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“An amazing collection. This book gives the wonderful feel of the sincerity, the great range, and the nobility of the spiritual work that women are doing and have been doing, unacknowledged, for a very long time. Essential and delightful.”


— JOHN TARRANT, AUTHOR OF THE LIGHT INSIDE THE DARK: ZEN, SOUL, AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE


“Earthy, challenging, often irreverent. Not only for women, this collection presents the rich feminine perspective for all sincere Dharma practitioners.”


— JAMES BARAZ, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING JOY


“You will return to this collection again and again for a dose of its abundant insight, encouragement, steadfastness, warmth, and wit.”


— COLLEEN MORTON BUSCH, AUTHOR OF FIRE MONKS


“The hundred core stories of Buddhist women from India to America are stirring, and keep echoing. But what is most revelatory, ca cause for celebration, is the depth and sheer vitality of the commentaries by all the wonderful modern women teachers and practitioners herein. This book clearly exposes how the Dharma is now blessed to be in a golden age of brilliant women guides, some teaching openly, some quietly shining in sanghas near you.”


— TAIGEN DAN LEIGHTON, AUTHOR OF ZEN QUESTIONS AND FACES OF COMPASSION


“The Hidden Lamp shines a light on some of the great women teachers of the past and present. Even better than that, it’s entertaining and fun to read.”


— BRAD WARNER, AUTHOR OF HARDCORE ZEN


“How beautiful and strong, the voices of these wise women, made intimate and modern in this ancient Zen form.”


— JACK KORNFIELD, AUTHOR OF THE WISE HEART


“Magnificent! This is a book that begs to be read by every American Buddhist.”


— PILAR JENNINGS, AUTHOR OF MIXING MINDS


“Teachings leap off these pages — a wake-up call for the twenty-first century.”


— CHINA GALLAND, AUTHOR OF LOVE CEMETERY







Foreword


IT IS A GREAT RELIEF to finally have access to this rich material. The editors have been kind enough to share the manuscript with me as they proceeded, so I have been using these stories and commentaries for some time, savoring them, sharing them with friends. You, as reader, will also plunge in with your experiences and reflections, because this text comes from the rawness of spiritual life actually lived, as you live.


It’s instructive to compare this “hidden” collection of koans and stories to the traditional Zen koan collections on which it is modeled, and for which it’s a foil. The three principal Chinese collections (all now in English) are the Blue Cliff Record (twelfth century), the Book of Serenity (twelfth century), and the Gateless Barrier (early thirteenth century). Most well-known Zen stories are from these texts. As the editors note in their introduction, it’s hard to miss the fact that these collections come from an almost exclusively male practice milieu, and their style reflects this: terse, uncompromising, powerful, full of slang and humor, sometimes (but not always) useful — and, in general, withholding.


The traditional collections often make reference to two opposing but complementary teaching styles: “the grasping way” and “the granting way.” The grasping way, the withholding way, gives you nothing because there is nothing to give. Whatever there is to be gotten must be hard-won through struggle. This is the way of the solitary hero. The granting way is the kindly way of clear and helpful teaching, in which even your confusion and suffering is part of the path. Practice always takes place in the context of others, so awakening is not something you “get” as much as the relief you experience when you recognize that your life is always right (even when it is difficult) and always shared.


It’s likely that in actual practice throughout the centuries, Asian monastics experienced both ways, according to temperament and circumstances. But the classical collections seem not to reflect this. At least for the Western reader, lacking cultural and literary context, the granting way seems more or less absent in the style and presentation of these old tales and commentaries. Now that The Hidden Lamp has seen the light of day, this absence is filled finally with presence — with bodies, voices, emotions, lives. Included here, that is, are not only the long-missing stories of women, but, along with them, a spirit and attitude of open-handed teaching that the commentaries and the text as a whole reflect.


It’s instructive too to compare compositional methodologies. Although both the Blue Cliff Record and the Book of Serenity were compiled by two authors (the Gateless Barrier has a single author), these works are not collaborative: one author simply takes the work of his predecessor and comments on it. The Hidden Lamp is, by contrast, a true collaboration, not only between the editors, but also in its inclusion of many commentators. And not only is the temporal scope of stories expanded, as the subtitle mentions, to twenty-five centuries, so is the range of who is included. Many of the commentators are Zen teachers, but many others come from a wide range of Buddhist traditions and lineages and teach in many different ways. This all-around openness and expansiveness offers many stunning moments unimaginable in other more traditional koan collections, like the alternative version of the story of Buddha’s home-leaving in which, with great regret for what they both know he must do, he makes love to his wife Yasodhara on the night of his departure, and the resulting pregnancy parallels his spiritual quest. Or the straightforward practicality of Roshi Jiyu-Kennett’s words about enlightenment: “But if you don’t keep your training up, heaven help you; you’ll be worse off than you were before.” All this goes to say that the virtue of the important work you now hold in your hands isn’t only that it offers for the first time spiritual stories of women, collected and commented on by women, but that it completes something that has been incomplete for some time, and in doing so it offers a style of spiritual teaching particularly necessary for our trying times. This collection by and about women is not just for women. It’s for everyone — men as well as women. In bringing forward the voices of women, the balance that Buddhism (and all religion) has always promised but so far not delivered is now possible. This collection is for everyone who is looking to complete the broken circle that exists in all our great religions — and in our hearts and world.


Zoketsu Norman Fischer
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Introduction


THIS IS A BOOK of meetings. In these one hundred stories about awakened women, people meet together intimately, without turning away. They bring up the Dharma together, sometimes kindly, sometimes fiercely, sometimes serving each other tea. A hundred contemporary women have joined the conversation, reflecting on the teachings of these old koans and stories.


We too have been meeting for a few years now, as we have worked together on this book. As we write this introduction, we are in a house by the Pacific Ocean, making each other cups of dragon well tea, working across from one another at an old wooden table, with pages and pages of beloved stories piled like leaves between us. Out the window, the tips of the beach grasses are shining in the dunes.


We call the book The Hidden Lamp because, while the lamp of Buddhist women’s wisdom has been burning through the centuries, its light has been hidden from view. In this time, more than ever, we all need that light to guide our way. Many of the more familiar Buddhist and Zen stories are about monks living in monasteries. Here you will meet all kinds of people on the spiritual path: not just monks and nuns and teachers, but also husbands and wives, teenagers, hermits and cooks, courtesans and uppity grandmothers. Yes, this is a book that features women, but there are men here too, in almost every story; this is a book of human stories, human teachings.


The book addresses an absence for both men and women within Buddhism (and most other religious traditions, for that matter): the invisibility of women ancestors and their wisdom. In every family, we have both grandmothers and grandfathers. If we heard only the wisdom of our grandfathers, something in our own hearts would be incomplete. It’s the same in the Dharma. So it’s time for these stories of women to become part of a shared vocabulary and heritage for all Buddhists, just as the stories of the Buddha and other great teachers of the past are already known.


