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Foreword

BY MIRIAM LEVERING


YEARS AGO, after a decade of scholarly work collecting and translating the histories and recorded words of Chinese women Zen masters from China’s Five Dynasties and Song Dynasty, the golden age of Zen in China, I gave a workshop on the subject at the San Francisco Zen Center. There I met Grace Myoan Schireson, a Ph.D. psychologist with many years of therapeutic experience in Berkeley, California. She was devoting her life to two great endeavors: Zen Buddhist practice and awakening, to which she was and is deeply committed; and finding out everything she could, on her own and from scholars of Buddhist women’s history, about Zen’s women ancestors. Over the course of our long friendship Grace has never wavered from these two commitments, bringing her remarkable energy, focus, and insight to both tasks.

Shortly after the workshop at the San Francisco Zen Center, Grace visited me to learn more about what my work had uncovered. On more than one subsequent visit she brought her inspiring interpretations of this material to my students at the University of Tennessee. Although for years I had studied Zen history as a scholar, conversations with Grace for the first time gave me glimpses of its challenges and depths. In due time my friend Grace received Dharma transmission and took up her true work as a Zen teacher in central California. Her second true work, her energetic commitment to Buddhism’s and Zen’s women ancestors, has also borne fruit in a series of women’s Zen retreats, as well as in the extraordinary book you hold in your hands.

You could not find a more useful or more inspiring book on this subject. I look forward to offering this book to my friends and university students. What is exceptionally rich about this book is the way in which Grace brings together her psychological insights into women’s motivations and circumstances, most especially the obstacles women face and the ones they create, on the one hand; and on the other hand her own insights from her experience as Zen student and teacher. Both of Grace’s careers give rise to powerful, moving questions—and answers—as she engages here with women ancestors who have found ways to carry out deeply engaged and authentic practice in married life, motherhood, convent life, and as students of male masters. Grace’s readings of the stories and teachings of women ancestors are of far more than mere historical interest; I believe they are of great value to women practicing Buddhism and other spiritual paths today. All along Grace has held that today’s women Zen students and students of Buddhism need as women to connect with and learn from women in their living tradition past and present. In this book Grace Schireson brings women ancestors and their teachings to life, and makes the connection between them and us easy to understand. She enables them to be our teachers right away. In this book you will meet women teachers from many centuries and regions of Asia who will speak to you. Just as valuable, you will meet this book’s author, herself an extraordinary teacher.

MIRIAM LEVERING is a professor of Religious Studies and Asian Studies at the University of Tennessee, and her current work is a study and translation of the letters of Dahui Zonggao, an important figure in the development and practice of the Zen koan curriculum. She has published numerous articles on early Rinzai Zen in China and women in Chinese Buddhism including the book Zen Inspirations: Essential Meditations and Texts; she is also the author of Rethinking Scripture: Essays from a Comparative Perspective.






Preface


WHEN A MALE TEACHER returned from an early North American conference of Zen teachers, one of his female students asked him, “How many women teachers were included in this conference?” The male teacher answered, “We were all women.” A long, confused silence followed.

This interaction brought up the tension between female students questioning the Zen establishment about women’s representation, and it also pitted the student’s insight against the teacher’s wisdom and authority. Women exchanged glances and silently wondered whether we as women will be empowered to participate fully in Zen or not, and more immediately, whether we can even ask this question and continue to be accepted in a Zen community in which a male teacher can say that “we are all women.” Do we as women not get it, or does this male teacher not get it? Fifteen years ago the women present looked uncomfortably at one another, perplexed at our bind, but didn’t challenge his answer. Today I would cut through that confusion by asking him politely, “How many of you women teachers used the ladies’ room at this Zen conference?”

It took twenty of my more than forty years of Zen practice to go beyond being intimidated by that “Oneness” thing (“We are all women”), a response that Zen teachers use to wiggle out of the possibility that within Zen there is gender discrimination. Doubtless there is the One. It shows itself as rocks, mountains, and rivers—and as men and women. Or, as stated in the Zen literature, “To understand that all is one is not  enough.”1 The One reveals itself through myriad unique formations—even men and women. Why was it so difficult to talk about women and their place in Zen?

My own questioning arose as a request for more information, not a complaint about unfairness. But no matter how carefully I posed the question about women and Zen’s history, my questions still somehow challenged my teachers’ personal authority and the teachings of Buddhism. If there were mistakes such as gender discrimination in the formation of the Buddhist institution, or if there were flaws in the Buddhism our teachers had received from their teachers, what then was the basis of their teaching authority? Understanding how volatile the questioning was becoming, I felt I had to change the course of the inquiry if I wanted to stay in the Zen community. I also felt that in order to pursue this topic I needed to make sure that I was not caught by my own self-clinging as a female Zen person. It was essential that I move beyond my personal wound, my sorrow and anger about a long history of neglect and, even worse, a purposeful elimination of women from Zen’s history.

My purpose shifted. I stopped questioning what had gone wrong with Buddhism and why women Zen teachers had been excluded from the historical record; instead I began to see my function, in this current generation of Zen teachers, to be creating a conduit for these women’s past practices to honor them and bring them forward. I wanted to collect the teachings from our Zen grandmothers and carry them to our Zen grand-daughters—the women who were still on their way to entering Zen practice. I wanted to find my own practice as a twentieth-century Western woman. And I wanted to help contemporary Zen practice find its way to a more balanced perspective.

By moving beyond an idealization of Zen I have developed a more mature love of, and responsibility for, Zen practice. I have moved beyond the question of why and how female Zen ancestors had been erased from Zen’s history. I have sought to identify these erased women and put them back in the Zen practice I loved. I believed that their story, once told, would validate their life work and at the same time correct the mistaken tendencies that had silenced their voice. And I believed that they could help me find my own voice. I was not surprised to learn that other women also longed to hear about these female Zen ancestors.

