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EXPLORE TWO LIVES — AND A RELATIONSHIP — THAT PROFOUNDLY SHAPED AMERICAN ZEN.


Ruth Fuller Sasaki and Sokei-an Shigetsu Sasaki: two pioneers of Zen in the West.


Ruth was an American with a privileged life, even during the height of the Great Depression, before she went to Japan and met D. T. Suzuki.


Sokei-an was one of the first Zen masters to settle in America — Huston Smith once called him “one of the wisest teachers of our century” — but in 1942 he was put in an internment camp.


One made his way to the West and the other would find her way to the East, but together they created the First Zen Institute of America in 1930 and helped birth a new generation of Zen practitioners: among them Alan Watts, Gary Snyder, and Burton Watson.


They were married less than a year before Sokei-an died, but Ruth would go on to helm trailblazing translations in his honor and to become the first foreigner to be the priest of a Rinzai Zen temple in Japan.


“A fascinating literary biography.”


— REV. JOAN JIKO HALIFAX, abbot of the Upaya Zen Center in Santa Fe


“Powerful and fine.”


— PETER COYOTE, actor, author, and ordained Zen priest


“An incredibly intimate love story between Ruth Fuller Sasaki, Sokei-an, and Zen. A must-read for those interested in the development of Zen in the West, koan practice in the Rinzai tradition, and the struggles of women balancing practice and life — for those who might, like Ruth, wear earrings for a formal Zen ceremony. This book also reads like a Who’s Who in Zen, featuring Gary Snyder, Alan Watts, Shibayama Zenkei, D. T. Suzuki, and a host of others. I couldn’t put it down.”


— GRACE SCHIRESON, author of Zen Women









FOREWORD


by Sean Murphy


Although it’s not as widely known as it ought to be, the first American known to experience satori, one of the first to ordain as a monastic in the Japanese Zen tradition, and the first to become abbot of a Japanese temple was a woman: Ruth Fuller Everett (later Fuller Sasaki). The first acknowledged Zen master to live and teach in America and “bury his bones” here was Sokei-an Sasaki. In a remarkable case of — what? synchronicity? karma? — the two met and became, first, collaborators and, later, husband and wife.


This important book of Zen “firsts” provides, for the first time, the full story of these key figures in the unfolding of Zen in America, in a colorfully readable and engaging narrative of East meeting West — a meeting that, as of this writing, has blossomed into a marriage in its own right.


If not for these two pioneers, and their partnership, Zen might never have taken root in the West — a feat that, in Sokei-an’s words, was “like holding a lotus to a rock.” As one of the many who have walked in their footsteps in the years since, I owe them a great debt of gratitude. That gratitude extends now to the existence of this fine book. Nine bows to Janica Anderson and Steven Zahavi Schwartz for their excellent work in bringing these Zen pioneers to the eyes of a new generation.


Sean Murphy, author of One Bird, One Stone: 108 Contemporary Zen Stories









FOREWORD


by Joan Watts


Ruth Fuller (Everett) Sasaki was a study in contrasts and contradictions.


I knew her as Granny Ruth. During the era of this story, I was a young child, and Granny lived in a brownstone on the east side of Manhattan in what would be considered high style. When she traveled to see us in Evanston, Illinois, her visits always brought much excitement for me and my sister, Anne. She’d arrive, having taken the Pullman sleeper from New York to Chicago, and would be deposited by taxi on our doorstep wearing hat, gloves, furs, and sensible shoes, and with a full set of Mark Cross luggage. Her hugs and kisses were punctuated by her signature scent of violets and freshly powered cheeks. She always brought gifts that would delight us. When we visited her in New York City, we’d be treated to trips to FAO Schwarz, museums, ice cream parlors, the ballet, and the Rockettes at Radio City Music Hall.


We’d also amuse ourselves in her amazing five-story home. Once inside, off the hustle and bustle of city streets, the ambiance was quiet and elegant. I remember spending hours exploring the various rooms. The first floor had an entry and dining room, main kitchen, and an elevator, which we loved to ride instead of mounting the sweeping stairway to upper floors.