Never before in the history of Buddhism have women been so prominent or empowered as Buddhist teachers, nor, until now, have scholars and translators brought to the West so many of the old stories about women. So finally the lamp can be uncovered, for the benefit of everyone.


Stories and Koans


Stories have been part of Buddhism from the start. The Buddha’s own teachings were full of parables and stories about Indian life in his time. There are even poems and stories of the first women who practiced with the Buddha, and several of these are included in this book.


A type of story called a koan first appeared in ancient Chinese Zen Buddhism. Koans are particularly powerful and succinct stories, most often about encounters between Zen teachers and students. They can be playful and humorous, mysterious, opaque, or even combative. We use “koan” and “story” interchangeably in this book. The very few stories about women in the great Chinese koan collections are here. The book also includes stories and koans about women from ancient India, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, Thailand, India, and the West.


In one way, all of these stories are koans. They are short, powerful narratives about meetings between Dharma practitioners and about experiences on the path. Nonetheless, some readers may feel that only stories from the classical collections are truly “koans.” Whatever they are called, they are our and your birthright, whether you are a Vipassana practitioner, a Tibetan Buddhist, a Chan Buddhist, a Rinzai or Soto Zen student or teacher, a Pure Land Buddhist, or a reader exploring what it means to be a human being.


The word koan is a Japanese form of the Chinese word gung an, which means “public case” or “public announcement,” since these encounters often took place in the Dharma hall in front of an assembly of Zen practitioners. Heinrich Dumoulin writes, “A koan, therefore, presents a challenge and an invitation to take seriously what has been announced, to ponder it and respond to it.”


D. T. Suzuki, whose writings first popularized Zen for Westerners, described koans as inexplicable paradoxes or riddles, and this somewhat misleading idea about koans has persisted. Ruth Fuller Sasaki, one of the earliest Western Rinzai practitioners, differed in her view of koans. She wrote, “The koan is not a conundrum to be solved by a nimble wit . . . Nor, in my opinion, is it ever a paradoxical statement except to those who view it from outside. When the koan is resolved it is realized to be a simple and clear statement of the consciousness which it has helped to awaken.”


It is thought that koans first evolved from teaching dialogues between Chinese Zen masters (Chan masters in China) and their students in the Tang dynasty period (618–907 CE). These dialogues were collected as “records” of a particular master’s teaching and were also gathered in records of whole lineages of teachers, called “lamp collections.” The Chinese koans may or may not reflect actual historic events and encounters, and some koans may have been written hundreds of years after the events they describe took place. But regardless of their historic accuracy, they can be appreciated as powerful expressions of awakened teaching.


Later, starting in twelfth-century Song dynasty China, particular koans were chosen from the earlier records and assembled in what we think of now as the classical koan collections, particularly the Blue Cliff Record, the Gateless Gate, and the Book of Serenity. With these collections, the commentaries and verses on koans developed into high literary and religious forms. But very few stories about women were included in the classical collections.


New koans also evolved over time. For instance, in Japan’s Kamakura period, in the thirteenth century, a whole new set of koans arose out of the experience of the samurai class as they encountered Zen practice, and these include a surprising number of koans about women.


As we have shared these stories and koans with our fellow practitioners, we have noticed that some people feel a wave of anxiety at the word “koan.” They associate koans with something mystifying and impenetrable, with right or wrong answers, and with grimacing Zen masters holding big sticks. But these stories are intended as mirrors for your own life and practice. Each story is a gift from one woman ancestor to you, whether you are male or female. You can sit quietly with it, find inspiration or encouragement within it, or take it all the way to the heart of your life. Only you can know exactly what the gift may be.


How Are Koans Used in Zen Practice?


No one knows exactly how teachers and students practiced with koans in ancient China, but Dahui Zonggao (1089–1163) is generally credited with being the first teacher to have his students meditate on phrases from the koans as a method of awakening. Over time, as Zen spread throughout China and then to Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, each school and lineage of Zen developed its own way of working with koans.


Asian and Western Zen teachers keep these various traditions alive. Within the Japanese Rinzai lineages, Korean Zen, and some Japanese Soto Zen lineages, practitioners spend years working their way through a koan curriculum, presenting their understanding to a teacher in private meetings. In some lineages, completion of the curriculum, usually involving hundreds of koans, is a requirement for becoming a teacher. This kind of koan practice is a full-bodied and whole-hearted encounter; it is, as John Daido Loori writes, “one’s own intimate and direct experience of the universe and its infinite facets.” Many of the commentators in this book have trained in this way, and their commentaries give us a glimpse into the feeling and intensity of Rinzai koan practice.


There is also a traditional Soto Zen approach to koans that began with Eihei Dogen, the thirteenth-century Japanese Zen master who founded the Soto school. In this tradition, instead of looking at a single phrase as in Rinzai Zen, one works with koans by unfolding and expanding on their teachings. Dogen models this approach in his many essays in Shobogenzo, taking what Steven Heine calls “the scenic, or panoramic route.”


Many modern Soto teachers approach koans as “family stories.” Classical koans are anecdotes from the lives of the great teachers, including those whose names are chanted every day in Zen monasteries. They express the particular spirit of the teacher, and by engaging with and studying these stories, a student develops a subtle feeling for the spirit of Zen practice. Soto teachers also encourage students to work with “the koan that arises from your own life” — a compelling Dharma question that comes out of personal life circumstances.


Recently, some Western Zen teachers have begun working with koans in another, somewhat radical way: exploring them in open discussion in a group, so that everyone’s insight can shine a light on the old story. And in the last decade, some Western Zen practice centers have begun to chant the names of women ancestors, including women from the time of the Buddha and women teachers in China and Japan. Many of the koans in this book bring to life the teachings and spirit of these same women.


Why Do Stories about Women Matter?


Buddhist teachings on nonduality emphasize that there is no “male” or “female” in any absolute sense. So why create a book of women’s koans? No matter who we are, or how awakened we are, we practice the Dharma in our complicated, gendered lives — it’s the only place we can practice. A human birth is supposed to be an advantageous birth because only as a human being in a human body can one awaken. Our gender identities are more plastic, more mind-constructed than we used to think, but still, in our own eyes and the eyes of the world, we are shaped by “male” and “female.”


Women have had to struggle mightily in order to practice Buddhism. It was hard for women in Buddha’s time and it stayed hard for them for centuries. In ancient China, Japan, and other Asian cultures, women were not allowed to ordain without the permission of male family members. They were kept home to be householders, slaves, laundresses, cooks, wives, rearers of children. Some scarred their faces so they could enter a monastery but not disturb the monks with their beauty.