My mission became finding the traces and scraps of these individual  Zen women’s stories and piecing them together. How had these women expressed Zen, and what could they teach us? By learning about their complex and contextualized lives, might my own practice take deeper root in this female body? The search became stronger for me after my priest ordination in 1998, and even more urgent as I took the teaching seat that year. What was I supposed to do? Who could I turn to as a role model? The more deeply I entered practice, the more I wished to express my own Zen practice on the most personal level. I did not want to imitate the male masters. What did I do as a female Zen priest with a husband, children, and now grandchildren? These questions led me to this current study of my own—our own—female Zen ancestors.

 



For about fifty years, give or take, we in the West have been trying earnestly and patiently to follow the directions of our Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Chinese teachers. We have been trying to build an American Zen practice that will guide us to the depth of their understanding. We have followed their instructions for meditation, kept their daily monastic schedule, worn their traditional monastic clothing, answered obediently when called by our new Dharma names in Asian tongues, and heartily chanted their untranslated sutras. We have asked one another what these various teachers taught, we have studied their books, and we have transcribed their spoken words. Some of us have even crossed oceans to return to our teachers’ home temples in Asia in order to bring the Dharma to life here at home. In some cases, we have transferred our hopes and obedience to their designated successors, and some of us have even become these successors.

The Buddha’s teaching has moved across cultures, but it takes time for it to sink roots in new soil. Five hundred years was how long it took for Buddhist practice to be transplanted from India to China, and it took another five hundred years for Buddhism to take root in China. In Japan, it again took about five hundred years for Buddhism to be expressed in its own Japanese way. We are still within the first hundred years of Buddhism’s Western inception, and we are watching Buddhism adapt even as we are adapting it. Clearly one of the biggest changes in Western Buddhism is the equality of women teachers. Yet all of the West’s founding Asian teachers have been male. Exploring and learning about the female side of the practice widens our view of the evolution of practice.

Now that so many men and indeed so many women are teaching Zen in America, some of us are beginning to see that the Zen we are trying to follow does not quite fit who we are. Zen needs to grow if it is to serve its Western practitioners. If, when raising this concern, we fear being disloyal to our Zen ancestors, we must remember what our teachers have told us: As much as we love and live the practice, there is always more to uncover, and we need to make this Asian practice our own. Being intimate with the whole of our lived reality is actually what our teachers asked of us.

One reason the Zen literature we have studied doesn’t quite fit is that it is based entirely on the tradition of male monastic training. From the perspective of our Asian teachers, a Zen teacher was necessarily male; all teachers that have been most esteemed through liturgy and literature were male monastics. The classic Zen literature contains almost exclusively male masters. One of my Japanese friends reported that she had asked about female Zen teachers when she was in high school in Japan and was told, simply, that there were none. Given that women comprise half of American Zen practitioners and that few of us are monastics, we must consider whether such a tradition can lead us to an authentic American Zen practice, no matter how long or how closely we follow it.

Most Zen teachers in America understand that we need to find a balance between following traditions and changing them, but some are concerned that something important will be lost in the mix. “Let’s not throw out the baby with the bathwater!” is often heard regarding our need to adapt Zen practice for modern Westerners. How about if we throw out neither? At the risk of stretching the metaphor, let me suggest that we use a bigger bathtub, fill it with more bathwater, and put male and female babies in it.

 



For the past ten years I have been deepening my relationship with our female Zen ancestors. I wanted to know who they were, what challenges they faced, and how they were taught. When I began to teach, I wanted to know how they taught Zen as they lived it to their students. I wanted to know how I could relate to them and their practice across the divide of time and place. I wanted to put myself in their place when they faced decisions about taking care of their families, husbands and lovers, and students.

And I had many specific questions that related to my own practice: How did it affect them to be taught by men? What did they feel as they tried to fit into this male practice environment, and how did their Zen training help them with their feelings? Did their practice lives and relationships differ from that of their male teachers? Did they express the Dharma in their own way for other female students? Was their teaching consistently different from that of male ancestors?

Because I wanted to know so much about these women and their experiences both personally and in their sociocultural context, this book has many voices. I describe the women in terms of their specific tradition, their historical culture, their spiritual transformations through Buddhist practices, and their personal histories. To interpret their experiences I draw upon my perspective as an ordained Zen priest and Dharma teacher, my training as a clinical and organizational psychologist, my understanding of women’s issues as a feminist, and my personal experiences as daughter, sister, wife, mother, and grandmother.

What I learned about their lives has deepened my practice and my intimacy with my roots. These women adapted their Zen practice to their lives, and their lives to their practice. They formed institutions to meet their needs and bring their practice to their communities. They found ways to support themselves and their institutions financially. In short, they faced many of the issues Westerners now face in establishing Zen Buddhism in our environment.

Part I of this book describes female practitioners as they are portrayed in the classic literature of “Patriarchs’ Zen.”2 This portrait is hardly a complete representation of how women practiced Zen. We see the landscape of monastic practice, wandering monks, and the women they encounter all through the patriarchs’ eyes. As the patriarchal perspective portrays them, women practice essentially to benefit and enlighten monks. The women bring forth Zen teaching for the principal purpose of training more monks.

Part II of this book presents a different view—a view of how women Zen masters entered Zen practice and how they embodied and taught Zen uniquely as women. The chapters depart from the usual presentations of male masters in terms of their lineages; the women are organized by their functioning roles (founders, working nuns, Dharma heirs of famous male masters, and so on), initially with examples of each role  ordered by geographical location—India, China, Korea, and Japan. The chapter on Zen Dharma heirs has examples only from China, Korea, and Japan. In the chapter on female founders, which discusses women who founded temples in different locations, we see how women’s practice developed similarly across Asia.

