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In a religious tradition exemplified overwhelmingly by men, there were women who were just as dedicated to Zen practice, just as advanced in their spiritual realization, and just as gifted at using language to convey that which is beyond language.


“An exquisite translation. We need to acknowledge both the fact and substance of the female ancestors and move beyond Zen understanding based solely on patriarchal teachings.”


— Grace Schireson, author of Zen Women


 


Zen Echoes is a collection of classic koans from Zen’s Chinese history that were first collected and commented on by Miaozong, a twelfth-century nun so adept that her teacher, the legendary Dahui Zonggao, used to tell other students — male and female — that perhaps if they practiced hard enough, they might become as realized as her. Nearly five hundred years later, the seventeenth-century nuns Baochi and Zukui added their own commentaries to the collection. The three voices — distinct yet harmonious — remind us that enlightenment is at once universal and individual.


 


“These are simply brilliant poetic teachings by three great masters who happen to be women. A text to ponder and savor.”


— Norman Fischer, author of Training in Compassion


“A wonderful addition to the Zen literature available in English.”


— Shohaku Okumura, translator of Dogen’s Extensive Record


“Zen Echoes is an instant classic.”


— Steven Heine, director of Asian studies, Florida International University







Foreword by Susan Moon


In the following pages, you get to hear a conversation between four wise Buddhist women: Miaozong, Baochi, Zukui and their translator, Beata Grant herself. They meet each other right here, across vast distances of time and space, and you get to meet them, too, and hear their interweaving voices.


This is the first English translation of a remarkable book. In the twelfth century, the female Chan master Miaozong wrote commentaries in verse for a number of classic Chan kōans. Five centuries later, two more female masters, Baochi and Zukui, who were friends, added another layer when they collaborated to write verse commentaries in response to Miaozong’s verses, as well as to the kōans themselves. In her substantial and informative introduction, Grant speaks of the significance of this book as the first collection of commentaries that is only by women. She provides historical and cultural context for the kōans and verse commentaries, and biographical background on the three women.


How grateful I am to Beata Grant for bringing us these verses. This book reminds me how much we contemporary American Buddhist practitioners and readers of Buddhist literature owe to the scholars. We can’t take Beata Grant for granted. Bringing these verses into modern English requires translation beyond translation. It can only be done by a very knowledgeable scholar.


To translate means to “carry across,” and translating ancient Chinese into modern English takes a lot of carrying, across culture, space, and time: from Chinese characters to the roman alphabet, from China across the Pacific to the West, and in this case from twelfth- and seventeenth-century writers to twenty-first-century readers.


The Chinese characters are printed in the book immediately following the English translation of each kōan and verse. To my eye this delicate code is completely mysterious, and it seems magic that anyone would be able to turn these latticework tiles into English sentences.


As I understand it, a Chinese character contains many possibilities, and sometimes simultaneous meanings and puns. One character can contain many words and can be unpacked in different ways. There are also many cultural and Buddhist references embedded in Chinese writing, so Grant needs to know not just the individual characters, but how they work together in their own cultural context.


Grant must also choose the English idiom that best expresses to us the voices of these long-gone Chinese women. Chan masters, including these three, often spoke bluntly: “It’s all a bunch of crap.” The imagery is strong: “The nostrils his mother gave him turn black with frostbite.” Often surprising: “The white sun in the blue sky grabs the fire and runs off with it.” And occasionally gentle: “On the limitless misty waves, a leaf of a boat.”


It must be a challenge to ring these changes in English. A few times a footnote says, with disarming transparency, “This translation is tentative,” affirming the difficulty of the job. But mostly the footnotes give important and clarifying background information, elucidating many of the references. They are further evidence of Grant’s scholarship and are full of wonderful tidbits and stories. Taken by themselves, they could make a lively prose-poem chapbook.


Kōans are famously difficult to “understand” in our ordinary way of thinking, and the verse commentaries hardly straighten things out for us. Chan is nonlinear, and the point is to stretch and open wide the mind, taking us beyond habitual thinking.


