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Preface

References to the moon appear frequently in Zen koans as a shorthand for the awakened mind. Although these calligraphy phrases are not the moon itself, they offer a means for awakening to the mind’s wisdom by serving as a reminder of the teachings when a teacher is not present. The calligraphies themselves provide an expression of the awakened mind, a visual Dharma, capturing the living energy of a moment in ink on paper. Thus, words and images work together to convey the essence of Zen to the viewer and reader.

Known internationally as a calligrapher and master teacher, Shodo Harada was born in 1940 in Nara, Japan. He began his Zen training in 1962 when he entered Shofuku-ji monastery in Kobe, Japan. After training under Yamada Mumon Roshi (1900–1988) for twenty years, he received Dharma transmission and was appointed abbot of Sogen-ji monastery in Okayama, Japan, where he has taught since 1982.

Harada Roshi is heir to the teachings of Rinzai Zen Buddhism as passed down in Japan through Master Hakuin and his successors. Harada Roshi’s teaching includes traditional Rinzai practices informed by deep compassion and permeated by the simple and direct Mahayana doctrine that all beings are endowed with the clear, pure Original Buddha Mind. Proceeding from this all-embracing view, Harada Roshi has welcomed serious students (women and men, lay and ordained) from all over the world to train at Sogen-ji and the temples he has established near Seattle, Washington, and in Germany, as well as at more than a dozen sitting groups around the world.

This book began as a series of hand-bound gift books from Shodo Harada to his students. Each calligraphy was individually inked on a sheet of paper around five feet in length. They were then photographed by Alan Gensho Florence and Sabine ShoE Huskamp and prepared for printing by Alan Gensho Florence. The text to accompany each calligraphy was translated by Priscilla Daichi Storandt and then edited for the hand-bound books and reedited for inclusion here. For this book, Thomas Yūhō Kirchner and Mitra Bishop reviewed the text and offered much appreciated suggestions and corrections.

Tim Jundo Williams | Jane Shotaku Lago
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Hana wa hiraku bankoku no haru

A single flower blooms and throughout the world it’s spring

 



 



 



In Zen, the word flower often refers to the Buddha, who is said to have been born under flowers, to have become enlightened under flowers, to have transmitted the Dharma with a flower, and to have passed away under flowers.

When the Buddha was enlightened under the bodhi tree, he saw the morning star and exclaimed, “How wondrous! How wondrous! All beings from the origin are endowed with this same bright clear Mind to which I have just awakened!” For forty-nine years the Buddha taught that each and every person has the possibility of awakening and that this opportunity to awaken is the deepest value of being alive.

One day on Vulture Peak, instead of lecturing as usual, he silently held out a single flower, and Makakashō Sonja smiled spontaneously. With this the transmission of the Dharma began.

The Buddha knew that his awakening was the awakening of all people and that no fame or fortune or any possession or knowledge brings a joy as great as the joy of awakening to our deepest Mind. We too can be born and can die under flowers, can finish this life as the Buddha did.

When a single flower blooms, it is spring throughout the world.
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Shunshoku ni kōge naku

Kashi onozukara tanchō

 



In spring colors there is no high nor low

Some flowering branches are by nature long, some short

 



 



 



In spring, the ice melts and the severe chill of winter loosens its grip. In the warm sunlight, blossoms appear—plum, peach, apricot, and many others. Everywhere, signs of spring are evident. The insects start to fly, seeking the sweetness of the flowers, and the birds sing. Everything that has endured the hard winter all at once expresses the great joy of this season.

This is the Way of Great Nature, the “sutra” that embraces all and through which we receive everything. Yet each of us carries a multitude of memories and knowledge, dualistic perceptions and strivings that influence our outward perception and distort our view of Nature. We can describe and attempt to explain this Great Nature, but to receive it directly and without hindrances is difficult.

When we let go of extraneous thoughts and see each thing exactly as is, with no stain of mental understanding and dualism, everything we see is true and new and beautiful. For those who have awakened to this Truth, whatever they encounter is the Buddhadharma, just as it is. No matter what is encountered, there is nothing that is not the Truth. When we look at something and don’t recognize it as the Truth, that is not the fault of the thing we are seeing; it is because our vision is obscured by explanations and discursive thoughts.