Part III explores how women’s practice provides flexible and pragmatic solutions to issues arising in contemporary Western Zen centers. Our sincere efforts to bring Buddhism to the West have resulted in our building residential centers for Zen monastic training. These training centers provide a precious opportunity for Westerners to come to Buddhist practice, but the centers have also had difficulty offering trainings that could most broadly benefit Buddhists living with family and working in the world. Since women historically have more often practiced within a family context and also needed to earn money while practicing, their more flexible approaches may help us more effectively integrate Buddhist practice into Western lay life.

 



My aspiration for this project is to provide a voice for our female ancestors’ broad and flexible teachings, which have been long scattered and forgotten. I hope that this collection of teachings will inspire women to express their lives more fully, inspire Buddhist practitioners to engage in their practice more authentically, and provide Western Dharma teachers with women’s teaching stories and examples of adaptations and variety in Zen practice. I believe strongly, as the Buddha did, that the four orders of Buddhism—ordained monks, ordained nuns, laymen, and laywomen—best express the range of practice opportunities for Westerners. Currently, despite the heroic efforts of female practitioners, formal recognition of the bhikshuni order has disappeared in Tibet and Southeast Asia, and there is much discussion from scholars and practitioners regarding the pros and cons of its reinstatement. I cannot think of a more powerful argument for the reinstatement of the nuns’ order than the actuality of their previous contributions—their life stories, their devotion to sustaining the order, and their living teachings today. The value of the nuns’ order becomes evident as we come to know of their past accomplishments.

We have all heard Zen’s male voice. Now let us hear Zen’s female voice. Our forgotten female ancestors offered their lives for our practice. May we use them well.
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Part I

ZEN’S WOMEN:

Women Transformed by Zen





1

Women in Classical Zen Literature




What Is the Difference between Men and Women in Zen? 


TO MENTION WOMEN in Zen is to jump right into the middle of a controversy about whether gender matters at all. Zen Buddhists and their Buddhist forebears have made the revolutionary declaration that there is no essential difference in the spiritual experience available to all human beings, regardless of class, race, or gender. The Zen tradition was established on core teachings that view all phenomenal appearance as empty of fixed substance. In this context, how could gender be the basis for any essential differentiation? Yet, Zen is historically an all-male tradition. How does the espoused theory match up with historical reality? The troublesome question of Zen and gender comes to life in an examination of the place of women in Zen’s history.

Questions about Zen and gender can be provocative: “Feminist propaganda! How could gender, an outward appearance, have anything to do with expressions of our essential nature?” Who can find a speck of difference between the buddha-nature of a mountain, a person, or an ocean, let alone an essential difference between the way men and women express their true nature in Zen practice? And yet the history of Zen practice is nearly void of even a trace of female ancestors. Were there none? If women practiced and taught, where are their records?

The obvious incongruity between this espoused ideal of a gender-free  practice and the lack of information about Zen women should provoke us to look more deeply. But we are reluctant to talk about the disparity, because our lineages teach that there is no such thing as inequality in Zen. If we are respectful Zen Buddhists with deep understanding, we believe that the teaching requires us to see through all appearances of inequality as delusions.

In fact, one of the four documented disciples of Bodhidharma (the founder of Zen in China) was a woman: Zongchi, who is described by Japan’s founding Soto patriarch, Eihei Dogen. Women were practicing Zen from the beginning. Most cultures have placed a variety of restrictions on women engaging in activities outside the family, such as strictures about appearing in public, limited educational opportunities, obstacles to financial autonomy, and limited agency as decision makers (requiring women to yield to fathers, husbands, or sons). And so we find fewer women than men entering Zen practice. Given this, we would expect to find a small percentage of Zen lineage ancestors to have been female. Yet their numbers are still fewer.

Miriam Levering cites a Chinese census from the year 1021 that reported 61,240 nuns.3 Women represented approximately 13 percent of the ordained Buddhist population in thirteenth-century China, but women Zen masters comprised only 1 percent of the total number of the officially recorded monks in the transmission records. Study of later transmission records reveal that even this initially recorded 1 percent was further reduced, effectively erasing the record of the sixteen female Dharma heirs that had constituted that 1 percent. As a result, remaining records leave us with the distinct impression that Zen practice has always been an entirely male profession.

How did it happen that women participated alongside men historically but did not become an enduring part of the Zen record? How did a practice promising equality and liberation become a “Patriarchs’ Zen”? Discrepancies in the historical record and the resulting incomplete and inaccurate picture of an all-male Zen history raise many questions. What were the forces that engendered such reluctance to acknowledge women’s practice and erased female Zen masters from the historical record? Is that cultural and gender bias still embedded in our tradition, shaping our practice today?




Women and Early Buddhist Practice 

During the Buddha’s lifetime, Mahapajapati,4 the Buddha’s aunt and later his stepmother, expressed her wish to join the Buddha’s order along with her numerous followers. When the Buddha refused her plea, she repeated her aspiration to Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin and close disciple. Ananda tried three times to gain the Buddha’s permission and was admonished by the Buddha’s third refusal: “Enough!” Ananda had struck out—the rule was that any seeker could make only three identical requests—but he did not give up. Instead, he asked the Buddha if in fact women could attain enlightenment.

We are told that the Buddha eventually declared that women were capable of the same awakening as men. He agreed to allow women to enter his order, but only under a set of conditions and restrictions known as the Eight Special Rules. By including women in a subordinate position defined by these Eight Special Rules, the Buddha set two important traditions in motion: Women could leave home and could practice only with other women, and women could not establish equal or independent practice places. These rules have guided (and perhaps misguided) Buddhism from its inception and have affected the evolution of practice for women and men for over twenty-five hundred years.