So, let the mystery itself be part of the pleasure of the reading. Here is Zukui, responding to the well-known kōan “Nanquan Kills the Cat”:


Below the sharp sword, both were good at turning the body;


There is nobody walking under the moon along the old road.


That which was blocked has been transmitted and flourishes;


At the golden gates, the secret armies halt by imperial decree!


Kōans and commentaries can be read like dreams, like poetry. And these commentaries are poetry — after all, they are in verse. They add further chords and resonances to the kōans, as you might expect from the title The Concordant Sounds Collection of Verse Commentaries.


Repetition is one way to approach the mystery. I like to memorize a verse that touches me, and say it over and over to myself, until I connect with it like a familiar dream. I chose this verse of Baochi’s:


A mud Buddha does not pass through water;


Thoroughly merged, nothing left incomplete.


If you wash with water your face will shine;


If you drink your tea, your lips will be moist.


I’m drinking my tea right now, and my lips are completely moist. The mud I’m made of is completely dissolved in the watery air.


Once in a while a verse comes along like a simple song, and this welcome, too. Here is Baochi’s verse on the kōan “Every Day Is a Good Day”:


On clear days, the sun comes out;


When it rains, the earth is damp.


There is no need to think about anything else,


Except to finish up your business.


One of the things I appreciate about these verses is the open expression of emotion they sometimes contain. (I can’t help wondering if this has anything to do with the fact that they are by women.) For example, in response to the kōan about Huike cutting off his arm in order to prove his sincerity to Bodhidharma, Zukui writes,


He was able to get his mind pacified, but his wrist was severed.


Thinking about it makes one want to cry out to the high heavens.


And Baochi, commenting on Zhaozhou’s challenging question: “Do you have it? Do you have it?” writes, “My breast surges with hot blood; can anyone understand this?”


These verses use words to speak of what is often spoken of in Zen/Chan: the impossibility of expressing the ultimate truth in words. Miaozong says,


To go on and talk about the real Buddha being within


Does nothing but show you’re already muddleheaded.


Baochi puts it this way:


The real Buddha sits within.


By putting it into words you’ve made a mistake —


And yet, here are all these wonderful verses. Thank you, Beata Grant, for making the mistake of putting them into English words.




Introduction


This is a translation of a work that in Chinese is titled Songgu hexiang ji 頌古合響集 or The Concordant Sounds Collection of Verse Commentaries. Verse commentaries, or songgu 頌古, are poems inspired by stories or kōans about buddhas, bodhisattvas, and above all, the great Chan (Zen) masters of the classical period. They were composed primarily by Chan masters, the vast majority of whom historically have been male. The verses in this collection, however, are unique in that they were composed by three female Chan masters, Chan master Miaozong 妙總 from the twelfth century and Chan Masters Baochi 寶持 and Zukui 祖揆 from the seventeenth.


Miaozong (1095–1170) is famous for being one of the first officially recognized female Chan masters in Chinese history. She was also known for her literary talents as well as her religious achievements, and although much of her writing has been lost, many of her verse commentaries were preserved in a fourteenth-century anthology of such verses. Over five hundred years after Miaozong’s death, the two Dharma companions Baochi and Zukui were so inspired by these verses that they each composed their own verse commentaries on the same kōans originally commented upon by Miaozong.1 These kōans, together with the verse commentaries by all three women, were then compiled into a collection, and the literatus-official and Buddhist layman Zhang Dayuan 張大圓 (1589–1669), who knew and admired Baochi and Zukui, wrote a preface for it and arranged for it to be printed.2 It is unclear how widely the printed collection circulated as an independent text, but fortunately it was considered important enough to be included in the Jiaxing Canon (Jiaxing dazangjing 嘉興大藏經), a multi-volume collection of Buddhist canonical writings collated and printed during the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth.3 There they have lain tucked away since then, largely unnoticed and, until now, never translated into English.


