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Preface


TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION


In creating this book, we have struggled to determine how best to present these letters and journals of Maura Soshin O’Halloran. Journals are inherently incomplete things, for the most fundamental issues of a life or an experience are understood by the writer and are often unwritten. Because of this, Maura’s journals present us with many questions that remain unanswered—why did she want to study Zen, why did she go to Japan, what elements of her Catholic upbringing led her to Buddhism? We asked Maura’s family and the people with whom she studied and, ultimately, the only answers are here in these pages before you. Maura never intended this material to be published. Whatever questions we may have after reading these, her most personal thoughts, are not questions that were most important to Maura. What was important to her was that she become a Zen monk and be able to help other people in some way. This is what mattered to her.


Japanese words are used throughout the text. The first time a Japanese word appears it will be printed in italics with an explanation and placed in the glossary. It will be romanized thereafter.


We wish to acknowledge Ruth O’Halloran’s dedication in transcribing her daughter’s writings for publication. She was helped by Kate, Jane, Scott, and Beth O’Halloran. I wish to thank Tetsugyu Ban, Tessaisan, and Shiro Tachibana for welcoming me to Kannonji Temple and transmitting to me their love for Maura-san. I am also grateful to Paul Silverman, Lorette Zirker, and Dai-en Bennage for their insight and editorial guidance.


This book is dedicated to Maura Soshin O’Halloran.


—Michael Kerber




Introduction


BY RUTH O’HALLORAN


In a small Buddhist monastery in northern Japan there stands a statue of a young Irish-American woman who lived there in the early 1980s. During her three years of Zen training in Iwate and Tokyo she was known as Maura-san, or by her monastic name of Soshin-san. She received the transmission of her teacher in 1982 and was killed in a bus accident in Thailand six months later. In 1983, as her mother, I was invited to Japan for the dedication of her Kannon statue, an indication that she had become identified in the minds of local people with the bodhisattva Kannon, the Buddhist saint of compassion.


Her last photo, taken in front of a Japanese temple, shows a tall, blue-eyed, black-robed young woman of twenty-seven, with a radiant smile. How did this daughter of an American mother and an Irish father, educated at convent schools and Trinity College, Dublin, become not only a Zen monk but a Buddhist saint?


Maura O’Halloran was born on May 24, 1955, in Boston, Massachusetts, the eldest of six children. Her father, Fionan Finbarr O’Halloran, was a native of County Kerry, Ireland, and I a native of Maine. When Maura was four years old we moved to Ireland. Her earliest schooling was at Loretto convents in County Dublin. She briefly attended the same school that Mother Teresa had and had hoped to meet her when she went to India after her travels in Thailand. Maura had expressed an intention of doing work similar to Mother Teresa’s, among the poor of Dublin.


We returned to Boston in 1966, living in suburban Waban while my husband did graduate work in civil engineering at M.I.T. He was killed in a road accident in 1969 and the entire family returned to Dublin in 1970.


In her journal, Maura never mentions the fact of her birth and youth in Boston, but her New England background, and especially her grandmother in Maine, contributed as much to her formation as did her fourteen years in Ireland. Her position as the eldest child, flung into the role of second parent to five younger siblings at her father’s sudden death, hastened a maturity that few adolescents experience.


After receiving high honors in her Leaving Certificate from her secondary school in Ireland, she gained early acceptance at Trinity College, Dublin, where she matriculated in 1973. In 1975 she received Ireland’s highest scholastic award, which provided for all her educational expenses. While in college she did much volunteer social work, especially with drug addicts and the very poor of Dublin. She spent the summer of 1976 at the Rudolph Steiner School in Glencraig, Northern Ireland, where she cared for autistic and developmentally disabled children.


Her highly developed sense of the need for social justice sometimes made her impatient with institutional obstacles to human development. This point of view found an outlet in college protests, volunteer social work, union organizing (she antagonized the management of a restaurant in which she worked in Dublin by attempting to organize the staff into a union), and what I can only call a sort of spontaneous poverty. The latter attitude led to such a detachment from material things, especially fashionable clothing, that she often appeared genuinely shabby (years before the vogue for “shabby chic”). She deliberately limited herself to a very stringent budget.


Over her college vacations she made a series of journeys through Greece, Italy, North Africa, France, and the United Kingdom. In the summer of 1977 she returned to the United States and then went to Toronto, Canada, where she worked at several jobs to earn money for cross-continental travel. She drove with friends across Canada, then worked her way down the west coast until she arrived in San Francisco. There she worked at several jobs simultaneously (waitress, hotel desk clerk, telephone operator, and research assistant). She also studied photography and Spanish to prepare for a major trip through Latin America.


Describing this trip, she says:


Starting in April 1978, I traveled through Mexico, Central America, and most of South America, remaining in Cuzco, Peru, for almost five months where I taught English and improved my Spanish. [She also did volunteer work in Cuzco.] My lifestyle while traveling brought me into contact with people from every social level. I hitchhiked, walked, or traveled second-class, as did the Indians. People, from local campesinos to wealthy hacienda owners, continually showed me hospitality, bringing me to their homes and talking for long hours about their lives, problems, politics, and ambitions.


She ventured as far south as Punta da Arenas and flew back from Santiago, Chile, arriving in Maine in the midst of a blizzard on Christmas Day 1978.


After a visit with her family, who had moved back to Maine from Ireland earlier in 1978, she went to Boston where she lived in a studio apartment on Bromfield Street while working at a Cambridge restaurant to finance her proposed trip to the Orient. In Boston she became active in the anti-nuclear movement and continued her study of photography, which culminated in a one-man show of her work in 1979. Her interest in Japan had been aroused by the enthusiasm of the family’s old friend and solicitor in Ireland, Frank Sweeney, and by her own long-term interest in meditation. In our Dublin home in the early 1970s one often came upon her in some corner, sitting in the lotus position, calmly centered within herself, oblivious to phone, TV, and family. She had the ability to focus cheerfully and totally on whatever she did, and I have no doubt that this was partly the result of her habit of meditation.