There, for us, the mysterious began. On the second floor was the meditation hall (zendo) of the Buddhist Society of America, where people came and went, sitting in the darkened hall for hours. We’d hear occasional chanting, gongs reverberating, and clappers clapping. The scent of incense hung heavily in the air. A large library opposite the zendo had a grand piano, shelves to the ceiling with hundreds of volumes including Zen texts in Chinese and Japanese, chintz-covered sofas on either side of a large fireplace, and Asian art objects including a beautifully painted Japanese screen. There was even a kitchenette where tea was made for students and guests. Behind that was an incredible laundry room with a floor-to-ceiling dryer where freshly washed clothes were hung to dry.


The third floor had two large suites. One was Granny Ruth’s bedroom, with large oak beds made of sixteenth-century English choir stalls, Granny’s vanity, a wall of closets, and a bathroom. The other suite was Sokei-an’s room and their combined study. There was a beautiful carved red-and-gold lacquer bed from Beijing where Sokei-an slept. His bathroom was decorated with a pine forest motif, and it was stocked with his favorite pine-tar soap.


The fourth floor was a guest apartment with a living room and small kitchen, two bedrooms, and an outdoor patio with huge ceramic foo dogs. The fifth floor was the servants’ apartment, occupied by Lawrence the butler, a gracious man, and Kitty the cook, Lawrence’s pretty wife. Several other servants lived “out.”


Sokei-an Sasaki was a wonderfully peaceful man. Everything he did was carefully executed or quietly spoken. I sensed Granny and Sokei-an were very devoted, that she would move heaven and earth for him, that he was indebted to her for her help. Together they continued his mission to translate medieval Chinese Zen texts.


I remember Sokei-an giving lectures in the zendo. I remember him eating a breakfast of applesauce with cinnamon, served by Lawrence in the main dining room, with Chaka, his beautiful cat, sitting by his side. I remember students coming and going from the zendo and library, quietly discussing their studies and the war. I remember Sokei-an’s internment, Granny’s despair and fear, and his release from prison and his illness.


What I remember most was his death. My mother brought me with her to New York on the overnight train — me with my favorite teddy bear. I remember the hush and sadness permeating the entire household. I remember attending services in the zendo honoring those who died in the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I remember that after his death I slept in his bed during visits. I remember pondering his death mask, beautiful and peaceful, which hung over the fireplace in the room that was now only Granny’s study. I played with the index cards, colored pens, pencils, and paper clips on her desk; Chaka wandered through rooms and basked in the sunlight on a windowsill.


After Granny Ruth returned to Japan, determined to finish the translation work that was Sokei-an’s mission and to continue her studies, I lived at her small subtemple, Ryosen-an, for a year in the late 1950s. I watched the construction of the library and zendo and the creation of the gardens. A large pine tree was carefully balled and moved to make room for the zendo.


Ruth was in her element, directing household staff and scholars, and entertaining guests from around the world, serving up delicious Japanese and American meals for appreciative guests, knees akimbo as they sat on the dining room tatami. She made amazing apple pies. After dinner she would smoke her Benson & Hedges cigarettes and regale guests with stories of past travels, including trips she made on the Orient Express across Europe, Russia, and China, during which she was served Beluga caviar in a large bowl of crushed ice.


The simple Japanese-style home had no running hot water, no bathroom plumbing (farmers collected the waste for their fields), no central heating — it was a damp, raw cold in the winters with only braziers to warm one’s cold hands and feet. She slept on a futon on the tatami under heavy quilts. Her room was also her study, where she sat on a zabuton at her desk, with countless index cards of Chinese characters, their meaning carefully noted; dictionaries; volumes of Chinese Zen texts; and a typewriter. At the end of the day, she would invite visitors and scholars to join her for a martini with rakyo, her favorite pickled onion with just a touch of sweetness. She tolerated the hot, humid summers and monsoons. She still maintained some of her creature comforts — tweed suits, cashmere sweater sets, silk blouses, and Rubinstein cosmetics, which she periodically ordered from Bergdorf Goodman. In the summer she wore thin cotton dresses. She always wore her pearl earrings.


