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Practicing Alone
with Everyone

BY SUSAN MOON

Susan Moon has been a Zen student since 1976, practicing with Mel Weitsman
at the Berkeley Zen Center. She now practices primarily with the Everyday
Zen Sangha, and in August of 2005 she received lay entrustment from Zoket-
su Norman Fischer. She is the editor of Turning Wheel, the quarterly magazine
of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship, the author of The Life and Letters of Tofu
Roshi, and editor/author of Not Turning Away, The Practice of Engaged Buddhism.
She spoke to GBF on January 8th.

hen 1 give dharma talks, I talk about my own experience and my own
Wlife—not because it's particularly important but because all of us as we

practice the dharma are exploring what it means to be born a human being
and how to fully express that, and for me, the only human being I know what it's like
to be born as is myself, and so I use myself as an example in the hope that what I expe-
rience will be something that others share and can connect with.

I want to talk today about the one month solitary retreat that I made this past fall,
which was really an extraordinary experience for me, and it was very much dharmic
practice. I spent a month completely alone in a cabin in Mendocino County, north
of the town of Willits. It's a small hippy-hand-built cabin that T own. It's on a very
small piece of land that I own with three families. There are three little rustic cab-
ins there that were already built when we bought the land, and I've been going up
there for 25 years or so. But I never have particularly liked going there alone
because it's so isolated. It's a great place to be with a friend or lover or family, but
a theme in my life has been that I'm afraid of loneliness. It's something I've strug-
gled with a lot, and through my Zen practice I've gradually come to understand that
I am not alone, that I'm not separate, and that it's the belief in a separate self that
is one of the greatest causes of suffering. That's easy to say, and I thought, “Well, I
feel ready to try to face myself and see what it's like to be alone and see who's there
when there's nobody there but me.” This cabin is two miles up a steep dirt road on
a ridge, and there's no electricity, no phone, no cell phone access. There's a neigh-
bor half a mile up the dirt road and another neighbor a mile down the dirt road,
both of whom live there but work in the town of Willits every day. So it's very, very
isolated. There's no way for me to get in touch with anybody, and that was my
intention—to really not speak with anybody or see anybody for a whole month. If
you start to think about it, how often do you even go for a day without seeing or
speaking to another person? It practically never happens.

So this was a pretty intense ambition, and I set up the experience quite carefully.
I arranged with the neighbor up the road to drop off some fresh produce twice dur-
ing the month, but mostly I ate rice and beans and things like that. I also arranged