The study of gender segregation and the development of two separate orders are relevant topics for all who have inherited Buddhist practice from Asian ancestors, and especially for those Western Buddhist founders who have been schooled by Asian teachers trained in the traditional Buddhist view of the nuns’ status as subordinate to the monks.

The Eight Special Rules:

1. A nun even of a hundred years’ standing shall respectfully greet, rise up in the presence of, bow down before, and perform all proper duties toward a monk ordained even a day.

2. A nun is not to spend the rainy season in a district where there is no monk.

3. Every half-moon, a nun is to await two things from the order of monks—the date of the Uposatha ceremony (communal confession of faults or violations of the monastic code) and the time monks will come to give teaching.

4. After the rains retreat, the nuns are to hold Pavarana (an inquiry into whether any faults have been committed) before both sanghas—that of the monks and that of the nuns—in respect to what has been seen, what has been heard, and what has been suspected.

5. A nun who has been guilty of a serious offense must undergo discipline before both sanghas, that of the monks and that of the nuns.

6. When a novice has trained for two years in the six precepts (the first five precepts plus the precept of taking one meal a day before noon), she should seek ordination from both sanghas.

7. A nun is not to revile or abuse a monk under any circumstance.

8. Admonition of monks by nuns is forbidden; admonition of nuns by monks is not forbidden.5 

These Eight Special Rules established the women’s order as secondary and subordinate to the monks’ order. Rules 2 and 5 established the nuns’ dependence on the monks’ guidance and the nuns’ vulnerability to the monks’ sanctions. Rules 7 and 8 specify that a nun is never to correct a monk. It is said that the one rule Mahapajapati protested was rule 1, that even the most senior nun was junior to the most junior monk. During the Buddha’s lifetime it appears that nuns lived with these rules and were acknowledged for their accomplishments even though their practice was dependent on the monks. As we shall see, over time the nuns’ institutionalized dependency confined them in a secondary position, impeded their ability to support themselves, and made it difficult for their order to continue.

Discussion of women in early Buddhism mirrored old cultural stereotypes that collided with Buddhist egalitarian principles of liberation for all beings. Alan Sponberg has suggested that Buddhism moved from a psychologically astute observation of sexual cravings and attraction (for example, describing how cravings for sex could be observed and not acted upon) to outright psychopathological misogyny.6 Ascetic misogyny in early Buddhism described a woman’s unremitting intention as “to ensnare a man,” and this diverted attention away from the inevitability of desire and one’s own responsibility for that desire to the object of the desire: women.

Westerners need to decide how to work with difficult passages in the Buddhist canon. There are four ways to consider the meaning of the apparently misogynistic remarks by the Buddha in the scriptures. 


1. The Buddha, a perfectly realized being, made these remarks in a teaching context that we cannot reproduce or precisely imagine, since we weren’t there. We may read his seemingly misogynistic remarks without being troubled by them.

2. Later Buddhists inserted these words into the Buddhist canon. The Buddha, a perfectly realized being, would never have made such remarks. Nevertheless, the teachings should not be questioned.

3. Later Buddhists inserted these words into the Buddhist canon. We may address the negativity of these remarks provided that we clearly state that these and other misogynistic remarks do not come from the Buddha, a perfectly realized being, but come from other, less realized Buddhists at a later time.

4. The Buddha was a spiritual genius manifesting the most complete awakening that may unfold for a human being. He was, however, a human being and was therefore still living with his own karmic consequences and psychological reactivity, as evidenced by these remarks. He was therefore susceptible to a perception or belief that women’s sexual power could lead his monks astray to the detriment of his newly formed order. The Buddha’s tendency to objectify women and sexuality as a negative force needs to be considered as we transplant Buddhism to the West.

Westerners may choose not to examine the relevance of the early Buddhist attitude and customs toward women, but not without consequence for the transplanting of Buddhism to the West. In this work, my approach tends to take the fourth view, keeping in mind that one cannot be certain that twenty-five-hundred-year-old quotes are accurately attributed. We would do well to examine these misogynistic passages according to the Buddha’s own standards and advice to the Kalamas, villagers who asked him how to assess a spiritual teacher:
Rely not on the teacher but on the teaching. Rely not on the words of the teaching, but on the spirit of the words. Rely not on theory, but on experience. Do not believe in anything simply because you have heard it. Do not believe in traditions because they have been handed down for many generations. Do not believe anything because it is spoken and rumored by  many. Do not believe in anything because it is written in your religious books. Do not believe in anything merely on the authority of your teachers and elders. But after observation and analysis, when you find that anything agrees with reason and is conducive to the good and the benefit of one and all, then accept it and live up to it.7






Sponberg proposes that early Buddhists found the denigration of women familiar and natural because it conformed to an earlier Hindu view: if a person is born a female this is because of karmic forces leading to a lower rebirth. This view is encountered even today. At a contemporary Western Tibetan practice place I was once asked why we should be interested in studying the teachings of female ancestors since it is understood that being born a woman is considered within Buddhism to be an inferior birth. As women, how should we respond to this? Do we justify this Buddhist belief and consider how amazing it is that, despite our inferior female birth, we can teach the Dharma? Or do we consider that discrimination and prejudice were smuggled into our enlightened teachings and practice?

This view, along with the need to protect monks from women’s ensnaring ways, seems to have been incorporated into early Buddhist thinking and formed part of the basis for the Eight Special Rules. Early Buddhists believed ordaining women would create major obstacles for the acceptance, credibility, and continuation of their new order within the Hindu tradition. Allowing women equal entry would disturb the prevailing culture and threaten power relations in the future. To resolve the contradiction—that Buddhist women have equal capacity to awaken but are unequal participants—women were granted limited entry to ordination with a second-class status.

