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Heaven and Earth are flowers


Gods as well as Buddhas are flowers


The heart of a human is also the soul of flowers
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Prologue


Flowers are tokens of love. Even in our ordinary secular lives we give flowers to those who are sick or troubled, or are graduating, having a birthday, having a baby, getting married. We give flowers to the deceased. Why? Because we love them, and flowers symbolically express our pure love, our feeling of the divine whether we are religious or not. Why else would we carefully examine every pink, red, salmon, white, and multi-colored geranium in order to find a precise and most beautiful color combination, then drive ten miles on a rainy day in May to the cemetery, get out our bucket, trowel, and garden gloves, tromp over to our mother’s grave in the wet grass, and plant those cheerful pink geraniums in ceramic containers beside her tombstone? Because she loved geraniums, because every year when she lived in the country she would grow geraniums from starts in round black pots on her patio, winter them in a greenhouse or a garage, water them all through November, December, January, February, March, and April, so she could grow them again in pots on her patio. And she would do this even when she was confined to a wheelchair, except then she picked out geraniums at the nursery; she examined every color combination, usually choosing pink or sometimes salmon, never red or white. Then with our help, because she couldn’t push a cart or drive a car or lift boxes of geraniums anymore, she brought her precious geraniums home to her assisted living patio, her 6' × 10' cement slab of heaven that was so jammed with flower pots, planters, starts, slips, and little sprigs of things growing in Styrofoam cups that she barely had room for her wheelchair. There in the midst of her patio squalor, she repotted her geraniums in cedar containers and lamented the fact that she had no place to winter them anymore. Despite her complaints and aching body, she looked forward to entering her outdoor cathedral in the evenings to snip and trim and water in the cool and quiet. She reveled in her oasis of spiritual splendor even though this haven became ever smaller as she grew ever more frail.


My mother’s religion of flowers, of bathing in the bliss of living things, gave her a reason to live. She would stay outside among all her favorite annuals and perennials until exhaustion forced her to go inside where ordinary mundane life and domestic duties bound her to earthly sadness.


Given that flowers, plants, and all living things express and give rise to this highest state of human experience, our love and sanctified joy, is it any wonder that we put flowers on altars, and offer flowers to buddhas?




A world of grief and pain:


Flowers bloom,


Even then…


—ISSA


Preface


In the year America began its first bombing campaign in Iraq, 1991, my sister took a teaching job in Kobe, Japan, complete with a three-bedroom house in the countryside. Since I had no personal commitments that kept me bound to life in the U.S., I quit my job, sold my furniture, found a parking space for my truck and a loving home for my cat, and left Seattle to join her. I was thirty-eight.


When I arrived in Japan, I had no job prospects, a credit card debt of six thousand dollars, and enough cash to last about three months. By the end of the year, I had three part-time jobs: two teaching English conversation and one editing books. The editing job brought me into contact with a Shinto organization concerned with the preservation of a two-stringed koto, a traditional musical instrument used in religious rituals, and the teachings of Konko Daijin, a nineteenth-century farmer and realized being who incorporated Buddhism into Konkokyo, a modern form of Japan’s native Shinto religion. Konko Daijin believed in the truth of all religions and said, “Open your heart, have a broad mind, and be a person of the world.” His philosophy echoed my own, then and now.


In the same year Saddam Hussein’s armies invaded Kuwait, 30 million Africans faced famine; 300,000 Somalis lost their lives in that country’s civil war; 4.6 million residents of the Horn of Africa languished in refugee status; and a campaign of “ethnic cleansing” in Yugoslavia began to claim the lives of over 100,000 men, women, and children through rape, torture, and mass killings. The Buddha’s First Noble Truth, the truth of suffering, glared from the cover of every newspaper and magazine.


Feeling powerless to stop others’ suffering, I grappled with the complexity of human tragedy through writing, and later through the study of Buddhism as I began to explore Buddhist temples in and near Kobe, Kyoto, and Nara. My two “pilgrim’s books” began to fill with calligraphic stamps, one each from fifty-six temples. But, of course, merely visiting temples and looking at tourist brochures did not satisfy the deeper yearning I had. I wanted to understand the teachings and practices of Buddhism.