Doing zazen, we let go of all extra thinking and perceive with a simple, direct awareness. There is no longer any separation between the person who is seeing and what is being seen. No explanations or ideas about what is being seen are necessary. Not holding on to any preconceived idea, we match perfectly with what we see, and there the Truth and the world are brought forth spontaneously. If we have no subjective opinions or preconceived notions, no small-minded “I” remains. There is only oneness. Anything we see and hear is Truth. There is nothing that is not the Buddha.

From the origin we have a mind like a clear mirror. To know this mind directly and completely is satori. That empty mirror gives rise to many associations as it encounters the outside world. When we become that emptiness completely, the world is born forth, clear and empty. Then, whatever we encounter, we become it completely and directly. This is the subtle flavor of zazen and is the mind of Buddha and of God.
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When we see things from this mind, we see that the southern branch of the tree is longer than the northern branch, although the same warmth of spring touches both. Long is not absolute, and short is not lacking in anything. We need to see everything in society in that way as well. When we are with an elderly person we become that elderly person and can say, “Yes, it must be so lonely, so hard.” When a child comes, we are able naturally to sing and play with the child in the child’s way. We see a pine and become a pine; we see a flower and become a flower. This is our simple, plain, natural mind. From there we have the purest way of seeing, and this is where the Buddhadharma lives.
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Yarō hana o nenzu bankoku no haru

An old peasant plucks a flower—spring in myriad lands

 



 



 



This phrase is found in the Record of Rinzai: “The green of the winter pines endures a thousand years. An old peasant plucks a flower—spring in myriad lands.”

The quiet mind of such a person is like spring, and this is the state of mind everyone wants to know. To practice Buddhism is to trust and believe in people. In old age and eternal life we show respect, not hurrying without needing to. If we are pure and clear in our thoughts and actions, our life will be that of a person of true virtue and deep character. We will become brighter and more open, and our power of the Path will be clearer and clearer as we are no longer moved around by anything. Here there is long life, beauty, energy, and joy.

If we hold on to nothing at all, and are not moved around by anything, then we will see that this very body is the body of the Buddha, and there spring is found throughout the world.
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Hana o rō sureba, kō e ni mitsu

I play with flowers and their fragrance clings to my clothes

 



 



 



This line, from the records of Master Kidō, is a couplet with “I scoop up water and the moon is in my hands.”

Great works of music and art naturally guide people to the religious. Such works do not come from another realm; those who create them cannot make things that are apart from their minds. But neither do such works come from the disorder of the ordinary world. That which has been expressed from humans’ highest state of mind conveys the profoundest truth. This truth gives birth to a peace that is beyond all conflict and friction, a peace not found in the day-to-day world of people. It is a splendid, clear, and pure state, and we cannot help but honor it with the deepest respect. It is this high level of human character that is called Buddha.


All beings, all of the Buddhas and Ancestors, are unified in this Great Mind, as is all time, past, future, and present. We are one with the great joy of the abundant Dharma and know the samadhi of delightful play beyond time and space. There is no joy beyond this endless Dharma joy, and this realm is what forgives everything.

After living for only a few days, a flower dies, showing the transience of life. Yet in this flower we find eternal joy and the life of the Buddha as well. This flower, whose fragrance scents our garments when we toy with it, is this abundant Mind.
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Sanka warai yachō kataru

Mountain flowers bloom, wild birds sing

 



 



 



Becoming the flowers, we bloom; becoming the birds, we sing. We lose track of whether we are the bird or the bird is us; all distinctions drop away. When our mind opens completely and we pierce through the bottom of the ego, there is nothing throughout the heavens and the earth that we need to seek. This body, as it is, is the Buddha. When we can receive this, the scenery of spring is more than just the forms of nature. When the Buddha saw the morning star he was awakened to his clear Original Nature. Kyōgen was enlightened upon hearing a piece of rubble hit a stalk of bamboo, and Hakuin upon hearing the sound of the morning bell. These are all everyday moments. In the midst of our ordinary lives, who knows when or where we will encounter the great radiance of Buddha Nature? Sweeping the garden we ask, “What is this?” Eating our food we ask, “What is this?” Prostrating to everything we ask, “What is this?” This is our living, vivid energy. We creatively continue without letting go, and we don’t know what it will be that will bring this great sudden amazement and wonder.