The Eight Special Rules significantly limited the development of women’s practice over the longer term. For one thing, they limited opportunities for the development of female teachers. Under these rules nuns were not only junior to monks without exception but also depended on monks for training and so could not become fully independent Dharma teachers. Furthermore, the rules had significant and lasting implications for the status of nuns. Nuns’ practice was not considered first-rate, and certainly not equivalent to monks’ practice. This made it difficult for nuns to  attract followers and receive the donations necessary to support their practice. Throughout history, nuns’ convents were impoverished whereas monks’ monasteries, with their first-class status and well-recognized teachers, received greater donations and attracted more powerful supporters.

To this day the implicit judgment that nuns are second-tier practitioners may account for some of the relative lack of interest Westerners have displayed in studying early women Zen masters and their convents, practices, and leaders.

But if women were forbidden to practice with men, how did some women manage to become practice leaders and masters, as reported in the classic Zen literature? Clearly, at least some of the Eight Special Rules must have been bent or broken. If so, this may be related to the fact that early on Zen based its teaching on innate wisdom uncovered through meditation and declared itself not dependent on sutras or written word. Like all other Buddhist schools, however, the earliest Zen communities took direction from Buddhist scriptures mandating separate orders for men’s and women’s practice. On the other hand, exceptional male masters manifested Zen’s intention to be free from doctrine and taught women alongside monks. We find that some of these exceptional teachers had female disciples and even female Dharma heirs.

Still, most Zen teachers respected the division of male and female orders practicing in separate temples. The Confucian tradition of male ancestor worship in China further reinforced the androcentrism and male-female inequality derived from the Hindu tradition. Confucian values also engendered additional practices of honoring male Zen masters as if they were familial ancestors. Even today, gender-differentiated and segregated practices continue to be pervasive in most Asian Zen temples.




The Zen Master as a Manly Man 

What we learn from classical Zen literature most emphatically is that all Zen masters are heroic. Levering has noted this use of male-gendered language to describe a Zen master’s essence. On the one hand, all beings, without exception, are capable of enlightenment. On the other hand, any being who attains the Way is chang-fu, or a “manly man.”8 The heroism of Zen masters is both the source of their determination to practice and the fruit of their spiritual accomplishment. Zen masters predominantly come  in one flavor—the heroic manly men. What does this say about the female Zen master?

The women depicted in classic Zen literature appear, just like the men, in the one-dimensional role of male hero. However, they lack almost all of the human, personal characteristics that help us connect and identify with their male Zen master counterparts. Happy as we are to know that Zen women existed, we find virtually no details through which to form a personal connection with them. They appear as manly embodiments of Zen transformation, but we don’t know how they were transformed or who they were before they came to practice. We learn nothing about how they found their way in such difficult times. We are left to wonder what they were really like and whether they can serve as useful role models for female practitioners today. In short, we have no substantial information on just how these women practiced as women.


Contemporary women reading about these women in the classical Zen literature may find the macho portraits less than inviting. How many contemporary women really wish to become transformed into female clones of male Zen masters? If women do wish to become chang-fu, is this a healthy aspiration or further evidence of internalized self-deprecation? For many women, the image of the heroic manly woman may in fact be unrealistic, unattainable, or even undesirable.

Perhaps early female Zen masters were anomalies. Could a women, raised as a woman, become a tough-as-nails female version of a male Zen master? Perhaps the early Zen women were exceptionally heroic before they ever entered practice.

As Levering has explained, we always hear about women’s Zen contributions in (male) conquest language. All distinguishing female characteristics seem to disappear in the light of Zen. We are without any image or archetype of a female or a feminine Zen master. As Levering notes, while classic portrayals show that Zen included women, Patriarchs’ Zen never became androgynous, incorporating the varied experience of both men and women as a way of enriching the tradition.

 



The next chapter presents women from the perspective of classic Zen literature. We learn nothing about how they live as women, but we learn how they are transformed by Zen, how they serve to transform Zen monks, and how they serve to highlight great Zen masters.
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Women Meeting Monks




Nuns Who Could Be Men 


TWO WOMEN, Moshan Liaoran (ca. 860) of Ruizhou and Liu Tiemo (ca. 870), exemplify the role of women identical to male Zen masters. Both have been completely transformed into male Zen heroes; both are chang-fu. Like the macho stereotype of a thoroughly masculine, overly muscled “he-man,” we could dub the image of this tough-as-nails female type a “she-man.” We are told that they are women, but we hear not even a hint of female identity, behavior, or life experience. Their personalities match those of the strongest male masters.


Moshan Liaoran: 


First Full-Fledged Female Zen Master 

Zen Master Moshan Liaoran was among the first women to be included in the American Zen curriculum. She is one of the few female Dharma heirs in the records of the male lineage.9 Although we know nothing of Moshan’s early life, her life as a woman, or how she came to practice Zen, her status as a teacher is unquestionable. Moshan’s awakening to her buddha-nature transcended her gender and her circumstances, and this is made manifest by her teaching words, teaching style, and position as a teacher in Sung dynasty China. We first meet Moshan in an exchange with Guanxi Zhixian.


Zen Master Moshan Liaoran of Ruizhou [who was abbess of her own temple] was a Dharma heir of Gao’an Dayu (ca. 800). One day the monk Guanxi Xian arrived at Mt. Mo, where Moshan taught, and said, “If there’s someone here who’s worthy, I’ll stay here. If not, I’ll overturn the meditation platform!”

He then entered the hall.

Moshan sent her attendant to query the visitor, saying, “Your Reverence, are you here sightseeing, or have you come seeking the Buddhadharma?”

“I seek the Dharma.”

So Moshan sat upon the Dharma seat [in the audience room] and Xian entered for an interview.

Moshan said, “Your Reverence, where have you come from today?”

Guanxi said, “From the road’s mouth [an undefiled place].”

Moshan said, “Why don’t you cover it [that mouth]?”