Of primary interest in this book are the verses: the kōans to which they are written are all relatively well known, and annotated English translations of most of them are widely available.4 For this reason, and because this book is intended primarily for a general audience, I have not provided overly detailed annotations of either the kōans or the verses. It is also important to note that while these verse commentaries are unique in being authored by female Chan masters, this is not to say that they offer a distinctively female perspective on the Chan experience. But perhaps they should not be expected to, since this experience was, theoretically at least, supposed to be one unmarked by gender distinctions. What they do offer is an eloquent illustration of the fact that, in a religious milieu made up overwhelmingly of men, there were women who were just as dedicated to Chan practice, just as advanced in their spiritual realization, and just as gifted at using language to convey that which is beyond language.


The popular, if undoubtedly romanticized, image of the Chan master responding to a bewildered student’s earnest queries with seemingly irrelevant statements, or alternatively, with deafening shouts and painful blows, was largely a literary product of Song dynasty China (960–1279). It was in the Song that the biographies, sermons, and above all, records of the lively encounters with great masters of the Tang dynasty (618–907) such as Linji 臨濟 and Mazu 馬祖 were widely collected, compiled (and sometimes elaborated or even invented) and circulated as individual texts.5 In addition, selections of these texts were collected in comprehensive anthologies, one of the first of which was The Jingde Transmission of the Lamp (Jingde chuandeng lu 景德傳燈錄) published in 1004. This collection was followed by numerous other “lamp transmissions,” as well as anthologies comprised of accounts selected from these larger collections and designed primarily for the purpose of training Chan practitioners, although they were also widely appreciated by educated lay readers who may or may not have been interested in engaging in intensive Chan practice. These selected accounts, often in the form of so-called encounter dialogues between master and disciple, came to be known as kōan (the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese term gong’an 公案, which means, literally, “public case” or “precedent”). By the Song dynasty, it became common practice for commentaries in both prose and verse to be appended to these kōans. These commentaries were for the most part written by men who were Chan masters themselves, and as such could inspire and instruct aspiring students of the Way as much as the original cases themselves.


One of the earliest of these anthologies was Xuedou’s Collection of Verse Commentaries (Xuedou songgu ji 雪竇頌古集) compiled by the Song dynasty Chan master Xuedou Zhongxian 雪竇重顯 (980–1052). It was comprised of one hundred cases, the great majority of which were selected from the The Jingde Transmission of the Lamp collection mentioned above. Xuedou, who had received a classical Confucian literary education before becoming ordained at the age of twenty-three, often chose to write his commentaries in verse. Although he was not the first to do so, it is with Xuedou that the verse commentary emerged as a fully distinct genre of Chinese Chan literature.6


Several decades after its publication, we find Xuedou’s collection of cases being used extensively by Chan Master Yuanwu Keqin 圜悟克勤 (1063–1135) as a basis for his own teachings. Yuanwu Keqin added his own commentaries to those made by Xuedou, and together they would become the anthology that in English is often translated as The Blue Cliff Record (Biyan lu 碧岩籙).7 The Blue Cliff Record inspired several other similar anthologies of cases appended by commentaries in both verse and prose, such as The Gateless Gate (Wumen guan 無門關), a collection of forty-eight cases compiled by Chan Master Wumen Huikai 無門慧開 (1183–1260), and published in 1228, and The Book of Serenity (Congrong lu 從容錄) compiled by Chan Master Wansong Xingxiu 萬松行秀 (1166–1246).