In Boston, where Maura was born, or in Dublin, where she spent her youth and college years, little was known about her experience as a Zen monk until a documentary of her life, Maura: A Japanese Journey, was produced for Irish national television in 2002. This film was based principally on the English-language edition, published in 1994, of the journals and letters she wrote during her three-year stay in Japan. The original edition of Pure Heart, Enlightened Mind, has been translated into German, Dutch, Italian, French, and Japanese.


Because of continued interest in my daughter, I have, with the help of my family, assembled this new edition containing much material omitted from the original book. Since Maura had no intention of publishing her daily notes, she often used Japanese terms which could be confusing for the reader, so we have included a glossary translating these words. Several additional letters are included in this new edition.


Shortly before she left Japan in 1982, Maura completed the first chapter of a novel based on her own life, only slightly fictionalized. This entertaining account of a young Western woman’s introduction to Japanese monastic life supplements her journals and should give readers a vivid insight into daily life in a Zen monastery. A letter from the friends in Bangkok with whom she stayed before boarding the bus to Chiang Mai has also been appended. They describe her last few days in Thailand.


Her last month of living in America was September 1979, which she spent writing, reading, and thinking in her Aunt Anne’s lakeside cottage in much-loved Wayne, Maine. After a week spent with friends in San Francisco, she flew to Hawaii and then to Tokyo.


Her journals and letters take the narrative from this point. The following are excerpts from the notebooks and journals kept by Maura O’Halloran during the period of her three years’ training in Zen at Toshoji Temple in Tokyo and Kannonji Temple in Iwate Prefecture, Japan, 1979–1982. The roshi of these temples is Tetsugyu Ban.


Ruth O’Halloran was Maura’s mother. She died during the production of this Wisdom edition in 2005 at the age of 77.




The Writings of
Maura Soshin O’Halloran
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Prelude


NOVEMBER 1979


Dear Family,


Well, the luck of the Irish stayed intact across the international dateline, and I’m doing great. Sure and begorra, let me tell you the tricks.


First off, I arrive in Honolulu at two in the morning and I’m exhausted and bleary-eyed (having, of course, been up with friends in San Francisco most of the night before). So I try to find somewhere to lay my head before trying to track down cousin Ed. I ended up under a palm tree amidst all these bushes, crooking myself in and out of its sinuous roots. Hardly the Hilton, but it does till dawn. Then stumbling and staggering, I phone a million different numbers only to find that cousin Ed is out at sea. At that stage I’d do anything for a bit of sleep, and that’s where my next adventure begins.


When you picture me in Hawaii, do you see me in a bikini on Waikiki Beach, sipping piña coladas? Try envisioning me in a sari, at a Hare Krishna temple, explaining how to make Irish potato bread. That’s it. In the airport I got chatting with a girl named Nancy, a recent convert who’d do anything for Krishna, including giving shelter to a poor Irish waif. Well, I ended up there for nearly a week, scrubbing pots and cooking in exchange for my keep. And did I learn a lot about the Krishnas! (To get away, I had to pretend I was leaving for one of their other temples.) They dressed me up in a sari and proceeded to try to convert me. We got up every morning at 3:00 A.M. for service and a Bhagavad Gita lesson. This involved singing, dancing, chanting, and making offerings to the deities—all very pretty, but at three in the morning I was less than enthused. Then we go off to chant our rounds before the sunrise, 16 rounds of 109 beads, each one requiring “Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna, Krishna, Hare, Hare, Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama, Rama, Hare, Hare.” Now let me hear you say that fast 1,744 times (before breakfast). I developed the knack of curling up in a little niche in the largest banyan tree in Hawaii and grabbing a bit of a snooze.


They start from the premise that the world is a place of misery, is an illusion—maya—a mere unsatisfactory reflection of the real and wonderful world in which Krishna dwells. In order to free themselves from endless reincarnations, they seek to deny themselves any sense of gratification, sublimating all pleasures for the desire to be with Krishna. So if I point out a magnificent sunset sky, I’m told that the color of Krishna’s robe is more glorious. I try to smell a flower but I’m stopped as it hasn’t yet been offered to Krishna. There they were in a mini-paradise, Hawaii, and couldn’t even enjoy it. The air was positively perfumed and soft and warm. The sun was a huge orb and everywhere grew lush tropical plants, flowers, and fruits. They’ll never convince me that I’m in misery.


They must have thought me an awful agent of evil and seduction, judging from the things they corrected me on. One poor guy was caught talking to me. That occasioned two lectures as the men in saffron aren’t allowed to talk to women. I wore my sari too short (I was afraid it would fall off so I rolled it in well). I shouldn’t have let the veil fall off my head while I scrubbed the pots. I was told not to smile when talking to the men! That was modified to an intriguing request not to smile “that way.” The funniest of all was when we were sitting down in the temple and I was told to cover my feet. Can you imagine my club feet being so provocative as to cause a devotee one uneasy thought?


My sense of humor became strained, though, when they started the line that women were of a lower order than men. Women should be married or they were like lost sheep unable to fend for themselves. I had a retort or two for that. Yet they were lovely people and kind and good, if a little misguided. And they certainly helped me when I needed it. What was really amusing was dancing out in the streets with them. The reactions were hilarious.


But I got away.


I had been thinking of changing my ticket to Japan and spending time on one of the remoter islands, but when I got to the airport I couldn’t be bothered with the hassle. So on I got and a stroke of luck that was, too. When I landed in Tokyo, on an off-chance I tried the number of a friend of a friend from Boston. It was one of those dodgy numbers with a question mark and a smudge. I couldn’t believe it when a friendly American voice answered at the other end. She was leaving for the States that afternoon so said I could sleep in her place until Friday when the girl downstairs is leaving and I can have her place until January! Well, I could hardly believe it. If I’d arrived any sooner, there wouldn’t have been room at her place. Any later, and I would have missed her.