For much of Buddhist history, it has been a commonly held belief of laypeople, monks, and even nuns that it is not possible to be enlightened in a woman’s body. Furthermore, many monastic men believed that women were dangerous obstacles to awakening because of their desirability. It’s still hard for women to practice in many places, as either nuns or laywomen. Even now, women in many Buddhist lineages cannot be fully ordained, and in some places in Asia it is considered a sign of a woman’s spiritual attainment if she remains silent and doesn’t teach. These painful anachronisms are slowly changing, thanks to the efforts of courageous women and their male allies.


Buddhists all over the world practice in traditions where historical women’s voices are rare and many of the teachings and practices emanate from a largely male point of view. By bringing forward both historical and contemporary teachings of women, we hope to help address this long-standing imbalance.


Who Are the Women in These Stories?


The women in these stories, and the men who supported them, are our ancestors and our relatives. There really was a woman named Ryonen, for example, who burned her face with a hot iron in order to be admitted to a Zen monastery in seventeenth-century Japan. She later became an abbess and founded her own temple. Then there are the stories — probably a combination of myth and history — of the first Buddhist women: Kisagotami, who came to the Buddha with her dead baby in her arms, or Mahapajapati, the Buddha’s aunt and foster mother, who finally won admission for women to the Buddha’s sangha. Did they really do what the stories say? We can’t know, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? Somebody did something like that for us — we wouldn’t be here practicing without them. Great Granny Miaoxin, Auntie Kisagotami, Cousin Lingzhao Pang, Great Uncle Zhaozhou — their faces seem to peer out at us from old daguerreotypes.


Many of the Chinese and Japanese Zen koans are about nameless old women, selling tea or rice cakes by the side of the road or working in their fields. These figures lack any worldly power — they are women, they are old, they have no social standing, they are laypeople, they are without men to give them credibility — and yet they are powerful teachers. Their grandmotherly kindness often takes fierce forms. One burns down a misguided monk’s hermitage, another roars like a tiger at a famous Zen master, another refuses to serve rice cakes to a sutra scholar who doesn’t understand his own precious texts. Zen is full of stories of iconoclastic outsiders, and these old women are the ultimate outsiders. They are just the ones to puncture a foolish monk’s pride and inflated sense of purpose.


Another striking aspect of the stories about women is how many explore the body, desire, and sexuality — topics that are generally absent from koans about men. There are koans in which lustful monks approach women, and the women are unafraid and unapologetic about their sexuality in their response. A monk exposes himself to a visiting nun, saying, “My thing is three feet long.” The nun responds with, “And my thing is infinitely deep.” Another woman tells a monk that her vagina is not for him to enter — it’s the place from which he and all the buddhas came into the world.


Many of these stories turn the stereotypes of women upside down. A young woman who sells herself to a brothel is a bodhisattva, supporting her starving family. A helpless old woman isn’t really so helpless after all, as she wields her fire poker on foolish monks. And a teenage girl meets the greatest Zen master of her time, Hakuin, and bests him in their Dharma encounter.


There are extraordinary men here too, who supported and respected women as equal practitioners in the Way: Ananda, who persuaded the Buddha to receive Mahapajapati and the other women into the sangha; Zhaozhou, whose encounters with nuns and old women are some of the greatest of Chinese Zen koans; Layman Pang, who practiced in partnership with his wife and daughter; Hakuin, who was so fierce with his monks but so admiring of the enlightened laywomen in his community; and Dogen, who in “Raihai Tokuzui” extolled the spiritual power and virtues of women Zen masters, and remonstrated with monks who denigrated women.


Many of these stories explore the possibilities of practicing in the context of everyday life, in a family, as a householder. Some show us women in traditional secular roles as wife, daughter, servant, slave, grandmother. Others show us women breaking out of these roles and joining the ordained sangha. We see women awaken while cooking dinner and we see them awaken as nuns. Sometimes, when the woman has an enlightenment experience while performing the tasks of a housewife, her reaction is to throw down her pot, hurl the tray of doughnuts to the ground, stop bothering to cook for her children, or leave her husband in order to ordain. Although this is more or less what the Buddha did, the abandonment of family seems more shocking when a woman does it. There are also stories of the women who awaken but remain happily in lay life until the day they die, surrounded by their children and grandchildren.


You will also find stories here from the teachings of eminent modern teachers who have recently passed away. We believe that koans are a living tradition, that teaching encounters are happening all around us, and that modern teachers are fully in Buddha’s lineage. Questions that were asked one or two thousand years ago are still being asked today: What do you do about loneliness? How do you know when you are enlightened? What do you do if you are trembling with fear? Each generation keeps the Dharma alive.


And of course, in the great tradition of Zen humor, some of these stories use laughter to wake us up. You may find yourself chuckling at the teenager Satsujo comparing her butt to the Lotus Sutra, or at Shariputra’s utter bewilderment after the goddess turns him into a woman, or at Yuanji knocking over her brother’s upside-down corpse and telling him he was always a trouble-maker. A good guffaw can be the Dharma too.


How Were the Stories and Koans Chosen for the Book?


We began by searching for koans and stories about women in English translation. We were able to find more than two hundred of them, far more than anyone would have predicted. In many cases there was just one koan about a woman buried in a volume of hundreds of koans. Where there was only one translation or source, we obtained permission to use it; otherwise we consulted a number of translations to develop our own version. In some cases we used only one part of a longer koan or story.


Because we chose to limit the book to one hundred koans and stories, this required a painful paring down of our original collection. The ones we didn’t include are not necessarily any less wise or wonderful than the ones we did. We chose the stories that spoke to us and that represented different times, places, teachers, and traditions.


Instead of arranging the stories chronologically or geographically, we have chosen to organize them in an intuitive way, grouping stories together that resonate with each other.


Each story uses the form of spelling and pronunciation that is closest to the original, although diacritical marks are not used. For instance, the female bodhisattva of compassion is referred to as Kuan Yin in the Chinese koans and as Kannon, the Japanese form of her name, in the Japanese koans. For the Chinese koans, the names are generally in the modern Pinyin romanization of the original Chinese. The glossary provides alternative, and in some cases more well known, versions of some names. The great Chinese master Zhaozhou, for example, is sometimes better known in the West as Chao-Chou or Joshu.


Contributors and Reflections


In the classical koan collections, like the Blue Cliff Record, each koan has a commentary written by the compiler. In this book, each story has a short reflection by a different woman teacher.


Because there are many more than a hundred contemporary women teachers, we established general criteria to help us choose whom to invite. Generally, we invited women who have been teaching the Dharma — or in a few cases writing about the Dharma — for a long time, though we invited both prominent and less well-known teachers. Some of the women we invited were unable to contribute, but most accepted our invitation with generous enthusiasm. Because of the richness of women’s practice at this time, there were many powerful women teachers whom we were not able to invite or who were not available. We wish we could have included them all.