During this time she was officially ordained a priest at the head temple in Daitoku-ji and was named abbess of Ryosen-an, a remarkable feat for a foreigner, let alone a woman.


Granny Ruth was without a doubt a driven woman, exceptional in her abilities to take on challenges. She accomplished most of what she wanted in life, but not without ruffling some feathers and making a few enemies along the way. There were those who doubted her loving relationship with Sokei-an, who were jealous of her abilities, and who condemned her wealth. However, her contribution to the understanding of Rinzai Zen is unequivocal. In many ways, I considered her an intellectually pure student and practitioner of the subject, while my father, Alan Watts, also a scholar and a driving force for the interest in Buddhism in the United States, was primarily a popularizer of the subject. Her writings and translations will undoubtedly endure for generations to come.


My sister, Anne Watts, my half-brother, Michael Gamer, and I are indebted to Janica Anderson for her years of research into the lives of Ruth and Sokei-an. This book has been a tremendous effort on her part and will certainly be appreciated, not only by our family for generations to come but also by those students of Zen who will, as a result of this book, turn to Ruth’s writings and translations in collaboration with Sokei-an and others in order to pursue the subject on deeper levels.


Joan Watts


Livingston, Montana









COMING HOME TO A STRANGE HOUSE


Nanzen-ji temple, Kyoto, Japan, April–August 1932


No one like her had ever been inside the zendo before, this shadowy world of silence and precision. The monks were walking in before her, slowly but deliberately, with not a motion wasted, taking their positions for the evening meditation. Ruth carefully followed Eizan, the senior monk assigned to assist her, observing each detail of his entry into the hall, bowing where he bowed, pausing where he paused, finding the place set for her on a zafu in the back of the hall as silently as possible. It was very important to observe the protocol exactly — especially to not disrupt the practice of the others.


She understood that each meditator, as still as a statue, was focused exclusively on his own personal inner practice, as she herself had been focused, separately, over the past month of intensive training since arriving in Japan. One morning she had experienced an unusual moment in her meditation, and not long after the monks had invited her to join them in the zendo — for a single night. And now, for the first time ever, someone like her — no, not someone like her, only she herself, Ruth Fuller Everett — was entering the inner world reserved for the monks.


A single dim electric light cast shadows of the monks against the shoji screen that divided the hall. The thin glow and the shadows on the screen awakened something in her — something alien, unnamable, a whispered hint of some ancient mystery, but also somehow deeply familiar. The whole thing was utterly strange. And yet she felt she had come home.


This arrival, this entry into the hidden world of Zen, was entirely unexpected. But it was why Ruth had come to Japan. It had been a difficult process, but it was the sort of challenge she was built for. Really, all it took was undying determination. And, as her mother had never tired of reminding her, she had plenty of that. She could sit still for hours, days if necessary, if that was the path to — what? Enlightenment? Satori, kensho — many of the texts Ruth had immersed herself in treated that experience as central. An interesting psychological experience indeed.


Nanshinken Roshi sometimes dropped hints. If he would talk about it at all — which he mostly wouldn’t — he might call it a breakthrough, a glimpse of seeing into things as they are. But it was barely an insinuation, made in the midst of drinking tea or preparing winter squash. She found it difficult to reconcile this seemingly offhand attitude with the military-like discipline that made his temple sparkle. His manner was a combination of hard and soft that was unlike anything in her experience. Either way, he seemed allergic to explanations: “Work hard. Work harder. Practice with strong effort and perhaps something will happen.”


Well, something did happen — after only a month in Japan. She had been doing her zazen in the little house across from the temple — not in the absurd, bright green upholstered Morris chair her hosts had graciously provided, which would kick out into a full recliner with horrifying speed if you happened to hit the pearl buttons a certain way, but properly, on a zafu and zabuton set on the floor. She sat alone, apart from the monks in their zendo, which was still forbidden to her. When the glimpse of a deeper reality arrived — not unbidden, but after giving up on layers of preconceptions, waiting, giving up on waiting, returning to the koan, becoming exasperated with the koan — she felt it merited communicating.