Her place really is tiny. She shares with another very nice American. It’s a doll’s house, a two room affair. The sitting-room furniture gets moved at night for the mattresses to be pulled out. Most Japanese really have no room to entertain. The table is interesting. It’s about a foot and a half off the ground but has a quilt attached all around with a heater underneath, so your legs keep cozy. And they really do have those Japanese baths; I’m just over a long, luxurious soak.


Yesterday I went walking around Tokyo for about eight hours. At first I was horrified by what I saw. The day was overcast and grey, the air smoggy and raw. I started in the business district. Seas of people in grey and navy surged around me like so many uniformed army ants. Their faces were expressionless, seemingly choked by their tight, skinny ties. The city, gutted during the war, was modern and bleak; the only relief from the grey was the assault of neon. In my best Japanese accent I could only think “Yuck!” I contemplated a speedy packing and exit.


Then, fortunately, I meandered into neighborhoods where rigor mortis had not set in and people were smiling. I had fun going through streets festooned with paper lanterns and streamers, listening, smelling, and watching. It’s funny trying to get anyplace. I sympathize with illiterates because you can’t even read street signs. It becomes a treasure hunt of clues wrestled from waving arms and broken English. I’m already learning a lot. The girl I’m staying with has been here a year and a half and is giving me loads of insights. She’s doing anthropological work here and has a ton of books on Japan and the Japanese that I’m looking forward to delving into. At the weekend we’re going to another town filled with temples and more traditional buildings. It should be fun. She’s great and is certainly making things a lot more pleasant for me…


Love, Maura
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Part I


Arrival


Wednesday, November 18, 1979


I phone Toshoji Temple. Am met at temple by Tessai-san. He guides me through mounds of mandarin oranges, under the paper lanterns, past the vendor plying sweet potatoes. He says, “You came at a good time—tea time.” There are four monks like little boys, laughing, innocent, delighted to see me. I meet the master, Go Roshi. When I was told that I could stay there, I felt as if I had come home, very settled and bursting with happiness. There are no other foreigners yet.


Thursday


I see Ueno Park and great museum. Rodin’s “Thinker” sits there looking at a bed of cabbage. I have a job interview. They want to hire me.


Friday


I go to Roppongi. Disappointing. I go for a second job interview. The eejit [idiot] blathers for three hours on nothing. He just wants cute young Caucasians—the other three candidates are better qualified than I but I’m offered the job. I turn it down.


Saturday


I go to the temple. The master can’t speak English. They give me my room, four tatami mats wide. There’s a little desk, cushion, and mattress. We go upstairs to chant. The statues look pagan. I’ve no idea what I’m getting into. Dinner is disastrous. We kneel around benches. There is a precise way to do everything, a million bows. Silence. The damn egg roll is so big and greasy that I can’t pick it up. I’m behind the others, gobbling, trying to catch up. The voice of the master shatters the silence. “You eat slowly.” I don’t know if it’s a comment or a command. I take it as the latter and relax and am grateful that the one thing he said was so right.


Sunday


They told me they didn’t begin until six on Sundays but they’d already started when I arrived at six. I didn’t know what to do. I knelt in the darkness outside Go Roshi’s door. As he comes out he smiles and beckons me into the hall. After breakfast, he asks me if I’ve completed university and how did I know of the temple. He asks me if I’m willing to shave my head, and to beg [takuhatsu]. I say okay. He jumps up and springs from the room. I thought he’d gone for the razor but he comes back with robes. I model them and everyone laughs with child-like delight. Tomorrow will be my ceremony. I’ll get my new name.


I’m late again. I understand nothing, can only watch. I watch as the sun’s broad band creeps slowly across the black, glinting on the ivory, catching each monk, one by one. Taro is always at peace. Tenno won’t smile. Takeo holds his stomach, tears pricking his eyes.


We do more cleaning. It seems interminable. I sweep outdoors. My bare feet, pink from cold, look wrong peeping from the wooden sandals. I feel wrong behind the whisking bamboo twigs. I cannot understand or be understood.


The afternoon is better. We chat and laugh a bit. They confer for the right word, tell me they are glad I’m here. I love them.


Monday


My ceremony. I am named Soshin. I like it. It rhymes with Oisin, a name that has always intrigued me. The others had been given names like” iron wolf” or “iron ship,” so I was surprised at how beautiful my name was. It was variously translated as “great enlightenment,” “simple mind,” or “warm/open/frank heart.” I’ll gladly take any version. I’m to go to Morioka in January to beg. They keep teasing that I’ll be famous on TV. I really enjoyed sawing wood. The monks are not at all sexist. I’m totally “one of the lads” in dress, behavior, and treatment. I’d love to be as peaceful and vibrant as Go Roshi. I do wish I could understand him.


Tuesday


My mind wanders so when I do zazen [sitting meditation]. A gaijin [foreigner] came, named Frederick. He’s been traveling around the world but is still very German. At first I really wanted him to stay but then I realized that I am happier surrounded by only these wonderful Japanese. They are good and pure and simple. Eshin’s gentle child’s face is so unspoiled, totally without guile. He’s loading me with lessons. I hope he tires a bit. Frederick made me glad I wasn’t on the outside—there’s so much distracting nervousness there.


But I was cold. Bare feet on bare boards. The wind rises between the cracks, and it will get worse. For a little while, trying to be with the cold, I enjoyed it, a nice skin-tensing sensation. Brisk. But, oh my feet!


Wednesday


I finally had a really good meditation. For a few moments my mind stopped its incessant chattering and I was down very deep.


In the morning I felt restless with thoughts of how long I should stay, should I go elsewhere, will I be very old before going back to my own world? In the evening there is meditation and service. I feel very high. We had a banquet afterwards, with saké to drink. I look at these men, laughing, enjoying, knowing. Like the old men in pubs at home, they drink through the grey curls of smoke. They are simple men, kneeling long hours on a cushion, leading spartan lives, but they are no Himalayan hermits. They drink and revel. It would be a good and wonderful thing to grow old like these men.