Our intention from the beginning has been to bring a diversity of voices and perspectives to the book. We invited women who teach in a wide range of Buddhist traditions, including Zen (from Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese traditions), Pure Land, Vipassana, and Vajrayana. We invited women of diverse ethnicities, racial backgrounds, and sexual preferences. We invited both nuns and laywomen. We invited women from all over the world.


Due to our own limitations as translators, we were unable to invite women who don’t write in English. This limits the range of the book to some extent, but ultimately our commentators represent all major Buddhist traditions and come from thirteen different countries in Asia, Africa, North America, Central America, Australia / New Zealand, and Europe.


There is one significant way that the reflections in this book differ from the commentaries in traditional koan collections (besides the obvious difference of being written by women!). Each contributor explores the question of how the story speaks to her in her own life and Dharma practice, and this encourages us, the readers, to do the same. It is, after all, in our very vulnerability as humans, subject to old age, sickness, and death, that we find our freedom. And many of the stories affirm this. It’s encouraging to know that when we feel lonely or afraid, this doesn’t mean we are not strong enough to follow the Dharma path. Our teachers and ancestors have been there before us.


None of the reflections on the stories, no matter how esteemed their authors, are final answers in any sense — this is why they are called “reflections.” Each is one woman’s perspective, opening the curtains on a view from a particular window into the landscape of the koan.


Each reflection is followed by a series of questions that have arisen for us as we, the compilers of the book, have lived with the story. This echoes the traditional structure of the classical koan collections, where each koan is accompanied by a commentary and a “pointer.”


These stories are invitations extended to you across the centuries. An old woman at the side of the road has some tea and rice cakes for you. Asan’s rooster crows for you. Ziyong borrows the voice of the mountains to speak to you. Dipa Ma reaches her hand across the aisle to you when the plane encounters turbulence. A Brahman wife tells you that you’re not the only one who burned the family’s curry dinner and that you too can wake up at the sound of the sizzling.


All these stories are pointing to spectacular, profound, and potentially life-changing teachings. We twenty-first-century Buddhist practitioners can take these stories and koans into our own practice; we can bring them to life in our bodies and hearts; they can put us in touch with our relatives, both known and long-lost, and wake us up to the truth that we are all connected, all of us, across time and space. Everyone is invited to the family reunion.


Zenshin Florence Caplow and Reigetsu Susan Moon
 Shoalwater House, Tokeland, Washington




Suggestions for How to Practice with The Hidden Lamp


FIRST OF ALL, how you read and approach this book is entirely up to you. You may have your own way, formal or informal, of practicing with koans. But if working with koans and teaching stories is new to you, or you’d like more guidance about how you could use this book in your life and practice, here are a few ideas.


•You can engage with these koans and stories, whoever you are. You don’t need to be a Zen student, a scholar, or an experienced meditator.


•The introduction may provide a helpful overview of how we approach koans in this book, and the history of stories and koans in Buddhist practice.


•This book can be read from cover to cover, or not. Although there is an internal order to the koans and stories, it is not necessary to read them in order. They are not arranged chronologically.


•Koans, particularly the Tang-dynasty Chinese koans, can initially seem opaque or difficult. We have found it helpful to let go of trying to “understand” these koans in an analytical way. They are more like dreams or poetry than news reports.


•Approach the koans and your responses to them as mirrors for your own life at this moment.


•Reading a koan is different than other kinds of reading, and requires slowing down. Read the koan several times before going on to the reflection. Feel what you feel in your body as you read: excitement, poignancy, confusion? Is there a particular phrase in the koan that intrigues you?


•You can take a phrase from the koan that particularly moves you, write it down, and bring it up during the day in your ordinary activities or meditation practice. This is an ancient way of working with koans.


•If you’d like to know more about the koan or the characters in the koan, there is a glossary in the back of the book and another section with sources of translations for each koan. You can also learn more about each commentator in the contributor biography section.


•Buddhist practice, although deeply personal, is not something most people can sustain entirely on their own. Teachers and Dharma groups are the lifeblood of the Dharma. If you have a teacher, consider exploring a koan or story together. If you are part of a sangha or Dharma study group, it can be fruitful and fun to work with these stories in a small group. Read them together, sit with them together, write poetry in response to them together, dramatize them and act them out, or write your own. Be willing to be surprised at what a group of ordinary people can see and teach each other.


Suzuki Roshi, in a talk about koans, said:




Koan is not something to explain. We talk about it to give some suggestion, you know. It is suggestion. We don’t talk about what koan means directly. We give you just suggestion, and according to the introduction or suggestion, you work on koan. That is how we explain koan and how you listen to koan.







I.


Clapping Her Hands and Laughing


Stories of Seeking and Awakening




1. The Old Woman of Mount Wutai


CHINA, NINTH CENTURY


AN OLD WOMAN lived on the road to Mount Wutai. A monk on pilgrimage asked her, “Which is the way to Mount Wutai?” The old woman said, “Right straight ahead.”


The monk took a few steps, and she said, “He’s a good monk, but off he goes, just like the others.” Monks came one after another; they’d ask the same question and receive the same answer.


Later, a monk told Master Zhaozhou Congshen what had happened and Zhaozhou said, “I’ll go and investigate that old woman myself.”


Next day Zhaozhou went to the old woman and asked, “Which is the way to Mount Wutai?”


“Right straight ahead,” she replied.


Zhaozhou took a few steps.


The old woman said, “He’s a good monk, but off he goes, just like the others.”


Zhaozhou returned to the monastery and told the monks, “I have checked out the old woman of Mount Wutai for you.”


NANCY BROWN HEDGPETH’S REFLECTION


Years ago, before practicing Zen, I read an article about Dorothy Day, the Christian activist. She had recently died, and the article included one of her favorite poems, written by Rabindranath Tagore:


I slept and dreamt that life was joy.


I awoke and found that life was duty.


I acted, and behold, duty was joy.


I cut those lines out of the magazine, tucked them in my wallet, and carried them around for years. They captured a longing I had for a life that was all of a whole — what I called at the time “being fully human.” In this koan about the old woman of Mount Wutai, I recognize my own seeking in that of the pilgrims: looking for some way of living that would seem complete, compassionate, and wise.


When I read this koan, I imagine an old woman who lived most of her life near a crossroads on the way to Mount Wutai. As a younger woman perhaps she raised children, cared for her husband and parents, cleaned, cooked, tended animals, and raised food for her family. Maybe, over her long life, she had witnessed many pilgrims who were seeking the mountain, seeking the Buddha’s wisdom, seeking some special experience that might change their lives so they could embody that wisdom themselves. Many had asked her, “Which is the way to Mount Wutai?” (Or: “Please help me; I’m suffering.”) How did she answer when she was a younger woman? Perhaps literally: “Go left” or “Go right”; after all, she knew which way led to the mountain. Over the years of her life, a stream of sincere seekers passed by.