Guanxi didn’t answer for some time. Finally he asked, “What about Mt. Mo [Moshan]?”

Moshan said, “The peak isn’t revealed.”

Guanxi asked, “Who is the master of Mt. Mo?”

Moshan said, “Without the form of man or woman.”

Guanxi shouted, then said, “Why can’t it transform itself [become a man]?”

Moshan said, “It’s not a god or demon [wild fox spirit]. So how could it become something else?”

Guanxi then submitted to become Moshan’s student. He worked as head gardener for three years.10




For the first time in the history of Zen we encounter a full-fledged female teacher, teaching a man at her own temple. There is little to explain how this happened; we do understand, through Guanxi’s challenge to her authority, that her status was unusual. Moshan, head of a temple, surrounded by her students and monastic formalities such as ascending the platform in the Dharma hall to meet Guanxi, was apparently able to teach both male and female practitioners in her temple. This is a flagrant infraction of the Eight Special Rules. Through her skillful Zen words she asserted her authority and simultaneously revealed  Guanxi’s arrogance. Cleverly connecting the road to the person before her, she pointed out his (big) mouth: “Why don’t you cover it?” Or, why are you so crude? By criticizing, and indeed teaching, a male monk, she was also in violation of the Eight Special Rules. After all, if she couldn’t correct male students, how could she point out their mistaken views?

In response to Moshan’s verbal slap, Guanxi paused and redirected his questioning to Moshan in her role as Mt. Mo—as the abbess and therefore the personification of the mountain and peak of the temple. “If I am crude by opening my mouth,” he asked, “how do you express yourself ?” She answered: “The peak is not revealed.” Or, “I am not pointing to myself, my position, or my ability. To understand the peak, the essence of my teaching, you need to penetrate your own confusion, and whatever has covered this peak from your view. I have no need to show off to you, to point to this, the peak, but you may uncover my teaching by seeing through your own delusions.”

This must not have been the first time Moshan had been challenged because of her gender; she skillfully uncovered Guanxi’s sexist attitude, and his sticking to his view that he would be the judge of her skill. There was something arrogant in his approach and it was Moshan’s job to help him see through it. Suspecting a lurking sexist attitude, she had put forth a preemptive strike and stated that what she was teaching was “without the form of man or woman.” She confronted Guanxi’s challenge to her teaching based on her suspicion that he would question her authority because she was a woman, and she positioned herself to address his concern. Guanxi asked her, in effect, “What are you, a woman, doing in this position? What does a woman teacher have to offer?” She responded on the level of absolute reality. Gender is not what teaches the Dharma; what there is that teaches, what there is to teach, goes beyond gender. And yet gender exists—why would you need to change that? Wisdom pours forth from everything so why not just accept each voice? What needs transformation when neither man nor woman is what specifically teaches the Dharma? Existence itself teaches the Dharma.

Buddhist scriptures, following earlier Hindu beliefs, assert that a female form must transform to a male form to achieve buddhahood, but here Moshan refutes it.11 On the level of the absolute, there are no genders; on the level of relative reality, there are just many different forms. Why then would these forms need to transform? This exchange about the  essential, formless, genderless quality of it established Moshan as a Zen master, and it simultaneously validated women’s ability to teach Dharma in the face of Buddhist superstition.

Moshan has been an ongoing inspiration to women practicing Zen in China, Korea, and Japan. Her quick wit and penetrating teaching liken her to a male Zen master. Today we are taught in Zen lectures that women can equal men in Zen. In Moshan we meet the first one who clearly was equal.


Iron Grinder Liu: 


Her Active Edge Was Sharp and Dangerous 

Iron Grinder Liu (Liu Tiemo, ca. 870) was a student of Guishan (d. 853). It is not a coincidence that iron appears in her name. She embodies the stereotype of a hardhearted iron woman. Her name is variously translated as Iron Grinder, Iron-Grinder, and Iron Grindstone—the translations all allude to her ability to reduce the strongest matter to dust.

Rosabeth Moss Kanter in her study of how women are perceived in corporate America found that women entering male-dominated organizations survived via their relationships to men in stereotypical roles as mother, pet, or seductress.12 If a woman did not enter the familiar and familial role of wife, mother, or sister, she was seen as a kind of monster. Kanter uses the term “iron maiden,” the name of a medieval torture device, to describe a woman focused on organizational results who didn’t offer enough relationship to suit the male power structure—a woman perceived as too authoritative, emotionally disconnected from the familial role, and unyielding. Such a woman, according to Kanter, was viewed as made of iron, not flesh and blood.

Classic Zen literature emphasized Liu’s toughness—her well-trained, honed Zen mind. She was described as performing like a grinding wheel. When a Zen monk met her, sparks would surely fly.


The leader of a congregation, named Iron-Grinder Liu, came to visit Zen Master Zihu.

Zihu said, “I’ve heard of Iron-Grinder Liu. They say you’re hard to contend with. Is that so?”

Iron-Grinder Liu said, “I daren’t presume so.”

Zihu asked, “Do you turn left or right?”

Liu said, “Don’t tip over, Master.”

Zihu immediately hit her.13




Iron Grinder taught at her own temple and was known for her ferocious Dharma. In this exchange with Zihu, she demonstrated that she could not be caught with words of praise or disparagement. She reminded Zihu that his wondering about “left or right” would throw him off balance, pull him into the world of dualistic thinking and comparison. Was she difficult or easy to deal with? Zihu asked her. When she corrected him he resorted to his own trademark: a beating with the stick. As a ferocious woman Zen master, she did not exempt herself from physical beatings. These did not diminish her strength or her ability to stand without tipping. Master Fojian commented in the Book of Serenity, “She let Zihu wield the stick, but though she appeared soft, she had steel-like strength.”14


Iron Grinder lived in a hermitage just a few miles from her teacher and frequent sparring partner, Guishan. She is remembered for her enigmatic exchange with Guishan, a conversation that did not rely solely on words; we sense their deep connection—his laying down and her leaving—as their meaning. Their verbal exchange does not say what they meant, nor mean what it says. It represents two Zen adepts communicating through terse verbal and nonverbal exchange. Nothing was wasted; they understood each other thoroughly, and they responded completely.