Thursday


An ancient man, a great master, Dai Achukyo Chitana Songi, comes to pay his respects to Go Roshi. Two women help him hobble up the steps. I gasp in awe and reverence, “He’s beautiful.” Tetsuro repeats my exclamation and another visiting senior motions for me to follow. We sit, the six of us, in Go Roshi’s snug reception room. I feel so privileged. I can’t understand a word. The others serve us. I can only watch this man, the power, wisdom, and dignity he exudes.


Jiko gives me a present of a gold-colored harp being strummed by a ringleted maiden in an evening gown. “That’s you,” he says. I’m touched. His name means “sunny.” He’s always trying out awkward English idioms, like “It’s all Greek to me.” His face crinkles when he smiles, a Peter Pan. He spends long hours copying chants into romaji [Roman characters] for me.


At the service I feel very high, can’t stop smiling. At tea-time the Zen Society gathers and I’m briefly questioned about my intentions.


Jiko tells me I’m to be Go Roshi’s jewel. I’m elated. About one meditation a day seems to be a good one.


Today I had my first real dokusan [interview with Roshi about one’s practice]. (I went before but had no interpreter.) Go Roshi gave me the koan* of mu. Nothingness. Only mu. I become filled with mu. [“Mu” literally means” not,” from the renowned koan in which the master answers “mu” to the question of whether a dog has Buddha nature. This is often the first or primary koan engaged by Zen students.]


The interpreter and Tetsuro call me to their room. They have both attained enlightenment. They question me about my motives and knowledge. All the time my pulse beats “nothingness, nothingness.” Poems have come to me between the beats of mu.


Cathy-san was enlightened in three years, one priest in a year. I need not wait for old age, just follow Go Roshi. I have total faith in him. He can see inside me. He has the strength to kill my ego so that I can be free. “Without fail,” he says, “you will attain enlightenment.” I can scarcely contain myself. “Nothingness, nothingness.” It’s like a jungle drum beating through my veins, but I must fight for it. I sleep in a frenzy. I keep awakening hearing “Nothingness, nothingness.”


Saturday


I work to mu. I hate the interruption of talking because slowly through the day and its idle chatter, nothingness slips. I meditate three times. My body. Inside and all around is nothing. No thing. No separation. A geyser in a lake appears to be a separate thing but is the lake. In the morning there is question-time. I ask Go Roshi the meaning of enlightenment. He strikes me. Not hard. When you are hit, you feel pain.


Sunday


Ice cubes in a glass seem separate, have form. The sun shines; where have the ice cubes gone? Nothing has been taken away. Their separateness is only form and only apparent, a temporary, illusionary state. Plants have consciousness. If there is reincarnation, and we are reincarnated as plants, our consciousness would be different, i.e., that of a plant. Our present body does not continue. Our consciousness changes with the form. Thus there is nothing left of the ice cube. We are all nothingness.


Another week


I told Takeo-san my answer. He said I was enlightened. Wonderful!


Jiko and I went to the English bookstore. I couldn’t contain my joy, looking at the dead people, thinking of nothingness.


I went to dokusan. I was determined not to be tricked into using words. Words give form, apparent substance, to nothingness. Roshi asked me what was mu. I said “nothingness.” He hit me. What do I feel? I was about to say pain but due to my resolution to avoid words, I said” nothingness.” “Continue,” he said. I had reached my answer through logic. He was right. Think only of mu, nothing else. Don’t study Japanese or sit in the corridor—only mu.


At the English bookstore, all the conflicting theories of Zen and schools had confused and upset me. I bought a book I already had but then refused to read it. Words. I want to know from inside.


The days went on, full of mu. I avoided the others’ company, stopped laughing and only thought of mu. At times it drove me crazy—mu, mu, rattling in my brain, not allowed to think of anything else. I jump up and throw it out, annoyed. Other times I go down, down, down with it, down beneath words where my breath is gentle. Like looking up through the lake and the surface is a sentence and I’m below. Gentle at times. Quiet. A little smile slipping across my face. Sometimes I sit an hour and a half before there’s five minutes of calm. At times I’m so happy, other times so vexed with my trivial mind.


Sunday evening


Takeo suggested how I should breathe. I tried and gradually got more and more excited. Mu rose vibrating up my spine, exploded in my head. Everything was simple. I was laughing. Mu was only mu. I felt ecstatic, couldn’t contain my joy. I ran out of the hall, kissed the trees, stood in the garden and was the garden, really was it. All through dinner I beamed. Jiko kept staring. The others had described enlightenment. This was so much stronger. I didn’t meditate that night, only lay wrapped snug in bed, listening to the rain.


Several of Maura’s friends have shared letters that they received from her while she was in Japan. Because she knew her letters home would be read widely by young and old alike, she was quite cirumspect in what she wrote to us. However, writing to her college friends she could be more forthright.


—Ruth O’Halloran


(undated)


Dear Sean [a classmate from Trinity College, Dublin],


Tokyo is hideous, a swarming smear of black and navy. They’re workaholics, living in rabbit warrens. It’s a dignified but degrading imitation of the States…So stemming from Golden Gate mushrooms and my contempt for contemporary Japan I’ve ended up in a Zen monastery, a haven of antiquity in this sprawling megalopolis. The monks are lovely, simple men. It’s a very different life here, good for the time being, though it’s too early to really judge the worth of zazen…


Have a good Christmas, Sean.


Toshoji, Tokyo


December 12, 1979


Dear Family,


…my heart will be with you so think of me at Christmas. There’ll be no plum pudding here. Bean cakes are nice, though.


I was settling in nicely to Tokyo life, met a few people and had loads of work opportunities. But I realized I was only meeting gaijin and all the foreigners form a little clique with an occasional Japanese girlfriend or boyfriend. I was speaking no Japanese and wasn’t attracted by the culture, so I’ve taken a leap into real Japan, and ancient Japan at that! I’m living at Toshoji temple and get room and board in exchange for some cleaning every day, and I’m learning zazen. I’m the only woman and only foreigner studying here.