We live our daily, ordinary lives right alongside of our seeking: “There must be more to this living; everything I care about changes, dies away; everything I wish were different doesn’t change enough or not in the right way.” We see — for ourselves — that getting things or money or influence doesn’t ease the longing; even being loved doesn’t ease the longing. And there is more: “Not only do those I love change and die but so do I.” And “What is this ‘I’?”


Over time, perhaps the woman who lived on the way to Mount Wutai matured and ripened into the very compassion and wisdom that the pilgrims were seeking. Instead of pointing the exact way she offered an experience that stopped their minds and raised a question: What does she mean by “Right straight ahead,” when the way is not straight, and why does she say it to everyone?


One of the attractions of this koan for me is that the language of the old woman is so much that of my late teacher, Zen Master Seung Sahn. The teaching with which he ended every retreat and every letter was, “Only go straight, don’t know; try, try, try for ten thousand years nonstop; soon get enlightenment and save all beings from suffering.” This has everything we need: question, courage, faith, direction, compassion, and vow. The old woman of Wutai, from her experience, boiled it down to “Right straight ahead.”


How do we go “straight ahead, don’t know”? This question — any sincere question in the moment of asking it — returns us to a mind that is before thinking. In this moment of asking we and this universe are not split apart. How is it just now? What is the job of this moment? What a simple and portable practice!


I live on a farm, and we plant many vegetable seeds. Those tiny seeds contain an unbelievable force that brings together earth, nutrients, microbes, tilth, water, heat, gases, sunlight. When the seeds germinate, their tender forms move earth and rocks and go in whatever direction is needed to grow. As the plants mature and flower they offer us the oxygen and nourishment we need to live, as well as color, variety, medicine, and many other benefits. Finally, the plants make new seeds before they wither, decompose, and give back to the earth what is left. In fertile ground and with proper conditions their seeds will start the cycle over again.


I imagine this phrase “Right straight ahead” as a wonderful seed that the old woman of Wutai planted in the fertile ground of the pilgrims — the ground of not knowing, of being willing to ask. Her seed is still being planted and cultivated in us as we open to it. What an inspiration! May each of us create fertile soil and plant seeds beneficial to all.
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What is the point of spiritual seeking, and what do you hope to find there? Have you ever overlooked the wise person right in front of you, clothed in a seemingly ordinary form?




2. Anoja Seeks the Self


INDIA, SIXTH CENTURY BCE


ANOJA WAS a great queen at the time of the Buddha. Her husband, King Mahakappina, journeyed to hear the Buddha’s teaching and became a monk, along with many of his attendants. He sent a messenger back to his court with the news, and when Anoja asked if the king had sent a message for her, the messenger said, “He gives all his royal power to you; enjoy the glory and pleasure.”


But instead Anoja said, “The Buddha could not have arisen only for the benefit of men, but for women as well.” So she and her attendants also made the journey to hear the Buddha and to ordain. Mahakappina, now a monk, was present, but the Buddha, using his magic powers, made the king invisible. When the queen and her attendants heard the Buddha speak, they all became “stream enterers,” the first of four levels of Buddhist realization. Then the Buddha asked Anoja, “Would you rather seek the king or seek the nature of the self?”


Without hesitation she replied, “The nature of the self.”


SANDY BOUCHER’S REFLECTION


Anoja speaks to me as one of those strong, perceptive women who understood the Buddha’s message and the opportunity he offered, and saw no reason it should be limited to men. But as I look more closely, her story highlights the choices I myself face in daily life.


As a queen, Anoja was accustomed to ease and luxury, used to having the power to control others; she must have been tempted to stay and do what her husband invited her to do: continue to “enjoy the glory and pleasure” of royal dominance. I certainly would have been tempted to stay if I were her, for in my twenty-first-century life I cling to my creature comforts and resort to my regular escape routes of food and drink, entertainments and relationships, to keep me moving in the same old grooves, filled with the same old discontent. The story doesn’t tell us whether Anoja agonized over her decision. Did she hesitate? Did she lie awake wondering what to do? Did she engage in a process of introspection and self-questioning? I know I would have, and I don’t know if I would have had the courage to make the choice she made.


Anoja realized — even from afar and never having seen the Buddha before — that he was offering something more precious than all the wealth in her kingdom, more powerful than all the freedoms and powers that she had been taught to cultivate. When I am most clear I also understand that in giving up my attachments I attain true freedom from suffering.


She set off with her attendants to meet the Buddha, and he realized that she was on her way. He was well versed in the magic arts, but also he must have had quite a sense of humor, for he hid the king-now-turned-monk by making him invisible, setting up the conditions for Anoja to be tested a second time.


Queen Anoja and her ladies-in-waiting and other attendants had evidently lived many virtuous past lives and were karmically ripe for enlightenment, because just by hearing the Buddha speak his wisdom that day they entered the great stream of Dharma. When the Buddha saw that Anoja and her attendants were established on the path, he proceeded to question her.


No doubt he was wondering, “Is this woman really serious about this Dharma stuff, or did she come here just hoping to pry away her ex-husband because she misses him so much?” He asked Anoja the crucial question, knowing that Mahakappina was there watching and listening. Did she long for the security and pleasure of a relationship with her (presumably) beloved partner, or did she truly wish to discover what it is to be a human being? Another temptation — this time not material goods and worldly power but the sweet safety of an intimate relationship.


How many of us have faced this choice between a relationship and what we knew to be the path of growth and clarity? In college my brilliant French-major roommate was dating a grad student. When she won a Fulbright grant to study in France for a year, her boyfriend insisted she refuse the opportunity and stay home with him. Thrilled by the romance of it all, I supported her decision when she gave in to him. Not too many years later, involved in my own passionate love affair, I turned down a fellowship in a prestigious graduate writing program for the sake of romance, choosing the familiar path of short-term gratification. It was a move that turned out badly on several fronts.


The Buddha asked Anoja, “Would you rather seek the king or the nature of the self?” and the story indicates that she responded “without hesitation.” We can’t know her inner process, but I imagine that she perhaps did hesitate as she felt the lure of the known and comfortable, and then the pang of loss as she made her choice to move forward on her path.


Anoja’s story brings a truth home to me: often in order to do what is most authentic and appropriate I must step away from the familiar. I have to let go of my belief in the person I was yesterday and venture forward into new, more spacious territory. Anoja’s story offers a model for choosing the more life-enhancing path, taking a chance on liberation.
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What do you seek, truly? And what are you willing to renounce for it? Is it necessary to leave your home in order to find what is within you?




3. Joko Beck and the Thought of Enlightenment


UNITED STATES, TWENTIETH CENTURY


JOKO BECK had finished a talk and asked if there were any questions. A young man raised his hand and bluntly asked, “Are you enlightened?”


Her response was immediate. Laughing, she said, “I hope I should never have such a thought!”


