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What people are saying about


The Language of Flowers in the Time of COVID


When the onset of the pandemic upends cherished plans for a flower temple pilgrimage in Japan, Stamm combines her knowledge of flower symbolism and Buddhist teachings to navigate a year of global loss, anxiety, disappointment, despair, and unrest—all through the wisdom of flowers. Deeply informed and insightful, this book relates the spiritual pilgrimage nearly all of us took courtesy of COVID, a journey into a great and fearsome unknown.


Karen Maezen Miller, author of Paradise in Plain Sight: Lessons from a Zen Garden


This book, spirited, intimate, and thoughtful, stands with the pulse of suffering humanity in a tangle of crises while held in a landscape of extraordinary beauty and resilience. The writing blossoms Buddha Mind. We are struck through with nature’s transcendent presence in the complexity of the song of a flower, healing the heart in a time of global anguish. A very special treasure.


Eido Frances Carney Roshi, Teacher & Abbess, Olympia Zen Center; author of Kakurenbo or the Whereabouts of Zen Priest Ryokan


A tale of the healing power of flowers: Stamm meets 2020’s unbelievable shifts and changes as a journey of transformation. We travel together with Joan from deep disappointment and shock through a gradual dawning of acceptance of the ancient truths of impermanence. The seasons of that difficult year unfold as flowers bud, bloom, and fade. Plans are made, perfected, and abandoned. Along the way we’re joined by Zen and ikebana masters, heroic Chinese doctors, wise and corrupt American politicians, and passionate protestors as we return again and again to a quiet garden on a mountain on an island. A reflection sad, hopeful and wise.


Nomon Tim Burnett, Guiding Teacher, Red Cedar Zen Community; and Executive Director of Mindfulness Northwest


Joan has skillfully interwoven our collective experience during the pandemic with the enlightened teachings from the flower world. We can always look to flowers, and this book, to remind us of the preciousness of our existence, and that even in unprecedented times, we live within the cycles of nature. Flowers can be our teachers to guide us through all of the seasons of our lives.


Anjie Cho, dharma arts teacher at Shambhala Center New York; and author of Holistic Spaces: 108 Ways to Create a Mindful and Peaceful Home
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Preface


full moon—


keeping it in my eyes


on a distant walk


Chiyo-ni


The “Great Mystery,” that unnamed, and many named, universal force that operates in its own way, in its own time, in unique and complex patterns too intricate to comprehend by the human brain, had laid out a plan for 2020 that nobody, except for a few infectious disease experts, saw coming. A “never seen before” virus—spherical with little viral spikes or knobs— resulted in pneumonia with deadly consequences. Before anyone knew what was happening, we would all be kowtowing to this microscopic menace because none of us wanted to look death in the face, just yet.


My plan for 2020, one among millions throughout the world, did not involve kowtowing to anything. Nor did it involve, “Staying Home.” My plan, hatched months—even years—earlier with great care and hours of research, involved spending the month of April in Japan exploring a flower temple pilgrimage in the Kansai region—all part of an investigation into the deeper meaning of hanakotoba: the language of flowers.


The virus didn’t care.


First detected in China, this novel coronavirus would rapidly consume the world. How we, as mere humans and world citizens—budding bodhisattvas—would grapple with its spread and consequences, with all that it unveiled and revealed in our culture, would be the story of 2020. All the while, another phenomenon, not of human making, and more ancient than the beginning of humans on earth, would quietly and with great dignity play out in the background. Mother Earth, the way she tilted toward or away from the sun, spun the narrative of nature: the changing seasons and weather patterns, the budding and blooming of flowers, the withering and falling of leaves, and the mystery of winter’s long sleep.