She did her best to explain this interesting experience to her interpreter, who wrote it down in Japanese. The next morning Ruth had the note taken to Nanshinken.


She hadn’t been back in the little house for long when Roshi clattered at the back door and came running in, wearing his white under-kimono, excitedly waving the note. “This is what I’ve been waiting for, this is what I’ve been waiting for!” he said in Japanese that Ruth, even at that rudimentary stage in her learning, understood directly.


Later that day the interpreter came to explain the situation. “Roshi asked the monks to let you sit in the zendo. They will not allow it — they are absolutely opposed. It is against the regulations of Nanzen-ji for a woman to sit, and they will not allow it.”


It was late April. On the first of May, the summer osesshin, the intensive practice period, was about to begin. Preparations were in full swing, with monks getting the temple ready for hundreds of visitors in addition to the forty-seven monks who would squeeze into the sodo. Ruth was satisfied expecting to continue her own practice outside, in the little house Nanshinken had built as his personal temple. She had made her breakthrough; it didn’t matter so much which building she sat in. Anyway, there was no room in the sodo, which had been built to seat thirty-six. Those who would not fit in the sodo would be placed in the hondo, the main temple building. Except for Ruth, who was not invited inside.


The first two days of the osesshin were devoted to services and to feeding all of the temple supporters, some two thousand people. The place was crowded with lay visitors, students, and local dignitaries bringing offerings and partaking of ceremonial meals. In the midst of all this, one of the senior monks, who spoke some English, crossed the road to visit Ruth. “The monks are asking you to sit one night with them. Please come at seven o’clock and sit until half past nine.” So. What changed? Did Nanshinken persuade them to let her in?


It was still rather cold for the first of May, and she had no special clothes — the fashion of the day favored very tight skirts, which would not be acceptable. Her assistant Kato-san figured out something for her to wear: Ruth had a dark Chinese silk robe that they agreed would be suitable, with a black velvet coat to keep her warm.


Convincing Warren this trip to Japan was necessary had been an ordeal, but not really more so than the day-to-day negotiations of their contentious household. A more traditional, submissive wife would not even have considered the undertaking in the first place — or at least would have approached her spouse more gingerly, to ask permission. But most of the women in Ruth’s circles pursued studies and activities to make themselves interesting, sometimes to promote important social causes. They had gotten the vote, after all — and not by asking permission of their husbands.


But however serious these personal pursuits, Ruth felt that ultimately they were not as important as her project — her mission — clearly was. It was not simply for her own sake that she was compelled to move forward. She considered herself a scientist, a researcher who might discover a cure for the malaise she witnessed in the world all around her — or perhaps not discover something new so much as receive, translate, convey an ancient, well-known solution back to her own land, as Bodhidharma (known as Daruma to the Japanese) had carried the Buddha’s awakening from India to China fifteen centuries ago. She saw a way to replenish a grave deficit in her own culture. Ruth did not ask permission; it was her right. In fact, if she were qualified, which she presumed she was, it was her responsibility.


They had taken a three-month, first-class trip through Japan, Korea, and China — purely for pleasure — two years earlier, in 1930. Much of the world was reeling from the hard times everywhere, but the Everett fortunes were barely touched.


The trip had been a family sightseeing tour with twelve-year-old Eleanor and her governess. Warren had been taken with the geishas, who bowed and kneeled before him with sake and shamisen music, and with the cormorant fishing, still being practiced though already with a hint of anachronism. They had all been enraptured by the beautiful music of pigeons in Peking flying in flocks of fifty or more with whistles tied to their tails, and bemused by the noisome “honey carts” with their casks of human manure slowing progress on the roads. Ruth had managed in varying ways to satisfy her deep and ever-growing interest in Buddhism, which Warren tolerated — how could he do otherwise? — or rather indulged, as he would put it. He did not, could not, really recognize the depth of her seriousness. Strangely, or perhaps not so strangely, Nanshinken was the one who could see that right away.


Was it a good marriage? Warren was a good man. Marrying him had maintained her position in that class of people for whom the Depression was something one merely read about in the morning paper. He was twenty years her senior, and he exercised his will with the authority of someone accustomed to being in charge. He was a bully as a lawyer, and at home. But she had nerves of steel and could withstand his outbursts.


