
Dear Mountain Rain sangha, 
 
As most of you know, I have been traveling to the Pacific Northwest to practice with you for 
almost thirty years. Over that time, quite organically, we have, together, founded two 
wonderful Zen communities. I am proud of what we have done, and especially proud of the 
local leadership that has grown in our sanghas over these years. Kate and Michael and Tim are 
wonderful priests and dharma leaders. Part of what makes their teaching and leadership so 
mature and effective is that they are surrounded by a group of wise and committed senior 
practitioners who share leadership with them. I couldn't be more pleased to have occupied, for 
these many years, the role of guiding teacher for these great Zen communities. It seems that 
the time is right for a change and I have decided to send this letter to Red Cedar and Mountain 
Rain at the same time. 
 
Kate and Michael are ready now to assume full responsibility as guiding teachers for Mountain 
Rain Zen Community. As their teacher it is my responsibility to assure a clear and orderly 
transition to their leadership. So I am asking the council to approve a transition in the guiding 
teacher position from me to them. In actual fact this transition has already been made. For 
many years now Kate and Michael have been leading the sangha with virtually no guidance 
from me. I have provided little more than spiritual and emotional support—something I would 
hope to continue even after the transition is made. And yet, as we understand in Zen practice, 
roles and designations matter.  And rituals do too.  
 
So, if you agree, I propose that we mark the transition with major ceremonies. Kate, Michael, 
Tim and I have discussed this. It seems not to make sense for city temples in North America, 
especially Everyday Zen temples that do not own their own property, to be led by abbots. this is 
why I have always been called "guiding teacher" and why in many Zen places around the 
country with situations similar to ours lead teachers have been called guiding teachers rather 
than abbots. So I think having a "mountain seat" (abbot installation) ceremony does not suit us. 
but we can use elements of that traditional Zen ceremony to create an installation ceremony 
for a new guiding teacher. Doing such a ceremony would represent a big step for me, for our 
teachers, and for the sangha. It would signal a new phase of development, a deeper sense of 
establishment. 
 
If you agree, I am hoping we could do these ceremonies on a single trip that I would make to 
the area. There would be four separate ceremonies, two in each sangha. A "stepping down" 
ceremony for me, a low-key evening event for sangha and I to express our mutual gratitude, 
would be followed the next day by a much fuller ceremony to install the new guiding teachers.  
 
We all know from our experience with jukai ceremonies that powerful rituals make no 
difference at all—and they also make a tremendous difference. One practices the same way the 
day after jukai as one did the day before, and yet, things are completely different. Similarly, I 
would anticipate continuing (as long as I am invited) to visit the Pacific Northwest on the same 
schedule I have kept for the last several years, and continuing with the same relationships 



within the sanghas. I would remain a senior teacher and the founder of the sanghas, but I 
would no longer be the guiding teacher. 
 
I have been concerned for some time about the sustainability of what Kate and Michael are 
doing. I am frankly amazed that they have been able, for all these years, to lead the sangha 
while at the same time spending major time earning a living. I would hope that when they step 
up to become guiding teachers the sangha will take this to heart and find a way to offer them 
considerably more financial support. Of course I am not in any way requiring or expecting this 
for them—only hoping and praying for it over time. 
 
Please let me know how all of this strikes you. It is something I would very much like to do and 
will certainly at some point have to do. I hope you agree with as much joy as I have now in 
suggesting it. 
 
Yours, Norman 
 
 
 