When I arrived at the Togoshi Koen station, I phoned the temple, and they said someone would come down to meet me. I stood up straight, expecting to be greeted by some quiet, dignified old abbot. Next thing, I jump backwards as a bicycle hurtles at me. Billows of black leap and land at my feet as Tetsuro-san straightens his glasses, catches his breath, and welcomes me. At the temple, it’s tea-time, and the monks, sitting on the floor, are laughing and smoking and not looking at all austere. They all try out their high-school English and laugh even more. They’re lovely, like great big kids, full of fun. I’ve yet to see one even vaguely vexed. They all chipped together and bought a linguaphone set so that they could talk to me better. So I keep getting “Would you like another glass of soda?” or “Take these suitcases to our room, please.”


Each day starts at five o’clock. I wash my face by the light of the moon. I have my own room with four tatami mats and my own little outhouse. The food is good. Our staples are rice and seaweed, but the cook is really talented. Monastery life is certainly a change. I’ve never done so much bowing in my life. There’s a very exact protocol, especially during meals, of bowing and joining hands as if in prayer. They must think I’m very polite because now I just bow at every pause. That way I figure I’m covered.


At times I feel like a cow in labor. You see, my koan is mu, and I’m supposed to bellow this (discreetly, where necessary) at every available opportunity. I scared the wits out of the poor cook, who thought the noise was her cat being brutalized.


So I’m happy, healthy, and out of mischief. Imagine, me in bed by nine every night! And cleaning every day. That’s not as bad as I feared. I even clean voluntarily. Can you believe that? They have a wonderful cleaning agent here. We use it on floors, sinks, windows, metal, you name it. Elbow grease. That’s it. Not even mops. Everything is done with rags and water.


The place is totally non-sexist. I half expected to be pointed toward the kitchen but I saw wood and move furniture with the best of them. And no condescending “Didn’t she do well?” It’s just taken for granted. I’m totally “one of the lads,” except I’m not bald. Next month we go up to the north of Japan, to Iwate Prefecture, to do begging. That should be an experience, begging in the snow. They say it’s very beautiful there. I’m looking forward to seeing some countryside…


Love, M.


Monday morning


Christmas Eve: I go to dokusan. “How have you apprehended mu?” Mu is mu. I’m smiling, happy, not at all nervous, still elated. “Continue!” The bell goes ting-a-ding-ding. I’m dismissed.


I felt crushed. He didn’t know. Didn’t he know? How could he know? But I knew. Damn. It was Christmas eve. I was cold, and sick of soji [temple cleaning], afraid that Tenno thought I wasn’t doing enough, so from guilt I was working more. Hating the guilt. Thinking of home and family and how long I’d be stuck doing stupid, menial cleaning and with no enlightenment.


Tears prick my eyes. Juro and Eshin, like mother hens, tend me. I sit in Eshin’s tiny, dark, freezing hole, wrapped tight in his wool kimono, listening to music. I try to really listen, to stop words. I don’t do any soji and wonder what Tenno thinks. Roshi buys a Christmas cake, the cook buys champagne, and they give me a party. Five monks huddled around wooden benches. When we sing we see our breath. The green plastic holly and frosting tree look odd on the strawberry cream cake. They light the candles. Don’t all Western cakes have candles? I wait for them to burn down. They toast me and cheer me. Jiko writes out “The Song of Wandering Aengus” on a subway map. It’s not Christmas, but it’s the Christmas spirit. They gave me a real lift.


Christmas day, like any other day. Even the post office is open. I decide monastery life is not for me. I love life too much to lock myself away. Maybe six months, a good chance to work on myself. It seems my experience of “enlightenment” was as good as Tetsuro’s yet Roshi does not accept it. I remember the book says that Rinzai and Soto [the two main sects of Japanese Zen; Maura trained in Soto] both produce the same effect, so I decide to hell with koans. I’ll work on breathing, mental silence, and really being here now. I felt much better. Tetsuro has said several times how hard I work. It’s not so, but it relieves my nagging guilt. Zen is very important to me. I think I’ll leave by summer but continue to study Zen when I get to Paris.


These men are wonderful. They show me such genuine warmth and love that I’m thriving. At first I took Go Roshi at his word and thought only mu. I wouldn’t talk to anyone, dampened myself down. I felt I was going mad. The only variation from day to day was what was on the blue saucer for dinner. Now I’m not so extreme, but maybe it’s necessary to go a little crazy to break the ego. Or maybe that’s “Zen sickness.”


It feels funny to be in my long black robes, darting through the traffic on a sunny bicycle day or waltzing with Jiko in a department store.


Was so still I could feel my heart beat and it was the clock ticking on the wall.


I make it. Making consists of it and me. It and me are one in making.


I tried an experiment to silence my internal chatter, made the running commentary relevant. There is blue, there is smoking, there is sweeping, swish, swish. It made things much richer.


Roshi gave me more clothes. He said my heart was pure. I gave everyone little New Year presents. After dinner, in English, Roshi spoke into the silence. “Very good present, thank you.” He bows deeply. I laugh deeply.


New Year’s Eve party: These little monks know how to have fun. Here am I, my friends all monks—it seems strange. I sang “Auld Lang Syne.” It’s the first time I’ve sung alone in public and not cared. Little by little I’m gaining understanding, though my meditations have been very shallow.


I want to be a Zen master.


*A koan is a verbal puzzle that points to ultimate truth. Many koans have been handed down from teachers in early Chinese Zen Buddhist periods, but all masters in all ages find material at hand for teaching. They are studied in various ways according to the teacher, sometimes during zazen.
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Part II


Takuhatsu


(BEGGING)1980


Kannonji Temple, Iwateken


January 6, 1980


Funny about my age. Go Roshi’s son thought I was thirty. I looked in the mirror and I looked thirty. When I came to here to Kannonji [country temple in Iwate Prefecture, owned by the roshi], they say I look a teenager. I look in the mirror and I look like a teenager.