In 1923, Warren had sent them to Nyack, New York, for their safety; he was prosecuting Al Capone’s henchmen and worried about kidnappings. It was in Nyack where she first became acquainted with yoga and Indian philosophy, at Pierre Bernard’s retreat. Warren’s worldly precautions were not without positive consequences.


He was getting more difficult, though. Any little thing might set him off. Politics. A tennis partner stood him up. A package did not arrive on time. Eleanor, still a child in so many ways at thirteen, tearful and terrified by his shouts as he instructed her on driving the Packard convertible. One of his clerks misfiled a brief — it could be recovered, with some effort, but it cost the clerk his job, poor fellow. And Ruth had to hear about it for days afterward.


Even if Warren’s anger was not always justified, there was a pattern. Of course it was all to do with being crippled from polio. For the crime of being imperfect he had been bullied relentlessly as a boy. So he made sure he could beat anyone. It was usually some violation of his high standards that set him off — some perceived violation, at least. That was something she and Warren did have in common. Not the outbursts, but the standards. She was a stickler for details. If something was out of place, it had to be made right, even if she would not dream of berating and cursing the way Warren did so readily.


Nanshinken was exemplary in that regard. Everything here at his temple was just so, and accomplished through respect and devotion, because of his commanding yet somehow gentle presence. Of course the monks applied themselves with unfailing self-discipline. And sometimes he did shout at them.


Perhaps that sense of order and discipline was one of the reasons she felt at home in this zendo — even at ease, though of course ease was not the right word. Nothing about it was at all easy. And yet . . . So often people think of order as being restrictive, tying up their hands — as if they knew some better way to do things. But she could see through that. It was just laziness. Really, when everything was taken care of correctly, that’s what made the real work possible. And what was that work, precisely? This. Sitting here, in this precisely composed place. Striving to penetrate the koan.


Nanshinken was different; he really was full of ease, taking visible, noticeable delight in the midst of the military rigor. And he was not in the least concerned that his robes were five sizes too large — practically a tent over him, a man of small physique. That disregard for his vestments was one of the things that endeared him to Ruth. And actually, even if the robes were a misfit for his body physically, they were a true fit for his being. He had the nyoi, the ceremonial baton, that Hakuin himself had used, passed down through eight generations of Dharma transmission to Nanshinken Roshi, the living embodiment of the Buddha’s enlightenment in the present. Could the robes possibly be that old as well? They certainly had belonged to Dokutan Sosan Roshi, Nanshinken’s teacher, who inherited them from his teacher Tankai Gensho Roshi. Three generations, maybe more, of sweating Zen masters. Good enough for them, good enough for him. Nothing to waste a moment of precious attention on.


The first trip to Japan had been exciting and enjoyable, and educational in its own way. She had planned it, made all the arrangements, written to family friends and especially Warren’s business contacts — with associates all over the world, meeting with the likes of Chiang Kai-shek’s ministers, one might imagine he worked for the Department of State. Of course their American friends had warned them of all manner of hazards and hostilities, but the whole thing had come off smooth as clockwork, delightful and diverting as much as anything.


It had been her idea. They had been to Europe several times; she had spent the previous ten years or more — really since Eleanor came, and then certainly after the miscarriage — deeply immersed in her studies of Buddhism and Indian philosophy, going so far as to learn Sanskrit and Pali to read sutras in the original. Her studies always had to be late at night, since Warren dominated the dinner table with his own discourses and insisted on reserving the evening for family time or entertaining guests. The tour, of course, had to be a family trip, which meant in a way it was more Warren’s trip. Not that he begrudged the visits to temples and receptions with Zen priests — not in the least. Rather, he put them in the same category as the special invitations they received to see the Imperial Palace in Kyoto and the Forbidden City — though perhaps not quite as special as those — a rare privilege but well deserved by someone of his stature. However, he found the exoticism of a three-hour meal of raw fish served by geishas or a day spent watching the cormorant fishing more noteworthy than conversations about meditation.