As an ikebana practitioner and teacher, Zen Buddhist and former expat, Japanese culture had inspired my creative bent ever since 1991 when I taught English in Kobe. Back then I fantasized about becoming fluent in the language, finding a Japanese boyfriend, studying Zen, and staying forever. But the year I arrived, Japan’s economy crashed. A ten-year period called “the Lost Decade” ensued. By 1992, my hopes and dreams, my livelihood, and Japan-dream-fantasy-world sunk under the shadows of an economic downturn. By 1993, with hours cut, jobs scarce, and friends moving back home, I too began to contemplate returning to the US. The Japanese boyfriend never materialized; my opportunity to study Zen with a local monk fizzled out; my passion for ikebana had not yet emerged. Isolation and dwindling employment prospects compelled me to reluctantly pack up the two suitcases I’d arrived with and book a flight home. The month was August, and as anyone knows who’s spent a summer in Japan, luck would have me leaving that for the coolness of the Pacific Northwest. Even so, reverse culture shock and an uncanny homesickness for the country I left behind soon stirred a longing to return—after all, August in Japan also means lotus blossoms. The layered nuances of ancient art forms and Buddhist thought, the haunting beauty of centuries-old temples, serene gardens and vermillion pagodas tugged at my heartstrings. Ever since those days of being introduced to a culture radically different than my own, I’ve been unraveling threads of inspiration, all of them connected to Japanese art forms and Buddhist philosophy—always keeping an eye on the full moon.


With a background in art, and a love of flowers, my creative “thread” led to ikebana; my spiritual “thread” to Zen. Throughout the years, I would find a variety of reasons to travel back to Japan. This habit continued to be nurtured with ikebana lessons at Daikakuji Temple, my school’s headquarters; with a Buddhist pilgrimage to the 33 temples of Kannon; and the discovery of a Jodo Shinshu Reiki master from Kyoto. The exploration of my latest “obsession”: “The Twenty-five Flower Temples of the Kansai”—meant to commence April 1, 2020—fed my passion for ikebana, Buddhism and the hidden language of flowers, a dynamic threesome that held potential worth exploring. On April Fool’s Day, I planned to be on a non-stop flight to Osaka with friend Kandis and her brother Robert to research first-hand a smattering of “flower temples”: ancient Buddhist sites that had been expanding and transforming their grounds into gardens for decades. A glossy Japanese magazine: KIE, or Kateigaho International Edition, Spring/Summer issue, 2010, featured an article titled, “50 Temples and Their Flowers: A Pilgrimage.” I had marked the page years ago, and tucked the idea into a brain file called “Possibilities.” Someday, I thought, I’ll visit those flower temples.


In 2019, resurrecting a creative spark buried under three years of gloomy moods and creative drought, “Someday” arrived. I dusted off my KIE, found an address and sent an old-fashioned letter in a blue airmail envelope to the abbot who’d hatched the idea of a flower temple pilgrimage. Some time later, after I’d nearly forgotten my letter, an email with kanji characters in the subject line appeared in my inbox. A friend of the founding abbot, a Reverend Yuya Tomamatsu at Temple #7, had been enlisted to respond. Ah, a validation from the universe perhaps?


Before long, plans solidified to have us arriving in Japan the following year in time for the iconic cherry blossoms: the universal poetic representatives of impermanence. Hanami would launch this tale into a journey of flower symbolism and flower “language,” interpreted through the lens of Buddhism. I would research and write about flowers, the spiritual nature of flowers, flower temple pilgrimages and the changing face of Japanese Buddhism.


Flowers and trees, and the spirits of flowers and trees, figure prominently in many Japanese art forms. In Noh plays in particular, the spirit of a plant or flower often appear in human form, usually to a traveling monk, who represents the author’s intent to tell a Buddhist story. In the play Basho, for example, a middle-aged woman appears to the typical unsuspecting monk, but she is in reality the spirit of the basho, or banana tree. In an article by Dr. Paul Atkins, titled, “The Enlightenment of Plants and Trees in Noh Drama” he proposes that, “The choice of the basho is especially apt; its long, ribbed leaves look wonderful in summer, but are shredded by autumn and winter winds, reminding us of the impermanence of life.”


