan and had them delivered to the United States.  

The person who influenced Shunryu Suzuki Roshi to change was Dainin Katagiri Roshi. The first 
sewing teacher at San Francisco Zen Center in 1971-1972 was  Eshun Yoshida Roshi, whose path
as a sewing teacher was cut short by illness. 

It was up to Kasai Joshin-san to revive the ancient practice of the devotional sewing of 
ceremonial robes by hand. The year was 1974: Suzuki Roshi had already passed away, when the 
nun Kasai Joshin-san visited San Francisco Zen Center. Under Joshin-San’s guidance, sewing 
robes in the west was truly established to become an integral part of practice. 

She taught that the hand-sewn robe represented the entire and complete body of the Buddha 
with no part left out. Sewing was, like zazen, her body practice.  The entire body of her teaching 
lay in her sewing, she never gave dharma talks. Until the year of her death in 1984, she often 
returned to San Francisco often to continue to teach.

Joshin-san transmitted her teaching to Zenkei Blanche Hartman. Blanche Hartman was and is a 
quietly compelling leader. She taught sewing through her great compassionate presence, a true 
heir to Suzuki's Dharma. Zenkei Blanche Hartman’s steadfastness and skill allowed the tradition 
of Zen sewing to grow and flower in America. She continued to teach sewing practice at the San 
Francisco Zen Center temples. From there, the teaching of sewing spread through the lineage of
Suzuki Roshi.

Most Zen practitioners who have jukai or have been ordained in the west are wearing a robe 
which was sewn by their own hands. And most of those who have sewn Buddha’s robes learned
more than “the stitch.” They learned about themselves: their likes and dislikes, their 
preferences, their past. So, the tradition of sewing in the west today remains strong. Before 
jukai or ordination there is sewing, many hours of sewing. A quiet time emerged in seeking 
refuge in Buddha, stitching a rakusu or okesa, and seeing what is.


	PioneersTitle
	Shunryu Suzuki Roshi bio for reader
	SuzukiReading
	MaezumiRoshiProfile2
	MaezumiRoshiReading
	MaurineMyoOnStuartReading
	RoshiJiyuKennettProfile
	JiyuKennetReading
	Dainin Katagiri Roshi profile
	KatagiriReading
	ZenSewingPioneersInTheWest