Iron Grindstone Liu went to Guishan.

Guishan said: “Old cow, so you’ve come!”

She said, “Tomorrow there is a communal feast on Mt. Tai; are you going?”

Guishan lay down.

Liu immediately left.15




Liu and Guishan embody the unspoken intimacy of the Zen teacher-student relationship: she an “old cow,” he the old water buffalo—as he refers to himself elsewhere. They enact the relationship usually ascribed to male student and teacher. We witness an interaction that could have taken place between two men—except, of course, that he calls her “cow.”

Both teachers stay close to their hermitage, close to their practice, close to their easeful samadhi. They have little need to participate in community gatherings. Liu clearly knows that neither of them will be attending the “big event” on Mt. Tai, since it is six hundred miles away with only one day left to travel there. She asked him whether he was going only so that the two of them, teacher and student, could mutually express their peace and contentment in the Dharma. They needed neither the ceremonial nor the conventional accolades of the Zen community. Just let go.

Guishan had found a way to teach and empower this talented woman just as he taught men. We know that their relationship continued, that they most likely lived in close proximity, but that she probably had her own practice place. Reputed to be “dangerous,” she completely inhabited the stereotypical role of the heroic, powerful male Zen master. From her familiarity and acceptance of the use of the stick, we see that she had been treated like a man.

Did Iron Grinder’s embodiment of chang-fu represent the only type of woman that could ascend to the position of Zen master, or did her personality include qualities outside this stereotype? Was she an Iron Grinder before she came to Zen, or was her toughness the result of Zen training? Did Zen create Iron Grinders, or did Iron Grinders gravitate to Zen practice? We might even wonder whether this stereotype of the single-minded, strong “she-man” ever existed as described.




Token Nuns: Establishing Zen as a Truly Liberated Spiritual Institution 

When the Buddhist female order took root in China through the leadership of the first Chinese monks, it had to contend with Confucian ideals about human relations, including the submission and seclusion of women. Later this submission of Buddhist women was transferred to Japan. Occasionally Zen teachers have cited women who had been allowed to participate in male monasteries as examples of enlightened practice. These few women are referred to, in contemporary language, as tokens—the symbolic but not genuine inclusion of a minority representative.

Eihei Dogen, the thirteenth-century Japanese Soto Zen founder, insisted in his essay “Raihaitokuzui” (Attaining the Marrow) that Zen needs to be freed from gender stereotypes if it is to truly offer complete  awakening.16 He preached that if monks experienced enlightenment on the meditation cushion without examining their own sexist views, they limited and hindered their boundless realization with self-serving, ignorant prejudice and superstition. Dogen insisted that monks who attempted to integrate their experience of enlightenment, while at the same time maintaining conventional and small-minded attitudes—for instance, the banning of women from the holiest temple sites17—were just “stupid people who insulted the Dharma.”

To prove that these negative and limiting stereotypes of women did not reflect reality but instead represented provincial cultural stereotypes, Dogen cited powerful Zen women who were accepted by the Chinese Zen establishment and he contrasted these women’s participation in Chinese Zen to the superstitious and ignorant Buddhist practices he experienced in Japan as he established his first temple. We see these Sung dynasty Chinese women through an outstanding teacher’s vision of gender-free Zen. Once again, unfortunately, we learn nothing about the women’s identities as women or how they entered or achieved recognition in an all-male system. We are grateful to Dogen for his understanding of the problem of Zen women’s inequality and his wish to remedy it.

In this essay Dogen mentions two other Chinese women: Zongchi and Miaoxin.


Zongchi: 


First in the Zen Tradition 

The Chinese nun Zongchi (ca. 550) demonstrated Zen’s ability to train women alongside men from its earliest inception. Born in the early to mid-sixth century, Zongchi was the sister of an important Chinese king,18  and has occasionally been described as the daughter of Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty of sixth-century China.19 We know of her, through Dogen, as one of Bodhidharma’s disciples. Bodhidharma, of course, is the Indian monk who brought Zen practice from India to China and is often referred to as the first Chinese patriarch. Bodhidharma’s encounter with Emperor Wu and his subsequent founding of Shaolin temple are widely accepted as the founding of Zen in China.

Bodhidharma was surely familiar with the Buddha’s admonitions regarding separate practice for women. It is not known how Zongchi  became his disciple, but it appears that he taught her alongside his male disciples at Shaolin temple.20 In the Shobogenzo chapter called “Katto” (Twining Vines),21 Dogen names her as one of Bodhidharma’s four equal Dharma heirs. We can only assume that Bodhidharma’s confidence in the depth of his own awakening allowed him to seemingly dismiss the traditionally observed Buddha’s Eight Special Rules.

Zongchi is an example of an early female pioneer who had the opportunity, probably through her aristocratic family, to study with a great master and practice alongside his male disciples as one of them. Miriam Levering, in her essay on Dogen’s “Raihaitokuzui,”22 contends that Chinese accounts of Bodhidharma had originally described Zongchi as a full Dharma heir, but that history tended to downgrade her equality, placing her in the third or fourth position among Bodhidharma’s four students. This view tends to depict her as a kind of placeholder, a female token illustrating the potential for Zen’s undiscriminating wisdom in action.