PEG SYVERSON’S REFLECTION


I have thought about this exchange many times over the years since I first witnessed it. I had not been studying with Joko very long, and everything she said surprised me. The young man in this encounter is like the professor in the story of Nan-in serving tea. Nan-in, a nineteenth-century Japanese Zen master, was visited by a university professor who came to inquire about Zen. Nan-in politely served his guest, pouring tea into his cup until it was filled to the brim. He continued pouring, overflowing the cup, until the professor finally said, “It is overfull! No more will go in!”


“Like this cup,” said Nan-in, “you are full of your own opinions and speculations. How can I show you Zen unless you first empty your cup?”


The young Zen student in this story seemed to be asking Joko a question, but his head was already filled with his own opinions and speculations about “enlightenment.” He was no doubt wondering: “Can this teacher really help me? Can I trust her? Does she have any credentials?” So much is bound up in the student’s simple question. “Who should I follow? Who can help me get enlightened?”


Of course it is important to have discernment when we work with a teacher. Still, beyond the issue of qualification or capacity is the nature of the relationship itself. Joko’s playful, humorous response changed the entire field of her relationship with this student and with everyone who was there. But it opens to a much deeper mystery. As I heard Joko’s response I marveled at her words, and I still do. They echo the renegade Zen master Ikkyu: “I don’t remember making a mistake called enlightenment.”


My own encounters with Joko were just as unexpected and penetrating. Early in our spiritual work together, when I was a single parent juggling three jobs and a full-time graduate program, she asked me what had brought me to Zen practice. I knew that this was not a casual question. For weeks I reflected on it, and finally I came in for daisan (private practice interview), met her piercing gaze, and said, truthfully, “I just want to be a better mother for my son.” She tartly replied, “Well, that’s a story!”


I was startled into wonder and, for just a bit, completely lost my bearings. I barely managed to stand, bow, and leave the little room where she was even then ringing the bell for the next student. I felt as though she had suddenly tossed a pitcher of ice water in my face.


But at some level beyond language, I knew she was right. My “story” was suddenly quite clear: the core belief that I was perpetually failing at some performance of “being a good mother,” despite having neither models nor even any idea what such an ideal might be. No, I was always just coming up short, always scrambling to improve, and still failing. In fact, deep in my heart, I held this lacerating belief as a virtue — a sign of both my noble aspiration and the humble recognition of my terrible failings. It was poignant and heartbreaking. Yet this very story was actually coming between my son Ben and me, a filter through which I was always anxiously and apologetically and sadly viewing our marvelous life together. That single retort in Joko’s tiny daisan room changed the entire course of my relationship with Ben. Simply staying present with him without the story was infinitely more challenging, and yet the intimacy it opened was vast and luminous.


We live with a yearning for something always just out of reach. Without it, we would never come to practice Zen in the first place. We have many ideas about our practice, about ourselves, and about the world. Our cup is full. Like every other inexperienced Zen student, I was striving to be awakened. I wanted to be a light in the world, to have the genuine insight, true compassion, and profound wisdom to offer something truly needed — care for others that was real care. There is nothing wrong with a heartfelt aspiration for awakening, of course. But “I hope I should never have such a thought”? The ringing clarity of her words illuminates our secret agenda, our constant negotiations, calculations, and manipulations, our efforts to finesse life-as-it-is, and reveals our hidden longing for enlightenment as ultimate comfort, confirmation, achievement, or holiness. The demolition of this self-centered dream is the revelation of the true path.
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How do you follow the spiritual path without trying to achieve enlightenment? And is there a problem with a thought about enlightenment?




4. The Old Woman and the Pure Land


JAPAN, PERIOD UNKNOWN


IN CHINA and Japan many millions of Buddhists have been — and in Japan still are — devotees of the Pure Land doctrine. According to this doctrine a bodhisattva made a great vow, which in time fulfilled itself as the manifestation of the Buddha Amitabha (infinite light), who created a Pure Land paradise in the West for those who would take his name with faith. From this Pure Land it was easy to attain final nirvana.


An old lady of this faith was walking along the road when she met a Zen master, who said to her, “On your way to the Pure Land, eh, Granny?”


She nodded.


“Holy Amitabha’s there, waiting for you, I expect.”


She shook her head.


“Not there? The Buddha’s not in his Pure Land? Where is he then?”


She tapped twice over her heart and went on her way.


The Zen master opened his eyes wide in appreciation and said, “You are a real Pure Lander.”


EMILA HELLER’S REFLECTION


Pure Land Buddhists believe that through their faith in Amitabha, the buddha of infinite light, they will be freed from suffering. The Pure Land is a paradise of beauty and liberation and awaits those who truly believe. Are we all not eagerly looking for such a place of liberation? This koan is a simple story pointing to a profound Dharma teaching.


An old lady is walking along the road. She meets a Zen master, who asks her several disparaging questions, but she seems neither disturbed nor impressed by him. She answers his questions with gestures and silence. Wide-eyed, the Zen master sees that she has actualized a true understanding of the Pure Land. She knows it is neither an external place nor something to attain. She just walks along the road, not seeking outside of herself, not seeking an idea of freedom or emptiness or Buddha, not trying to teach or explain. She is alive with her faith and she didn’t have to say a word for the Zen master to experience her full presence.


For many years I walked the hills at Green Gulch Farm Zen Center where I live, trying to settle this body and mind. I was haunted by many forms of suffering and ached for release. A koan in the Book of Serenity encouraged me:




The World-Honored One pointed to the ground and said, “This is a good place to build a sanctuary.” Indra, Lord of the Gods, stuck a blade of grass in the ground and said, “The sanctuary is built.”





It was healing to walk during those years with a mantra crafted from this koan: “Right here is a holy place; right here I’ll build a sanctuary.” Over and over and over again I recited these words, reminding myself that right in the place where I walked, where I stood or sat or lay down, beyond craving, beyond knowing and not-knowing — this is where an opening could occur.


It was an uphill practice. Having grown up in Manhattan, I felt mostly fear in the wild, although you could hardly call Green Gulch wild. The paths were wide, the view spacious, and yet I feared predators from without and was tormented by negative thoughts within. To meet my demons I expanded my repertoire of mantras to include other phrases that spoke to me. I changed slightly the opening poem of the Visuddhimagga: The Path of Purification:


The inner tangle and the outer tangle,


the whole world’s in a tangle.


Tell me, oh Buddha,


how to untangle the tangle . . .


I never read beyond this poem in the text. Instead I untangled brambles in the physical world of Green Gulch and patiently and impatiently committed myself to untangling my own tangle, which I hoped would benefit others. Taking refuge in a community of practitioners for so many years gave me the gift of knowing that we are all suffering, and my faith is that there is the possibility of an end to suffering. It takes years to quiet a mind filled with craving. And though I cannot touch my heart and say with full confidence that the Pure Land is right here, nonetheless, slowly, a root has begun to tap into the place and the time where I am, and that is a great relief.