Sometimes mu is so beautiful. Kneeling on the bare boards, by the warmth of the wood stove, the day is a grey, snowy twilight. I’m mixing the soup around and around, brown into a foam, around and around. Breathing deeply and softly, a mu, I feel peace.


Five in the morning zazen. Sutras, and our breath puffs steam-engine billows of icy vapor. I look at these men, their hard, kind faces, and I love them. I then look at the old woman, bent double, who for the past ten years (since she gave the land on which Kannonji was built) has hobbled over to the temple every morning for sutra [the teachings of the Buddha, chanted in temple services]. A bare silhouette in the pre-dawn light, bent over her cane, she shuffles through the snow. And before breakfast we are out shoveling the virgin white, and I don’t even mind. Rice and soup, plain and hearty.


Takuhatsu, layer upon layer of clothes, sometimes ten, with our begging bowls and bells we walk slowly through the streets of Morioka, through the snow and sleet, in straw sandals, bells ringing, chanting. The little old women slide open the panel on their doors, drop a coin in a bowl and stand, with bent head and long apron, waiting for a monk’s blessing. Sometimes they gasp in surprise when they see me—a woman, a gaijin. When I walk, just walk, chanting, not wondering what time it is or watching the doors, I am very happy.
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Riko-san is very hard and very good, a man of precious metal. He walks through the snow storms to get me warm clothes. He teaches me in simple broken English about Buddhism. He is simple and pure and has no doubts. So too is his wife. I love her. A temple woman asked in wonder whether I was a boy or a girl, then brought her child to kneel before me and kept taking my hands to kiss them. I wonder what she was saying.


There’s been much fuss since I was interviewed on TV and in the newspaper. Now people point to me, want to put their offerings in my bowl, children follow me on the street. In jest, Taro-san calls me a goddess, Buddha of the caravan. Silly, because the fuss is on account of my being foreign and female.


The devout women of Morioka invite us to lunches. Oh, such food! They never eat with us—probably couldn’t afford to—but reverently wait outside the room. With tears in their eyes they thank us for the privilege of serving us. I watch them on their knees bowing and feel weird to be in this role, especially in another culture from my own. At one luncheon it was decided that I had a Japanese face. Of course my face is as Irish as turf but it’s all part of their acceptance of me. Several people have said that I don’t seem Western. In South America I didn’t feel estranged either; they said I seemed Latin. Quién sabe?


The woman in the fish shop served us hot saké and rice. It’s warming, after hours in the snow. All around lie the bodies of fish, bodies heaped on bodies, with gaping eyes and mouths. I no longer want to eat fish. I wouldn’t catch one myself. Shellfish and eggs I can handle. But then I eat fish for lunch because I eat what’s given me.


January 13, 1980


Dear Family,


Happy birthday to my favorite brother in this whole world. Wish I could be with you. You’ve gone and grown up behind my back. Hope you like school and you’re not showing off too much with all A’s. An A- here or there would be good for the other kids. Right?


How was the Christmas for yis? I missed you. Christmas Eve was very cold and glum without a sprig of holly or a sniff of turkey. I was feeling decidedly on the wrong side of the Pacific. Word went around the monastery that I was down in the dumps, and they all rallied round. One monk did my chores for me. Another one wrapped me in a big woolen coat (it was freezing), popped headphones on me and played tapes, his prize being hymns from Notre Dame. The abbot went out and bought a “Christmas cake” and the cook bought champagne. They were going to give me a Christmas party. Well, it was the funniest looking Christmas party I ever saw. Five monks and the cook huddled in the cold around four wooden benches. The plastic tree and yule log looked strange sitting on a “Christmas cake” of whipped cream and fresh strawberries. They lit birthday candles on the cake. Don’t all western cakes have candles? But they didn’t know what to do with them so they turned off the lights and patiently waited for the candles to melt down. Then they played “Silent Night” in Japanese and took turns singing English songs. Then Tetsuro-san leaps to his feet in full monk’s regalia, hips swinging, and in choppy Japanese accent he does his rendition of Elvis Presley. Then there was “Home, home on the lange.” Great cheer all around, though you could see everyone’s breath as each sang his song. The party ended at 8:00; we all had to be up at 4:30. It wasn’t quite Christmas, but it was certainly the Christmas spirit.


All the while there was the build-up to going begging this month. A couple of days before we were to leave for the north, one of the monks came to my room with an armful of bandages.


I asked what they were for. “Your wounds,” he replied solemnly. We both consulted our dictionaries to make sure bandages and wounds were the right words. They were. I closed the door and wondered just what I’d let myself in for this time. I felt as if I was going off to war.


I’ve hit the news again. Aren’t you glad it’s not a demonstration this time? Everyone was amazed at a girl and a foreigner going begging. It looks hard, walking for hours through the snow in straw sandals (with socks), chanting and ringing a bell. “Severe training for a boy,” they say, “but for a girl?” and their slanted eyes widen. So they interviewed me on TV; then the newspaper for this prefecture came around. I don’t know what they wrote. The reporter couldn’t speak English, so one of the monks told him all about me. Suddenly I had a public. People in buses would wave and point; children followed me in the street; people chased me to put money in my bowl. Today the newspaper came round again. There was such a response that they want another article.


It’s funny, the begging isn’t bad at all. I wear literally ten layers of clothes and once the fingers and toes are numb, you don’t feel a thing. It’s nice walking through the streets singing at the top of your lungs. It’s like going Christmas caroling every day. Then the little wooden door rattles and slides across and an old woman, bent over, clutching her shawl, shuffles in the snow to drop whatever she can in your bowl, then bends her head reverently waiting for the blessing I can’t give.