[image: 014]

[image: 015]

Tori naite yama sara ni yū nari

A bird sings and the mountain is quieter still

 



 



 



This line forms a couplet with “The wind stops, but the flowers still fall.” Immediately following a huge gust of wind, the branches and trees and flowers that had been blown about are again still, and in that stillness the birds become quiet and the falling of the flower blossoms can be heard and felt even more clearly. The quiet in the mountains is beyond the imagination of one who lives in the city. This silence goes to the most profound depths of our heart. This serenity is broken by the calling of one bird, and in the ensuing stillness we feel an even greater serenity. Each and every person is born with this perfection, but it is not something we can understand by thinking about it. When conceptual thinking falls away and we are no longer moved around by the winds of words and opinions, we know the depths of this true serenity.
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Hajime wa hōsō ni shitagatte sari

Mata rakka o ōte kaeru

 



First, I went following the fragrant grasses

Now I return chasing falling leaves

 



 



 



These lines are from the thirty-sixth case of the Blue Cliff Record.


One day the priest Chōsha Keijin went for a long walk in the mountains. When he returned to the monastery, the head monk was waiting for him. The monk asked, “Master, where have you been? There are many disciples gathered here for training—what are you doing, just wandering around?”

Chōsha responded, “I went to the mountain to play a little. The cherry and the peach flowers were so beautiful, and while I was looking at them they pulled me right into the deep mountains, and then the clover and the dandelions were blooming and the butterflies were dancing, and while looking at them, I arrived home again.” He was saying that the meaning of life is found in the encounters of each and every moment. Although we need to have goals, if we aren’t acting playfully within each and every second of realizing our goals—if we think, while in the midst of living and struggling, that we have to wait until later to play—then we aren’t realizing the true value of life.

People who work from Monday to Friday often think they have to wait until the weekend to be happy. After five days of suffering through our work, we try to make up for that with two days of being happy—what kind of life is this? The samadhi of the Buddha isn’t about waiting for the future but about finding joy no matter where we are, no matter how difficult or miserable our circumstances. It is about living wholly and totally in each instant.

Our lives cannot be lived in a vague way. We have to keep our sight on each footstep and live fully and thoroughly in each second. Life isn’t about enduring pain every day and looking forward to something else that will come along later and far away. When each and every moment is true, when our goal is to have a deep worth, to be complete, then in each and every moment we will find deep wonder and amazement and joy, and the value of life will be clear. We must hold this kind of life precious.
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Kyūchiku shinjun o shōzu

Old bamboo produces new shoots

 



 



 



These words, from the teachings of Daitō Kokushi in Hakuin’s Kaian Kokugo, form a couplet with “New blossoms grow out on old branches.”

Bamboo lives through the cold winter without losing its green color. In fact, bamboo actually grows in the quiet chill of winter, staying strong and cultivating its essence. Even in the snowiest season, regardless of how thin and fragile it appears, bamboo can hold a heavy load of snow. It represents that which perseveres in difficult circumstances, as does the plum blossom opening in the snow. In the spring the bamboo shoots are a sign of vivid new life and are harvested as a delicacy. The shoots grow from the roots of the older bamboo, just as the plum flowers bloom from a parent branch on the tree. Old and new bamboo are one; they share one subtle world.

There’s no greater value in life than thinking of one’s descendants. In the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha expressed this state of mind with the story of Choja Guji and the children who are afraid to leave the burning house. In this story Choja represents the Buddha, and the children are sentient beings. The children are trapped in the world of form, represented by the burning house. Choja uses expedient means to get the children out of the house, telling them that carts pulled by various animals are outside. The carts represent the various vehicles for awakening to the true teaching.

The Lotus Sutra tells us that, after hearing this story, those assembled practiced industriously and were able to realize freedom from suffering. If we open our Buddha eye, we are seeing with the very eye of Buddha. When we open this eye that sees everything, then even if we do not cut away every desire, we can become a Buddha. The seeking mind and the guiding mind join and share one subtle world.
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Jinjō ichiyō sōzen no tsuki

The moon by the window is always the same

 



 



 



When we look out the window at the moon, it is always the same moon. But if any thoughts or desires come between us and the moon, what we see changes completely. In Original Mind, everything is one and the same. Our Original Nature is deep and clear and bright. One who when seeing becomes the seeing, when hearing becomes the hearing, who becomes the very thing itself, is an eternal living Buddha.