We pilgrims on the path are like the man in the Lotus Sutra who wanders around the world in poverty while all the time a priceless jewel is sewn in his ragged coat. As Yunmen told his assembly: “Within heaven and earth, through space and time, there is a jewel, hidden inside the mountain of form.” All of us have the jewel, all of us are the jewel. But even when we believe this, the restless mind keeps asking, “What is Buddha? Where is Buddha?” The wise sages have answered in various ways: “The oak tree in the garden; three pounds of hemp; a flowering hedge. This very body is Buddha along with mountains, rivers, and the great sky.” How do we stop traveling the dusty world in search of the answers? How do we find the old lady’s confidence that the jewel is within each of us?


The Buddha spoke as a doctor, diagnosing our illness and dispensing medicine to cure us. We are taking the medicine by sitting still, studying the mind and vowing to end the suffering that we experience within and without.


Walking the hills


Stumbling and confused


I seek the Way.


When the longing ceases


My heart stills.
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How far do you have to travel to find the Buddha? What do you do when someone says to you, “There, there, dear, you’ll be just fine”?




5. Manseong’s No Cultivation


KOREA, TWENTIETH CENTURY


ONE DAY a nun asked Manseong Sunim, “How do I cultivate the Way of the Buddha?”


“No cultivation,” answered Manseong.


The nun persevered: “How, then, can I obtain release from birth and death?”


“Who chains you to birth and death?” Manseong asked in return.


BARBARA RHODES’S REFLECTION


I picked this koan because to me it strikes right at the heart of what a student and teacher can be for each other. The nun’s questions were direct and clear. The teacher’s responses were also like that. No hesitations, no filters, just an intimate exchange.


I think it must have taken a lot of devotion and much courage for this nun to get to the point of meeting a great master and asking her these sincere questions. We are born into this life with no idea of who we are or where we came from. It is actually thought to be very rare for a human being to meet a great teacher and even rarer to break through all delusions and attain enlightenment. I’ve heard it likened to the chance of a sea turtle coming up for air in the Pacific Ocean and putting her head directly into the center of the only floating tire in the whole ocean.


So why did Manseong say that no cultivation is necessary? Perhaps “cultivation” is the wrong word. All the Zen teachings say the Way is right in front of you; it’s as easy to see the Way as it is to touch your nose when you’re washing your face. Looking for the Way is like a peacock looking for its feathers, a fish looking for water. So there is nothing to cultivate. Nonetheless, we have to do something in order to be able to recognize and digest our various delusions. The magnificent gift that we all have is our doubts and questions; they are the diamond double-edged sword that can cut through our confusion and bring us home.


It’s wonderful that the nun had a teacher to ask, but what if she hadn’t had a teacher? Then what would she do? What did the Buddha do? He sat down and with complete earnestness asked his questions. As the story goes, he was at the end of his rope, nowhere else to go, nothing else to do. I trust that this nun was also this ripe, had already been questioning and looking into this great question of life and death way before she sought Manseong’s wisdom.


When we begin a meditation practice it is often quite shocking to see our very busy mind. I have heard many people say they initially felt worse after beginning to meditate. Previously, they had never slowed down enough to realize what a thought-producing machine their mind was. Some thoughts are easy to drop, but there are others that take a great deal of courage to even face, let alone eventually learn from, appreciate, and then release.


My teacher used the metaphor of a cow chewing on its cud. This very fibrous diet must be swallowed, regurgitated, chewed on some more, swallowed and then passed through four stomachs. It’s not easy! So yes, maybe cultivation is not the right word, but for most of us, it takes a huge amount of digesting our karma before we can begin to breathe more easily and perceive the Way.


Earlier I said that it is rare for a person to meet a great teacher, but that doesn’t mean that great teachers are rare. Teachers with Manseong’s skill are generously provided for us by this compassionate universe. We meet our teacher when we have exhausted all our other options and know there is nothing else to do. I met my teacher when I was twenty-four and all I knew was that I couldn’t sustain the sometimes-magnificent states of mind I reached on LSD. I began reading books on Zen, and they made complete sense to me. “Something” appeared to me while I was on LSD and told me to go to the East Coast and find a teacher. I listened to it. Within two months I was living at the Providence Zen Center and studying with Zen Master Seung Sahn. I had great doubts and questions about the meaning of life, but those doubts and questions were my ticket home.


The koan says at one point, “the nun persevered.” That is exactly what we need to do. Keep chewing, keep swallowing, and never, ever stop listening. When student and teacher sit down together, the student speaks, the teacher listens; the teacher speaks, the student listens . . . The Way has already appeared.


Who chains you to birth and death? Look in the mirror, then go have a cup of tea. Only you know if it’s hot or cold.
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Could you say to a person in prison, sentenced to die for a crime she didn’t commit, “Who chains you to birth and death?” Is it possible that our desire for spiritual understanding could prevent us from realizing spiritual understanding?




6. Bhadda-Kundalakesa Cannot Answer


INDIA, SIXTH CENTURY BCE


BHADDA-KUNDALAKESA was a wandering Jain ascetic famous for her debating skills. Whenever she came to a new place, she set a branch of rose apple in the ground and put out the word that whoever wished to debate her should trample the branch.


When she was seventy years old, she came to Savatti, and Buddha’s disciple Shariputra came forward to engage her in a public debate. First she asked a series of philosophical questions of Shariputra, and he was able to answer them all. Then he said, “You have asked many questions. I would like to ask only one.”


She said, “Please ask, venerable one.”


He asked, “One — what is that?”


She was unable to answer.


He said, “If you don’t even know that, how could you know anything else?” and began to teach her the Dharma. She was so moved by the teachings that she fell at his feet and asked to take refuge with him, but instead he told her to come and meet the Buddha.


The Buddha recognized her spiritual maturity and said to her, “One phrase that brings peace is better than a thousand words that have no use.”


When she heard these words she was freed and became an arahant. Then the Buddha ordained her, saying simply, “Bhadda. Come.”


BETH KANJI GOLDRING’S REFLECTION


One of the great beauties of Bhadda’s story is that — like the stories of Angulimala the murderer and of Milarepa, who practiced black magic — it speaks of transformation within this lifetime. Whatever harm we have done, however great, it is possible through sincere effort, sustained by wise teaching, to put it fully behind and to enter into freedom, compassion, and intimacy. Bhadda’s story speaks to us not only of realization but of redemption. As one who has done harm in my life, I treasure this possibility.


Bhadda-Kundalakesa’s early life illuminates this. Bhadda came from a prosperous middle-class family and was kept secluded because of her willful, passionate nature. One day, from her window, she saw a handsome, high-born thief being led to execution. Bhadda insisted on marrying him. In some versions of the story an innocent person was executed in his place.