Most days families from the town invite us to lunch. It’s a big occasion for them and they go all out. We wear our ceremonial dress. They put a feast before us. I’m trying all kinds of Japanese delicacies I could never have afforded otherwise. They’re on their knees pouring out their thanks to us again and again for coming to their home. If you could see the old women with tears rising to their eyes, holding the abbot’s gown and thanking him. It’s so strange to be in this respected position. I’m not used to it in my own culture, let alone this one. Fellows my own age passing in the street who normally would try to chat me up instead join their hands as if to pray and bow deeply. All the while I’m trying to keep a straight face.


This amulet that I’m enclosing was especially commissioned by the abbot for you. It is a New Year’s blessing to bring health and happiness to the home. On the right is our name, on the left is the temple and the monk that wrote it (the same one that did Elvis on Christmas Eve). They say it should be hung in a special place.


When you mentioned coming to Japan, I must say, selfishly, I’d love you to come over; it’d be great to see you, but in fact if you’re going to spend the money you’d get better value anywhere else. Prices are ridiculous. $20.00 for a steak, $13.00 for a melon, $1.50 for a cup of coffee…it’s all true. But then you could eat tofu and mandarins and drink green tea instead. Little was left of old Japan after the war; now it’s mostly ugly concrete rabbit warrens, but for me it’s grand because I’m living in thirteenth-century Japan and it’s fascinating. But I must say, of all the countries I’ve been to, modern Japan would be low on my list of “must come back to’s.” However, I’d still like to see ya.


Love, M.


Kannonji Temple,


February 1980


It was daikan [great cold]. The great, coldest, coldest weeks of the year, coldest prefecture of the country. Go Roshi was delighted that I wasn’t used to the cold—better training. I told the temperature by whether the offerings were frozen or not, and often they were. So, wiping a metal cup the cloth would freeze on. Washing in the morning isn’t cracking the skin of ice on the basin but taking a blunt instrument and bashing it. Perhaps the hardest part was not the takuhatsu itself but sutras in the morning.


Up and run to the little wood stove in the kitchen. A few minutes respite from the cold, then into zendo [meditation hall]. I was first, sitting alone in the predawn dark. The rustling of the robes to the rhythm of running feet, and the bell rings; wood resounds a dull thud. Slowly incense wafts through zendo. I am more asleep than awake, struggling to incarnate, meditations usually frazzled. Tekan-san’s cushion always there, so I wonder if he already sat. Tessai, Tessan, and Jiko-san all gurgle, splash, spit toothpaste, then drift in one by one. Tachibana Sensei [the village high school English teacher] and his ten-year-old son. Could I, can I ever do that, lead a layman’s life and still attend to my meditations?


From zendo into hondo [hall for chanting and teaching] where it’s even colder. Sutra clouds of frozen breath. At the end, if I have the control to touch my baby fingers together for obeisances, then I’m glad the day is so warm. Sutra ends and we scurry, run, laughing in the darkness, dashing towards the warmth of the hearth.


Jiko-san, chafing his hands together “Itai, itai” [“That hurts!”] through the chattering of his teeth; Katsuko-san, round, cuddly dumpling, smiles sympathetically; Tessai announces the temperature. I squat among the sticks, my long robes flowing carelessly across them, huddled over the stove, warming my hands and watching the red flickering in the slit. Hypnotizes. Soji for breakfast. Soji—we run, bare feet seem to stick, slightly frozen, to the tatami. We sweep out the snow where it has drifted in the cracks, laughing all the while, more to keep warm than from amusement.


Breakfast is hearty. I hold high my rice bowl, blue bears dance across it. The kerosene fire glows warmly in its ceramic reflection. The rice steam curls mu and I am at peace and thankful.


Crossing through the snow in the dawn twilight, I look at the stars. Some days I’m happy, skipping, tingling, other days muttering, promising myself never again, consoling myself—I love you, Maura, you can do it, Maura; it’s only X more days—wanting to linger in bed with a cup of coffee, or just once to sleep later than 4:30. I add a couple of sweaters and a kimono, then carry back my takuhatsu gear to the breakfast room. There, with Tekkan-san, I dress, Katsuko-san puttering around, kindly warming damp socks, straightening a belt or fold. Tekkan-san often seems gruff, “Noooo, this way” pulls, pushes, tightens my clothes, pulls my kimono firmly across my chest, just a straightforward arrangement of clothes. Then a few minutes’ space before we have to leave, a quiet time. I sit, trying to be empty, to only sit. Sometimes in simple English, with many pauses Tekkan-san would tell me something about Buddha, about life, or read sutra with me. “You must learn to read Buddhist book,” he says.
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Part III


Tokyo


Toshoji, Tokyo, February 21, 1980


Yesterday I bought books. I read about mu, read that mu is not a mantra, don’t just repeat mu but struggle with What is mu? I went upstairs to zendo mu. I am mu. I am nothing, nothing, nothingness. I do not exist (though I do). But nothing, absolutely nothing. Something trembled near my eyes. I wept, lay down on the tatami and wept huge, heaving tears. I was nothing, my dreams, my hopes, my conceits were nothing. I cried funeral tears. I was at my own funeral and no one else had come. It was crying and crying and crying and…


Downstairs, it was time to make toast. Tetsuro-san asked what was wrong. I am nothing, and it’s very hard and very sad and tears pricked. “Honto? [“Really?” / “Is that true?”] You are near enlightenment. You must go to dokusan.” I know I’m not near enlightenment but I would like to go to dokusan. I do mu, a deep total mu. Afterwards my vocal cords hurt. Roshi says keep with mu ’til sesshin [usually an intensive week of zazen] and then I will attain enlightenment. (As for that “will”—try “may.”)


After dinner, Roshi says put an ad in the paper for a new cook. He doesn’t like my cooking. The fish was too hard (two weeks old, I scraped off the mold), the salad too hearty. It was true. I wasn’t that put out. It was true. Tho’ I liked cooking, wished it had been good. I felt too drained to really react, to be really hurt. After all the tears, I had heard the shock of Tekkan-san’s possible dismissal by the people of Morioka. There seemed to be an enormous web of conflicting saying and thinking. Morioka people had seemed so warm, generous, and appreciative of Tekkan-san, yet the dear little old ladies deftly stabbed him thru the heart. Roshi dismisses us; the others say they’re always hungry but grumble about too much food. I am tired, little sleep, and I am nothing—exhausted, spent. And Jiko-san says, “You are too simple and too honest.” And for that time he is right. I can scarcely even feel bewildered, only wash the dishes and go to bed.