The Zen temples often allowed lay people to meditate with them for a few hours, for a day, or even for a week, during sesshins, the intensive monastic meditation retreats. I visited temple zendos (meditation halls) a few times and soon started meditating every night at home. I would sit on the edge of my futon, place a candle in front of me on the tatami mat, and silently observe my breath. To celebrate my fortieth birthday, I dragged my sister to the International Zen Center; the trip from our house took three hours by train, thirty minutes by bus, and twenty minutes by foot. For two days we followed the daily schedule: rising at 4:30, chanting at 5:00, meditating at various times the rest of the day, working for two hours in the afternoon. Even eating is part of Zen training—eat without distraction, eat everything, be purposeful, be silent and clean your bowl with hot water and a pickled radish. My sister nearly gagged when we had to drink the water used to clean our food bowls.


That same year, a Soto Zen priest who presided over our neighborhood temple offered to teach me Zen philosophy, but the Japanese friend that introduced us didn’t want the responsibility of providing interpretation, and I wasn’t able to find anyone who would. I had to decline the priest’s generous offer. Later I would regret that I didn’t apply more effort in seeking an interpreter. I liked the monk’s kind spirit and generosity. He conveyed loving compassion and an open heart in a way that drew a core of devoted students. He could have been my first authentic spiritual guide. But perhaps I wasn’t ready. Even so, the temple experiences I had in Japan ripened my determination to discover more about Buddhism than I could glean from a book. Many of the monks I met exuded a special quality of kindness, serenity, and humility mixed with a disciplined countenance not often found in lay people.


When I returned to the States, I knew I wanted to find a Buddhist teacher. In the years that followed I would explore both Zen and Tibetan traditions as they are taught and practiced in the West. Although I had begun my search for a spiritual discipline, I also yearned for an artistic path that had evolved out of a Japanese Buddhist tradition. With an undergraduate degree in visual art, my training in form, color, line, and texture would naturally take me to the study of ikebana, the Japanese art of flower arranging. But these words—“flower arranging”—do not begin to describe the complex system of rules, artistic principles, and symbolic meaning found in this art form. By observing the beauty and quietude of nature; the play of opposites, of yin and yang (in and yo in Japanese); and the asymmetrical balance of line, mass, and empty space, the ikebana practitioner strives to incorporate peace, harmony, reverence, and a feeling of centeredness into his or her arrangement and into daily life. The connection with nature, and the pursuit of the spiritual through ikebana, a word that literally means “living flowers,” is the greater study of Kado, the Way of Flowers.


With ikebana, the artist does not need a special studio or storage space for practice objects, as with oil paintings, ceramics, or metal sculptures. Flower creations can be born in one’s kitchen, die a natural death, and be composted in the garden. The impermanence aspect of ikebana appealed to my poetic sensibility, my sense of life’s ephemeral nature.


One night, knowing very little about the history or styles of different ikebana schools, I signed up for a class at the Hyogo Cultural Center in downtown Seattle. The ancient Buddhist temple pictured on the cover of the school’s brochure immediately hooked my attention; it looked familiar.


The Saga School of Ikebana maintained its headquarters at Daikaku-ji, a temple compound in the Arashiyama suburb of Kyoto rimmed by mountains, rice fields, and bamboo forests. When I lived in Japan, I had visited this region many times on weekend getaways from my teaching jobs in Kobe. One summer, in the impossible humid heat of August, I took the wrong bus to Arashiyama and ended up wandering down a road amid radish fields trying to find one of the few temples in Kyoto I hadn’t yet visited. The high-pitched sound of thousands of cicadas, together with the intense heat, created a dream-like quality that reminded me of the slow, hypnotic movements of actors in a Noh play—the reality of the mundane world blends with that of “other” worlds while the priest intones, “Uncertain the journey’s end, our destination uncertain too, the place from whence we come.”


I remember passing a young boy and his father walking in the field. They were city people, not farmers, and I suspected that the boy, probably a member of a popular local bug-collecting club, had enlisted his father into helping him snag a prize specimen. I kept on walking, determined to find the temple. A few minutes later, as I stood on the side of the road scrutinizing my map, a car pulled up beside me. The driver asked if I wanted a lift. It was the father and son from the radish field. We were the only three people on the road that day, and if this scene had been in the U.S. I would have felt vulnerable, cautious, and a little scared—not so in Japan. In Japan, I felt perfectly safe accepting a ride from a stranger.