Shortly afterward, her husband told Bhadda he wanted to fulfill a promise to a mountain deity. He told her to come with him and wear her most precious jewels; he then led her to the top of a cliff and tried to throw her over. She, having asked to make one last obeisance to him, threw him over instead. Repulsed at where her passion had led her, Bhadda turned away from the world. During her ordination as a Jain ascetic, as a special penance, each hair was pulled out individually by the roots. It grew back curly; hence the name kundalakesa (curly-haired).


By the time Bhadda encountered Shariputra and then the Buddha, she had spent many years in determined, impoverished, isolated mendicant practice. Debate, a form of conversation that precludes intimacy, was her primary means of communication. Behind her apparent success, the pain of this isolation must have been unbearable.


What is “the One” that Shariputra asks her about? Perhaps one possibility is that the One is the intimacy that has been Bhadda’s deepest longing and birthright, a birthright she first mistook for sexual passion and then turned away from as a consequence of doing harm. Shariputra’s question breaks down her walls, showing her the limitations of what she has achieved. This opens a space in her life closed for many years.


The Buddha speaks to her of another One: one word that brings peace, rather than the many words of isolating debate. This opens the possibility of another life, of intimacy with all beings, free of pain, guilt, and isolation. In that moment Bhadda’s mind, ripened over many years, finally fully releases. The Buddha then says, simply, “Bhadda. Come.” Bhadda enters the order of nuns as a fully enlightened being.


In the Zen tradition there is a saying that “not knowing is the deepest intimacy.” When I first encountered this concept in 1979 I found it repellent. I wasn’t content with “not knowing” and deeply feared intimacy. It has taken many years for me to find myself at home with the intimacy of not knowing. Perhaps, in addition to the issue of redemption, it is also my long quarrel with both not knowing and intimacy that draws me so strongly to Bhadda’s story.


In 2000, I started working with destitute AIDS patients in Cambodia, believing I had finally found work that was morally unambiguous. What I soon learned was that the work brought me up against my resistances to being fully and completely present, completely intimate. I had a supportive supervisor and a compassionate but unsparing Buddhist teacher. These two were vital to my ability to sustain the effort to be present. Seeing my resistances was often the core of my work.


Over time the resistances lessened. I began to feel deep oneness with the patients, a sense of our being held together in boundless compassion. Over more time I began to trust this experience of oneness, to welcome and expect it. I am not alone in this: there are eight Khmer lay chaplains in our organization, and several of them can touch depths of intimacy that humble me.


All of us who do this work know that the intimacy we feel with our patients is utterly sustaining and nourishing for us, that we are truly the beneficiaries of our patients’ willingness to allow us to be present. We are, all of us, far from full realization. But in those moments of boundless intimacy we may well taste what might be possible for one who is fully awakened and intimate and at peace with all beings.
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How do you know when to stop talking? How do you give up the “knowledge” that keeps you apart from others? What does “not knowing” have to do with intimacy?




7. Chiyono’s No Water, No Moon


JAPAN, THIRTEENTH CENTURY


CHIYONO WAS a servant in a Zen convent who wanted to practice zazen. One day she approached an elderly nun and asked, “I’m of humble birth. I can’t read or write and must work all the time. Is there any possibility that I could attain the way of Buddha even though I have no skills?”


The nun answered her, “This is wonderful, my dear! In Buddhism there are no distinctions between people. There is only this — each person must hold fast to the desire to awaken and cultivate a heart of great compassion. People are complete as they are. If you don’t fall into delusive thoughts, there is no Buddha and no sentient being; there is only one complete nature. If you want to know your true nature you need to turn toward the source of your delusive thoughts. This is called zazen.”


Chiyono said, with happiness, “With this practice as my companion, I have only to go about my daily life, practicing day and night.”


After months of wholehearted practice, she went out on a full moon night to draw some water from the well. The bottom of her old bucket, held together by bamboo strips, suddenly gave way, and the reflection of the moon vanished with the water. When she saw this she attained great realization.


Her enlightenment poem was this:


With this and that I tried to keep the bucket together,


and then the bottom fell out.


Where water does not collect,


the moon does not dwell.


MERLE KODO BOYD’S REFLECTION


For several years now, I have kept a picture of Chiyono and her bucket on the bulletin board above my desk. It is a delicate nineteenth-century woodblock print of a young Chiyono standing in pale moonlight, a bottomless bucket at her feet, a puddle of water spreading across her path. The artist is Yoshitoshi.


I was drawn to Chiyono’s verse the first time I heard it. I was seized by the words, “With this and that I tried to keep the bucket together . . .” But I did not know that she is also thought to be Mugai Nyodai, whose name we chant in our morning dedication to our women ancestors. She was the first Japanese woman to receive Dharma transmission and founder of the first Zen Buddhist convent in Japan.


When I first heard Chiyono’s verse, I had been practicing for ten or twelve years. I was keenly aware of the constant tension of “keeping the bucket together.” I understood that the intent of practice was to relax my grip on the old bucket, but conditioning runs deep and the sense of personal identity is strong. Hearing the words “with this and that” I felt the exhaustion of years of vigilance, all aimed at protecting my idea of myself. I felt the exhaustion of being my own obstacle.


Our Zen practice is medicine to this conditioning. All the practices within Zen challenge the illusion of the perfect bucket — zazen, the teacher-student relationship, ritual, sangha relationships. As much as I may wish to appear competent at all times, I cannot immerse myself in Zen practice without a willingness to come apart. Sometimes it’s appropriate to stop patching things back together. What, then, allows us to leave the bits and pieces scattered on the ground, like the splinters of the bucket around Chiyono’s feet?


We are conditioned to keep the bucket from falling to pieces. Unique personal circumstances can intensify this general conditioning. I was in the first generation of southern black children consciously raised to enter integrated schools. In such circumstances, everything seems to ride on “keeping it together,” especially in public, and so we were conscientious and hyper-vigilant in order to prevent disaster.


And yet we Zen students have chosen a path that calls us in the opposite direction. In spite of our conditioning, we are called to awareness rather than vigilance. We are on a path of “no water, no moon.” Our conditioning tells us that it is a risky path, and yet we sense its offer of freedom and feel called to take it.


Ironically, it was precisely that conditioning of “keeping it all together” that gave me the courage to walk into a Zen center for the first time. I had been trained to tolerate the circumstance of being “other,” to maintain a public identity in places where I was allowed but possibly not welcome. Like the schools and libraries of my childhood, Zen centers offered something that I deeply needed, a place to experience my life in the world more deeply. I hoped I would be welcome at a Zen center, and I also knew that it could be otherwise. To walk into this uncertainty, I relied on being outwardly upright while keenly aware of inner fears.


As Zen students we live between Chiyono’s first two lines and her second two lines, between keeping things from falling apart and letting them fall apart. Knowing how to “keep things together” is a valuable skill. It was knowing how to care for things that led Chiyono to continually patch the bucket. When it fell apart, she made excellent use of that circumstance as well. Our liberation deepens with the refinement of our capacity for flexibility and discernment.
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