You must struggle with a koan, fight with it and for it. My energy in mu is renewed asking, What is it? Getting up in the morning is one of the hardest things for me. So I will get up even earlier and go to hondo and sit.


February 22


I was not born


will not die


for I am


nothing


but please do not


stand on my


toe.


If mu is mind, consciousness, it is nothing. I am always changing—not a thing. I am not the same person as ten years ago, or a moment ago, yet I am. But then where is I? A fish has the consciousness of a fish. I have the consciousness of a twentieth-century woman and no one before has had my consciousness. Where is rebirth? Consciousness changes. If reborn as a fish, I am a fish, not Maura, but a fish. Consciousness changes. Action and reaction, like a seal stamped on sand. Nothing is transferred but the processes continue. Energy cannot be created or destroyed, only transformed. What is dead and what alive? He said, first and last thoughts. Makes sense. Plants and animals think. Has a stone consciousness? Is it conscious? If consciousness is energy, all form is, not has, consciousness. If we all are not havemind…huh?…what?…hmmm. Are things mu [nothing] and u [something; existence]? Waves on the ocean are separate but the same. When the wave subsides it doesn’t disappear, cease to exist, but does. It is no longer the wave but the ocean which is what it was anyway. Isn’t that death? And mu is u and Joshu can say the dog has no Buddha nature.


Dinner was almost a fiasco. Jiko-san, at the last moment, added sauce and soothed my laments.


Does the first thought mean the beginning of a new life because thought is separation?


Roshi asked Jiko-san to place the ad [for a new cook]. He keeps changing his mind. He apologized and asked us to cook for a while, saying it’s good to have cultivators in tenzo [chief cook of a monastery, a highly respected position], then changes. Jiko and I were sitting eating the brown rice glue that we have dubbed jiko-mochi [type of pounded rice dumpling or cake] and I love, I saying the only thing I like more than tenzo is the garden. I didn’t look forward to the hours of dusting the clean altars I dusted the day before. Then Tessan-san tells me my new job will be the garden. I can’t believe it; I’m overjoyed.


Form is emptiness. It is never the same, always changing, so doesn’t exist, is mu, but bang into the wall, of course form is form.


My life force is always being passed into new forms. Each cell born in my body contains my life force and each one that dies is dead. Is it so strange that it passes into a new body? Yet there is no “it.” Nothing is transferred. It’s the same with cells. I’m having a lot of trouble with this death-rebirth business. It’s incredible. Cells divide. Then each one knows what to do. All the minute things, another me, all functioning. Miraculous.


The thing to which I am most attached, can least give up, least admit its transience, is myself.


February 25


I get up and go to zendo at 4:00. Not so hard. Sitting alone, trying the new mu that Jiko-san has taught me. It’s more open; I prefer it. I raise and put back my head, saying mu. Someone turns off the light and comes into the room. Perhaps even Roshi. In the darkness I make out the pattern of the doors. It’s a warm enveloping dark, a womb, dark, shared with I don’t know who. It’s peaceful and comforting. I will sit every morning in that stillness.


The figure is Tetsuro-san—Iron Wolf, prowling, always a little unsure, a little outside. His kindness and compassion to me have been enormous, an encouraging and humble word whenever I need it. He is soon to become abbot of a new temple and seems to be anxious. Jiko says he’s neurotic. He himself says he imagines people want to get rid of him. He startled me at the sink when he pounced “why were you laughing?” About him, he thought. “Joke, joke,” he said. Honest in his weaknesses and nightmares. After all his generosity to me, when I had the chance to get him a takuhatsu hat, I did. It cost 10,000 yen but with my takuhatsu money, it wasn’t that much, and money is for such things. He said he worried all night, distraught, asking himself why I had given him such a big present. Issh. He’s so funny, so childlike, the way he opens his heart; he’s poring over the newspaper.


“Aha,” face alight, “Olivia Hussey has married a Japanese.”


“Oh, really?” and I add something forgettable about her, not sure of the relevance of the announcement.


“What do you think of international marriages?” I approved.


“So you would marry a Japanese?”


“I’d need to learn Japanese.”


Then he throws himself into excited jabbering with Mio-san, the gist being that I wasn’t against marrying a Japanese. I love his innocence.


I was sitting up in Zendo and Jiko’s words were in my ears, “When you are your mother, when you are Roshi, then you are enlightened.” I didn’t see how that was possible. If I wasn’t myself, I certainly wasn’t them. I kept telling myself: you are everything. Hard to conceive of. Then it hit me how totally arbitrarily we have defined our so-called self. I am my body, thoughts, perceptions, personality. So the thought of my mother is me but my mother is not. The real “I” I’ve defined as not me, and that which is merely the image and not real I have defined as me. Strange. The spit in my mouth is me. The air in my mouth is not. The food I take in isn’t, yet somewhere it passes some vague border and becomes me. I myself was so arbitrarily defined—the thought is me, the spit and food is me, but the painting I produced, spawned from my thought, is not me, the tune humming though my head, me—and if I any way reject that definition of self as non-existent, can’t I then redefine myself?


And I began. Each noise, sight, movement was me. I was tremendously excited, quivering, smiling. As if there was a statue, my physical body, with a cloth draped over it, hanging close around my body; it was what I defined as self. Now a tack through the head and cloth, someone is raising it and stretching it; it’s still attached to my body but covers more and more, and that is me. How can I die or cease to be? I am eternal; I am process and thing. I am my mother. I am Roshi. I left the hondo, a new I; every noise and sight caught my notice, being incorporated into myself.
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