In fact, the introduction that had been most crucial for Ruth barely registered with Warren. Toward the end of their stay, their Chicago friend William McGinnis, who had lived in Kyoto for many years — and who was interested in Buddhism, and had even published a book called Introduction to Mahayana Buddhism — brought her to meet Dr. Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki and his wife, Beatrice Lane Suzuki. Ruth already knew this D. T. Suzuki by reputation, having found some of his early writings on Zen in English, and was intrigued. As her study of Buddhism had deepened over the years, through the texts of both Theravada and Mahayana persuasions, she felt a growing sense of disappointment that the original insight of the Buddha had become cluttered, encumbered with precepts and details that had little to do with its essence; it was not until she came to Zen that she found the simple, eloquent truth reestablished.


All her life Ruth had been determined to go deeper into things, under the veils of this commonplace life that occupied most everyone — that occupied her most of the time. But she had always seen beyond, sensed and known there was something beneath the surface. In her twenties when she first encountered writings from the East, she felt an immediate recognition, a flash of discovery. The Buddha’s awakening was not merely a story: It was approachable, available. It was practical. And Ruth was a highly practical person.


At forty years old, in many ways Ruth was already an expert on the subject of Buddhism. But as much as she studied and understood, her knowledge was still from the outside; without practical training from within the living source, it would remain so. This is what tugged at her. With Dr. Suzuki that afternoon, she felt she was finally meeting someone who could receive her full intention, and it came naturally to say to him, “I consider that the core of Buddhism is meditation. The Zen school calls itself the meditation school. If you would be so kind as to instruct me in this method of meditation that the Zen school teaches, I am convinced that with faithful practice, it will eventually lead me to the fulfillment of the Buddha’s Buddhism for myself.”


Over the next few days, Dr. Suzuki showed Ruth the basics of sitting practice and how to handle her mind in meditation. He gave her a copy of his book Essays on Zen Buddhism: First Series. “All this is very well,” he said, “but if you really want to learn Zen meditation, you should come back to Japan for a more extended stay. You would find more benefit in three or four months of practice here than in years of working on your own.”
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Ruth, on her second trip to Japan, 1930.


Courtesy of the estate of Ruth Fuller Sasaki.


The Suzukis took Ruth to Empuku-ji temple in Yawata, just outside of Kyoto, where they had helped Kozuki Tesshu Roshi establish a small dormitory and meditation cave for foreigners to practice zazen. She could envision herself coming back to this place, meditating in this cave. But that was not to be: soon after the visit, Kozuki Roshi was killed in an automobile accident. His successor was not interested in training foreigners.


A year and a half later, after Ruth had spent sixteen days alone on the Asama Maru crossing the Pacific from Seattle, Mr. Ikeda was there to meet her at the dock in Yokohama. A business associate of Warren’s, he had been their guide in Japan when they traveled as a family. She was relieved to see him. Not that she had really doubted he would come, but you can never be entirely certain. They exchanged their greetings, friendly and cordial, not particularly formal — after all, they had previously traveled in each other’s company for several weeks.


After seeing to the entry paperwork and her valises and steamer trunks, Ikeda brought her to a waiting area. There was Dr. Suzuki. He greeted her a bit stiffly and immediately apologized: “Please forgive me. I’m very sorry, but Daitoku-ji temple will not have you.”


During Ruth’s months away, as she corresponded with Dr. Suzuki, he had arranged for her to stay at Koto-in, a subtemple of Daitoku-ji, where Ueda Gizan Roshi had some rooms set aside. It had sounded definite. But now that was off, and with no explanation, just this slightly awkward apology from Dr. Suzuki. What could she do? She had come all this way. Of course nothing was certain. But still. She had to have a real Zen master. As much as she respected Dr. Suzuki, it would not be enough simply to stay with him and his American wife. “Please do not worry,” Dr. Suzuki said. “I will see if Nanshinken Roshi will take you.”


Mrs. Suzuki had already arranged for Kato-san to keep house for Ruth, and for a young Japanese man, an English student of hers named Oguri-san, to act as interpreter and secretary.


After some searching they were able to find a beautiful house on the Kamo River in Kyoto, and Ruth moved in there.