Zen lineage records, the official story of the patriarch’s mind-to-mind transmission, continued through another of the four disciples, but Dogen emphasized that the teaching of each of Bodhidharma’s four disciples was complete. Even though we remember and recognize only one of Bodhidharma’s successors, Huike, as a lineage holder, Dogen considered Zongchi equally endowed with understanding.23 Interestingly, according to the records, she was also able to recite the whole of the Lotus Sutra from memory.

Zongchi’s only recorded teaching is a single discussion with Bodhidharma. The discussion occurred after Bodhidharma’s nine years in China when he gathered his disciples and asked each one to express his or her practice realization. The nun Zongchi said: “My understanding now is that it is like the joy of seeing the buddha land of Aksobhya: it is felt at the first glance, but not the second glance.”24 Bodhidharma’s teaching emphasized a direct experience of one’s own nature. He acknowledged her remark and said to her, “You have my flesh.” Zongchi’s teaching articulated direct experience that cannot be duplicated by description or review or conveyed through explanation or instruction.

Although Dogen referred to her as an example of an early lineage holder, we learn nothing more of her life or her teachings after the discussion at Shaolin temple.


Miaoxin: 


Enlightened Seventeen Monks 

In “Raihaitokuzui” Dogen extolled another nun, Miaoxin (ca. 880), as a powerful example of a woman who enlightened men. She studied with Guishan’s Dharma heir, Yangshan (d. 883). This is a tantalizing detail: Guishan’s teaching relationship with Liu Tiemo (Iron Grinder Liu) may have helped Yangshan teach and recognize Miaoxin’s ability, perhaps “like father, like son.” We can guess that since both Liu Tiemo and Yangshan studied with the same teacher, either Yangshan knew Liu Tiemo personally, or he knew his teacher’s respect for her.

Although Dogen could not have personally witnessed Miaoxin’s admittance to Yangshan’s temple, since her assignment there occurred several hundred years prior to his birth, he declared with certainty that none of the monks present disputed her selection. Dogen also recounted the teaching she later offered to seventeen monks who had come to call on her teacher, Yangshan:


Once she [Miaoxin] was working in the administrative quarters and seventeen monks [on pilgrimage] from the Shoku district came to see her master [Yangshan]. They wanted to climb the mountain right away, but it was too late and they had to spend the night at the administrative quarters. At night they began to discuss the famous story of the Sixth Patriarch and the wind and the flag. [One monk says the flag is moving, one monk says the wind is moving, the Sixth Patriarch says, “The flag is not moving, the wind is not moving, you are moving your mind!”] All of the seventeen monks gave their respective opinions, but all were off the mark. Miaoxin, on the other side of the wall, overheard their discussion and said, “It’s a pity that the seventeen blind donkeys have worn out so many pairs of straw sandals on pilgrimages and still cannot even dream about the Buddhadharma.” A little later Miaoxin’s male attendant told them her response to their discussion, but none of them were dissatisfied or resentful about it. On the contrary, they were ashamed at their lack of attainment of the Way. They straightened up their robes, offered incense, made prostrations, and sought her  instruction. She said, “Please come closer.” But before they could come closer, she shouted, “The wind is not moving, the flag is not moving, the mind is not moving!” When they heard that, all of them reflected on their own hearts, then bowed to her in gratitude and became her disciples. Soon after that they returned to Seishu without even visiting Yangshan. Truly, Miaoxin’s level is not surpassed by the three sages and ten saints, and her actions are those of one who transmits the right stream of the buddhas and patriarchs.25





Miaoxin embodied the confidence and penetrating wisdom of a traditional Zen master. Seeing that the monks were wallowing in dualistic analysis, she set them up to directly experience “what moves?” by asking them to physically move forward to experience that which actually moves. Before they could respond to her instructions she caught them by surprise: Wind doesn’t move, flag doesn’t move, mind doesn’t move—what moves? The nondualistic experience of “what moves?” caught the monks in mid-movement, opened them to a direct experience of life’s continuous and all-pervading movement.

Dogen portrayed a woman embodying the Zen master’s role who gained recognition by teaching in a way that enlightened monks. Not only was the teacher Miaoxin masterful, but the inquiring monks were not caught by dualistic judgments about whether to invite a woman to teach them. Dogen encouraged his own monks to change their provincial thinking, to be open-minded to the teachings of women. He ends his essay with these admonishments to his audience regarding a mythical female Buddhist teacher, a woman who transforms herself into a male Buddha: “She should be venerated, honored, and respected like all the Buddhas and tathagathas. This is the ancient practice of the Buddhist Way. Those who do not know this are to be greatly pitied.”26


Dogen’s attempts to overcome discrimination against women among his followers show that some Zen teachers have historically strived to venerate male and female enlightened beings equally. Without Dogen’s efforts to teach his monks to see beyond their prejudices, we might have lost the story of Miaoxin and her inspirational teaching, which remains influential to this day. Japanese Soto nuns used Dogen’s seminal teaching and “Raihaitokuzui” to encourage twentieth-century  Soto bureaucracy to recognize them as equal participants in the Soto Zen institution.




Women Who Humiliated Monks 

Sometimes women’s Zen teachings catalyzed monks to deeper investigation of the Dharma, as we have seen in the stories of Moshan and Miaoxin. Another class of Zen stories involve women who manifest their ability by showing monks their own foolishness—holding a mirror to the monks’ inability to be present in the moment of everyday activity. In these stories Zen monks learn to survive the worst embarrassment of all—defeat at the hands of an unknown and often untrained woman’s Dharma words. Even the names of these women—except for one nun named Shiji—have been lost. Some of these women teachers, who often lacked even basic ordination, fit the mother stereotype and are known to Zen students as “tea ladies.” Others fit the “iron maiden” stereotype of a mean old lady. Both types act as anonymous agents of change that push a monk in the right direction—toward greater perseverance and humility—with a little slap.
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