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No Time to Waste
B Y  B L A N C H E  H A R T M A N

Blanche Hartman is the former co-abbess of the San Francisco Zen Cen-
ter. She is a dharma heir of Mel Weitsman and has been practicing Soto
Zen since 1969. She gave the following talk at GBF on March 5, 2006.

I'm very glad to be with you here today.  My teacher told me once, “Talk
about what's right in front of you.”  And so I will be talking today about
something I've talked about before:  the deep consideration of how to live our

life in the face of the fact that it is temporary.  We have this gift of life, this
opportunity to live this life that is given to us, and we don't know for how long.
And we don't know what happens next.  But we do therefore want to be awake
in this life, to actually be here, to be present, to be aware, and not to sleep
through it.  We want to really deeply consider what can we do to make the gift
of this life a gift for all of those around us.   I went recently to a poetry reading,
and the poet, Kay Ryan, read this poem.

As though the river were a floor,
we position our table and chairs upon it, 
eat, and have conversation.
As it moves along we notice—as calmly 
as though dining room paintings were being replaced—
the changing scenes along the shore.  
We know, we do know, that this is the Niagara River,
but it's hard to remember what that means.

When I heard it, I reacted to it physically, and the neighbor sitting next to me,
whom I didn't know was Kay's partner of thirty years, said something to me at
the intermission, that she noticed that I had had a physical reaction to Kay's
poems, not just to this one, but to this one in particular.  And I said, “Yes, the
Niagara River was really like a kick in the gut because the day before yesterday,
a very dear friend and my dharma heir informed me that he had a diagnosis of
inoperable cancer.”  And Kay's partner told me, “Kay wrote that poem when I
was diagnosed with cancer.”  And I have to say that that's what is right in front
of me, John's imminent death.  So I really can't talk about anything else.  But I
think that he is making of his death a gift to everyone.  He was scheduled to
teach a class at Zen Center on Dogen Zenji but decided when he got this diag-
nosis about a week before the class was to begin to teach a class on the dharma
of death, which to me is an extraordinarily courageous thing to do, to sit up