After a few twists and turns down narrow roads, we pulled up to the front gate of a Heian-period temple: Daikaku-ji. The father and son waved goodbye and I stepped out onto the hallowed grounds of the elusive temple. An ikebana exhibition on display along the entrance to the temple turned out to be the new Shinshoka style that uses very few flowers to create a dramatic yet simple statement. I particularly recall one lime-green anthurium in a rust clay bowl. I would not know for another twelve years that Shinshoka, developed at Daikaku-ji the previous year, represented a new trend toward an environmental statement for the twenty-first century; nor would I know that one of the styles, Inoribana, or Prayer Flower, would someday be the underlying theme of a book. I also did not know until that night at Hyogo Cultural Center that this great temple housed the international headquarters of the Saga School of Ikebana. Even more serendipitous, this new style that very much appealed to my love of simplicity would become the focus of my completion certificate demonstration when, fourteen years later, Daikaku-ji gave me official permission to teach ikebana.
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In retrospect, the path of Kado began to unfold that night at the Cultural Center when I saw the brochure with Daikaku-ji on the cover. Later when I met the head of the school, Mary Hiroko Shigaya, a sweet, welcoming, and knowledgeable Buddhist woman who agreed to be my teacher, I knew I had found something very special.


After my time in Japan, I vowed to find what the Buddhist path calls “right livelihood,” and do something tangible about human suffering. For the next eight years, I assisted African, Middle Eastern, and Russian refugees in achieving their goal of U.S. citizenship. In my free time I continued to study ikebana and Buddhism. During those eight years, I heard accounts of every brutal war atrocity. I listened to dozens of heartbreaking stories of escape. Many nights after work, completely drained of my life force, I headed into rush hour traffic wiping tears from my eyes as I recalled a client’s painful story. Fueled by the unrelenting suffering of refugee life, the incomprehensible brutality that created refugee situations, and my inability to alleviate or change suffering in any significant way, I turned with new vigor to Buddhism for relief and answers. For a while, my job and my Buddhist studies, practices, and retreats took most of my time and energy. I started skipping my ikebana lessons, even though I should have known better.


From an early age, I had learned from my mother what solace can be found in a living plant, a flower. Unable to find much pleasure in ordinary life, she filled her days with hollyhocks and hydrangeas, dahlias and daisies, gladiolas and sweet Williams. She dug up trilliums in the forest and brought them back to her garden, snipped peonies from abandoned farms, snuck coleus slips in her pockets while visiting nurseries and always had geraniums, impatiens, and lobelias on her patio. In the North Dakota winters of my youth, she would spend evenings thumbing through seed catalogues, not because she planned on ordering anything “so expensive,” but because she needed the life force of flowers—if only pictures of flowers—to sustain her. She once said that if she couldn’t take care of her flowers anymore she might as well be dead.


And so, one day, feeling completely powerless to end human suffering, and feeling the absence of artistic tranquility in my life, I resumed my ikebana studies with Mary.


Despite my job fatigue, I attended classes after work and forced myself to be creative. Each ikebana arrangement became the one joyful, beautiful thing I produced in the midst of endless suffering and sorrow. Flowers became a lifeline back to the highest and simplest part of myself. In one subtle way, through the act of artistic creation, I defied misery, war, killing, and even death. The universal life energy of flowers, of living things, began to renew my spirit.


One day, at the edge of spring and eight months after the death of my mother, I finally saw for myself the Buddha’s truth of the reality of suffering, suffering that could never be ended by ordinary, worldly means. I said goodbye to all of my grateful and loving refugee clients, goodbye to endless phone calls, e-mails, immigration meetings, office politics, and stress. I resigned, and left for Japan two weeks later to reconnect with the culture that had profoundly influenced my thinking and my life.


This book touches on the spiritual highlights of my life with ikebana, Buddhism, and Japan, a journey and a circle not yet complete.




Morning cold;


The acolyte intones the sutra


Cheerfully.


—SHIKI


At Daikaku-Ji:


GREAT ENLIGHTENMENT TEMPLE


Surrounded by cherry trees, pagodas, and stone statues of Buddha, Osawa Pond at Daikaku-ji provides a peaceful shoreline where visitors from all over Japan stroll and stare and feed the fat carp swimming beneath its surface. As I walked around the edge, I imagined the phoenixprowed boats that once sailed these waters and the Heianera aristocrats who rode them: ladies dressed in twelve shades of silk kimono with hair so long it brushed their toes. Looking across the glassy surface to the vermillion pagoda on the other side, I felt transported to a timeless and unfathomable place.
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“Beautiful and meditative—a joy to read.”
—DIANE NORMAN, author of lkebana:
A Fresh Look at Japanese Flower Arranging
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