These three anthologies, and especially the first two, enjoyed a great popularity in East Asia, not only among monastic Chan practitioners, but also the educated elite who delighted in the poetic, if often puzzling, language of these texts. In fact, so great was their popularity that some Chan teachers, including Chan Master Dahui Zonggao 大慧宗皋 (1089–1163), generally regarded to be the greatest of all the Song dynasty masters and a Dharma heir of Yuanwu Keqin himself, began to worry that their literary attractions were more of a hindrance than an aid to realization — it’s said that he even went so far as to destroy his copy of The Blue Cliff Record and strongly caution his disciples against reading it. Dahui is known for his use of a practice that involved not meditating on (much less memorizing) a complete kōan, but rather using a single word or phrase (referred to in Chinese as huatou 話頭) from the kōan as a tool with which to overcome the limitations of purely discursive thought and experience a reality unbounded by words. For instance, one of the most famous kōan is an encounter dialogue that already seems to be pared down to its absolute essentials: A monk asked Zhaozhou, “Does a dog have Buddha-nature or not?” Zhaozhou replied, “He does not.” Dahui, however, pares it down even further, and selects the key phrase “He does not,” which in Chinese is just one word: wu 無 (in Japanese pronounced “mu”). It is with this word that the practitioner must grapple, with a great intensity and sense of urgency, building up a tremendous “great doubt” that, if all goes well, will at some point result in a shattering insight into the true nature of reality. This method of meditative inquiry on the huatou did not originate with Dahui. However, it was he who is largely responsible for perfecting and popularizing its use — in many cases with the help of some of his female disciples, among whom the most well known was none other than Miaozong, the first of the three women Chan masters whose verse commentaries are translated in this book.8


After Dahui, the use of the huatou became central to many forms of Chan practice, especially in the Linji (Rinzai in Japanese) school. Nevertheless, anthologies comprised of kōans accompanied by verse and prose commentaries such as The Blue Cliff Record continued to be read, studied, and savored by lay and monastic alike. Moreover, many of the individual collections of writings and sermons (known as “discourse records” or yulu, 語錄) of Chan masters from the twelfth century down to recent times include entire sections of verse commentaries. Such was the popularity of these verses even in the Song dynasty that a Chan monk by the name of Faying 法應 (exact dates unknown) devoted thirty years of his life to collecting 2,100 verses by 122 different Chan monks. This collection, the original edition of which is unfortunately no longer extant, was published in 1175 under the title of The String of Pearls Collection of Verses from the Chan School (Chanzong songgu lianzhu ji 禪宗頌古聯珠集). Nearly a century later, an otherwise unknown Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) monk by the name of Puhui 普會 edited and expanded Faying’s original collection, resulting in an anthology composed of 3,050 verses by 426 different authors. Published in 1317 under the title of The Comprehensive String of Pearls Collection of Verse Commentaries from the Chan School (Chanzong songgu lianzhu tongji 禪宗頌古聯珠通集), this expanded collection was eventually incorporated into the Chinese Buddhist Canon, where it can be found today. Among the verses added by Puhui were many composed after the 1175 publication of Faying’s original collection — including, for the first time, the verses composed by Miaozong, the most well known of the three female Dharma successors of Dahui Zonggao. It is these verses that, many centuries later, would inspire the seventeenth-century nuns Baochi and Zukui to each compose verses in response both to the original cases selected by Miaozong and to the verses she wrote to accompany them.


CHAN MASTER MIAOZONG


Miaozong was arguably the most well known of the three women Dharma heirs of the eminent Song dynasty Chan master Dahui Zonggao (to whom I will refer simply as Dahui from now on). Dahui was a teacher who both nourished and acknowledged the spiritual potential of his female disciples. In the numerous collections of his sermons, letters, and writings, one can find numerous accounts of his interactions with his women students, including at least fourteen nuns and twenty-seven laywomen. In one Dharma instruction, for example, we find him telling a female lay disciple about Miaozong’s spiritual attainments and suggesting that if the disciple made a real effort, she might well become a second Miaozong.9 (Nearly five centuries later, we find Zhang Dayuan claiming that Baochi and Zukui had indeed achieved this goal and could be regarded as spiritual “reincarnations” of their twelfth-century predecessor.)
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“An exquisite book reflecting the power of the female voice in Zen.”
—Joan Jiko Halifax, abbot, Upaya Zen Center
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