Nature gives us endless metaphors for impermanence, but in 2020 our impermanence contemplation, our “shredded leaves,” did not show up as the basho tree, or the representative cherry blossoms that bud, bloom and scatter in two weeks. The face of impermanence would manifest as a virus, one never seen before, one that would officially be named SARS-CoV-2: severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2, or novel coronavirus. The virus would change our view of reality overnight, demonstrate again and again our inter-connection with all beings, and the unreliability of everything we thought was reliable; it would challenge us to choose human life over livelihood, national debt over rampant homelessness, truth over lies.


“The trunk of the basho tree,” Dr. Atkins said, “is merely a layer of leaves; remove them and the center is hollow, just as the material world only appears to have substance, according to the Buddhist worldview.” In the Noh play “the only beings attaining enlightenment are the priest and the audience; the basho plant was already enlightened.”


In Noh drama, a uniquely Japanese theatrical form that incorporates Buddhist ideas into haunting storylines, the suggestion that plants and flowers are already enlightened presented an intriguing notion. Perhaps flowers in their pure presentation represented a state of nirvana, of being beyond the realm of human suffering; or perhaps by contemplating their nature they led us to that place. Through a series of reflections on the heart or essence of flowers: plum, cherry, daffodil, kerria, wisteria, peony… within the hallowed confines of ancient Japanese Buddhist temple gardens, I had hoped to come closer to the heart of this matter. But then the virus came along, changing everyone’s life plans and reorienting us in various ways.


In our new world of the novel coronavirus and universal “stay home” directives, reflections soon turned toward the confines of my forested home: six and a half acres on a mountain, on an island, in the Salish Sea. Shantideva the eighth-century Buddhist monk, and author of Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, had brought me to this mountain many years ago. Alone at a silent retreat in the wilds of Scotland in the days when I sought liberation in the “wilds,” and one month before September 11, 2001, I came across these lines and something stirred:




When shall I withdraw into the forest,


And live among the trees,


With birds and deer who say nothing unpleasant


But are a joy to live with?





A city dweller for over 25 years, I yearned to live in the country closer to nature. It would take another 7 years to free myself from urban life, and find a “forest” where “birds and deer say nothing unpleasant,” a place of quiet solitude four hours from any major city.


Growing flowers for ikebana, flowers for every season, had been one of my goals; but growing flowers one might encounter in Japan—a secondary goal—proved to be more difficult in my new mountain habitat. Poor soil, mossy boulders, and hungry deer led to numerous failures; but the successes, along with native plants that inspired many Natural Scene arrangements, fed my ikebana mind. In 2020, with a deadly virus overtaking the world, and deprived of my Japanese adventure, I soon turned to my own plot of paradise—the 1300-foot level of my mountain garden—to explore the interwoven worlds of nature and human nature. Supplemented by lowland places, friends’ gardens, public squares, parks, cemeteries, and the virtual gardens that came through YouTube and weblinks, I began to contemplate the language of flowers within the context of a pandemic. While we humans grappled with an invisible enemy, the seasons continued undaunted. Flowers, destined to bud, bloom and scatter, unfolded as symbolic backdrops to changing world events, to the pernicious virus that hunted us. COVID-19, soon to be the new name issued by the World Health Organization, would give us great pause in the Japanese calendar year of “beautiful harmony” or Reiwa 2—known in the Gregorian calendar as 2020, a year some called a time of “clear seeing” or “perfect vision.” What would the virus help us see? I couldn’t tell in the beginning, but I hoped something significant would emerge for everyone to see, something that would move the world forward into a more compassionate and cooperative place. But hope being what it is—a dreamworld of wishful thinking, or, as Joko Beck points out in Everyday Zen, a mind that takes us out of the present moment—I’d have to wait and see. No guarantees. By grounding myself in Zen teachings, and keeping my eye on that “full moon,” I vowed to practice suspending “hope” in favor of being with “the way it is.” Not an easy vow to keep. Determined to make the most of my isolation, and hunkered down with books, writing, creative projects and a routine walking and meditation practice, I vowed to be content.