There is nothing but this in the Buddhadharma, and there is nothing beyond this. Any analysis we make about it is a mistake, only adding clutter after the fact. When we live with no separation between ourselves and what we are experiencing, we know the truly bright and clear Mind that is our Original Nature. But as long as we carry around an ego filter, it’s impossible to experience this.

To clarify ourselves to this point is the Path of the Buddha. We have to let go of everything we get caught on. Then we can receive this world with a fresh awareness and a true life energy. The moon is always shining brightly, but we have to see it ourselves, directly. When we know it deeply from our True Mind, it’s not just scenery but a slice of our own Original Nature.
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Kayakuran

A flowering hedge

 



 



 



This phrase is from the thirty-ninth case of the Blue Cliff Record. It is attributed to Master Unmon Bunne, the founder of the Unmon line.

Once a monk asked Master Unmon, “What is the pure body of the Buddha?”

Master Unmon replied, “A flowering hedge.” Unmon was asked about the source of the universe, the pure body of the Buddha, and he answered by pointing to the hedge surrounding the toilet. What kind of an answer is that? How can the hedge that hides the toilet be the pure body of the Buddha? The purest thing is asked about, and the least pure thing is given as the answer. The absolute is being asked about, and the differentiated is given as the answer.

Looking closely, we see that this is the only way Unmon could have answered. If he is presenting that which surges through the whole universe, vertically piercing through the three realms of time and horizontally extending in the ten directions, if this really is the root source of the koan of Mu, then it needs to reach from the heights of heaven right down to that toilet. If it doesn’t reach all the way down to the maggots in that toilet, it’s not the root source of Mu. If we try to say that everything is clean and pure except for the toilet, that’s not the true Dharma. There’s no all-seeing Buddha there. If even the tiniest speck of anything is disliked, it’s not the pure body of the Buddha.

If we don’t yet have eyes that see beyond differences, then we’ll jump to conclusions and go nowhere fast. Only when we can go into the midst of society without anything extra in our minds will we be able to function without being caught on the differences around us.
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San’ō daienki

The blossoms of the mountain cherry glow like flame

 



 



 



In the mountains the cherry blossoms are blooming, one thousand at the foot, one thousand on the slopes, and one thousand at the top. The mountains are on fire with cherry blossoms; springtime is at its fullest blossoming.

There are many ways in which we can compare our lives to the flowers’ blooming. Everybody who is born wants to live a good life. But we can easily mistake the Path to happiness. True happiness isn’t about acquiring knowledge or gifts from others but about realizing our own great fortune in the radiance of our very own life. All beings are born to realize this Buddha Nature directly.

Master Reiun was enlightened at the sight of a peach blossom and wrote:
For thirty years no guests came by; 
The leaves fell and the branches became bare. 
Seeing one peach bloom, 
The time has come, 
There is no doubt left whatsoever.





For thirty years Reiun worked on obliterating every deluded thought and view. While tending to this internal housecleaning, day in, day out, he welcomed the autumn and spring so many times he lost count. With the sight of the peach flower, in bloom at that very moment, thirty years were swept away. Reiun’s huge Mind, freed of judgments and opinions, provided no quarter for doubts to arise.

As Bodhidharma said, “One bud opens its petals and naturally grows into fruit.” Our zazen gives blossom to the flower of Mind. This is the true source of joy.
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Seizan wa aoku shunsui wa midori

Spring mountains are green, spring rivers are blue

 



 



 



Zen teaches of that face, present long before your mother and father were born, that reveals your Original True Nature. That awareness prior to the birth of any awareness, before the creation of the heavens or the earth, how is that for you? That place of dying completely to everything in this world, of having realized that boundless state of mind—how is it there? This is the same place as the source of Mu before any notions or questions or thoughts can enter; this is the very foundation of our state of mind. It is that place where the heavens and the earth and I are one, where there’s not yet any division into good and bad, where I am in no way separated from anyone or anything, where not one mind moment has been born. How about right there? What is the actual substance of our awareness? This whole world—what gives birth to it and its perception?
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