But before that time of social distancing and my hermit-like life, in the first two months of 2020, when Kandis, Robert and I still planned to spend the month of April in Japan, the dawning of our new world had not yet arrived. In the Time of Plum (February), the beginning of spring in the ancient Japanese almanac, world events quietly but rapidly began to transform.




Chapter 1


Plum in the Time of COVID


in the field


of the Buddha of Misfortune


plum blossoms!


Issa


The arrival of plum blossoms—a time of hope and endurance? Or, as some believed in ancient times, a protection against evil?


In the Buddhist view, events, phenomena, the workings of individual and collective life—cause and effect, or karma— comprise a complex web of interconnection so vast and profound as to be beyond human comprehension. Yet in the time of plum, compelled to unravel the relative events of the world, to pinpoint beginnings and junctures—at least the appearance of such things—the question, “How did this new reality begin?” deserved an answer. When did the virus sail across the Pacific Ocean to the shores of my home state of Washington? How would it, or could it, possibly cross paths with the ideas and inspirations of the “Flower Temples” of Japan?


According to the Heart Sutra, an ancient Buddhist teaching on impermanence and inter-connection, there is no beginning or end, no birth or death. All things in essence are interdependent—a piece of paper, explains Thich Nhat Hanh, reflects sun, rain, trees, loggers… an endless stream of causes and conditions, one moving seamlessly into the other without our noticing. We think phenomena are independent because that is how they appear. But human lives do not exist alone and disconnected, we do not live and die in the sense of existing or not existing, but transform into something else, and something else….


Cause and effect… you remember an article in a glossy Japanese magazine from ten years ago and the next thing you know you’re inviting a friend on a trip to Japan. “Yes, I’d love to spend April in Kyoto,” she says, and you start booking rooms, flights, shuttles…. Then the Ancient Japanese Almanac announces: “Spring Winds Thaw the Ice”; it is February, 2020, a time when life as we knew it began to come undone—another beginning, another ending. The first plums begin to show buds. The first person contracts a strange new disease. Plum blossoms open. The first person dies of this strange new disease. All beginnings, all endings, all neither and both—one event flowing into another and another….


Did the virus come from a bat? A pangolin? A lab? Theories, suspicions, speculations and paranoia circulated freely.


Consider this one: an animal poacher in Hubei Province, a man who sold pangolins and other exotic animals in the black market of Wuhan, brought the virus in from the wilds: places where humans should tread with caution. The pangolin, an unassuming slow-moving mammal with a smooth round snout and innocent eyes may have innocently played host to a virus carried by a bat, a bat from a cave, or a bat in another cage above or near the pangolin’s.


After the supposed bat, defecated or urinated or bled onto the supposed pangolin, or directly onto a human, inadvertently transferring a “novel” or, “never seen before in our life time,” virus, it took off like…, dare I say it, a bat out of hell. People in Wuhan started getting sick, really sick, with body aches, fever, dry cough, and difficulty breathing. Some of them ended up in the ICU. Some of them died. A Dr. Li Wenliang noticed something different about the type of pneumonia he was seeing and posted warnings to friends on social media. The authorities accused him of “rumor-mongering.” More people got sick. More people died.


Pangolins are bought, sold, and traded by the thousands, that’s not a theory. A rare and critically endangered anteater that looks like a cross between an armadillo and an opossum, pangolins are the most trafficked mammal in the world. They are illegally traded, not only for their “tasty” meat but supposed medicinal scales. A pangolin currently sells on the underground market for $300 a pound.


Even though an endangered species, in 2019 nine tons of pangolin scales along with one thousand elephant tusks were seized in Hong Kong enroute from Nigeria to Vietnam. Later that year, and back in my little world on the mountain, around the time pangolins were being slaughtered for the upcoming Lunar New Year, Pimsleur’s Japanese I re-taught me how to say phrases I’d learned, forgotten and relearned half a dozen times: how to ask for and understand directions; how to order food for others; how to get on the right train; how to say, Motto yukkuri onegaishimasu, “Speak more slowly, please.”
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