On a cold but bright afternoon at the beginning of April, an Amer­­­i­can woman, accompanied by a Japanese gentleman wearing traditional ceremonial dress, paused as they crossed the bridge over Lake Biwa Canal to gaze at the cherry trees along the bank, which were beginning to scatter their pale pink petals onto the breeze-ruffled waters. After an unspoken moment they turned and headed up the long avenue lined with sugi, the graceful and stately Japanese cedar trees that delineate the path to the outer gate of Nanzen-ji temple.


As they entered the grounds, two monks, still wearing their heavy winter robes, stopped as they passed the visitors and bowed deep and low. Clearly the gentleman, at least, was familiar to them. The visitors bowed in return, then paused for a moment at a stone bridge that arched over a lotus pool where the plants were still brown and withered from winter frosts. What if the answer is no?


They passed through a low gateway in the first wall, then turned to the left to take the road to the main temple.


Where the sunlight filtered between the giant sugi, tiny new maple leaves made dancing shadows on the wide dirt path. The man and woman climbed the broad steps of the great gray Mountain Gate and passed under its wide, curving roofs. Before them the open doors of the large red-lacquered building revealed an inner darkness that even at a distance was relieved by the golden gleam of huge figures on the high altar; but rather than enter, they again turned to the left.


Long, sloping roofs of a group of buildings were visible over the top of a white wall that stretched back into pine woods to the north and up a slope to the east. In the middle of the wall the main doors of a tile-roofed gate were wide open, as if in expectation of their coming. The gravel paths beyond the gate showed marks of being freshly swept with a twig brush; stone blocks at the entryway of the main building within the enclosure were not yet quite dry from a recent washing.


The paper shoji doors of the building were pushed aside, but the place appeared deserted. On the entrance stone the gentleman stepped out of his immaculate geta sandals with their white leather straps and, standing on the shining boards of the veranda, he clapped his hands and called out sharply, “Tadaima!”


Immediately the sound of bare feet running accompanied the sight of two young monks, heads newly shaven, wearing their best blue robes, who kneeled in welcome on the pale tatami of the inner room. The lady, struggling to untie the knots of her shoelaces, could not return their salutations with anything approximating grace. The monks waited with a calm, natural dignity, not showing the least annoyance at her predicament, until the cumbersome Western shoes had been arranged in order by the side of the white-strapped getas.


Then they made a hand gesture that, if the lady had been at home, would have meant Go away! but in Japan was a cordial invitation to follow. They led the way down tatami-covered corridors, along verandas bordering peaceful old gardens, and then into a medium-size room, the reception room, which had been prepared for their coming.


Here again the shoji had been thrust wide open to the sunshine and the gardens. Two cushions were arranged in the seats of honor near the tokonoma, which displayed a black-and-white painting of Kannon, the Buddhist goddess of mercy, and a simple arrangement of pine branches. In one corner of the room was a painted screen with a pattern obliterated by time, except for some faint golden glimmers. Another cushion was placed opposite the first two, with a large, thin book covered with purple and silver brocade alongside it.


After a few moments composing herself, the woman stole a glance around the room. She saw in the opposite corner an item of furniture that seemed absurdly out of place: a Morris chair, upholstered in bright green velour, its red mahogany arms dotted with pearl buttons. What was this beautiful monstrosity doing in a Japanese Zen Buddhist temple?


Again they heard the soft, quick pattering of feet in the corridor. In the open doorway stood a short, thin, elderly man; his head and face were closely shaven. He was wearing a long, coarse, dun-colored robe that seemed to have been made for someone several sizes larger than he was and appeared at least as old as the wizened man inside it. Around his neck a sort of bib of old brocaded stuff hung almost to his waist. On his feet were white wool tabi socks. He bowed, but not so low as the lady and gentleman, who hid their faces completely as they bowed their heads to the floor three times in strict ceremonial fashion. With a short, quick gesture the priest motioned them to take their places on the cushions facing him.


Once all were seated, he and the gentleman exchanged greetings in curt, terse-phrased Japanese.


The two young monks reappeared, with red lacquer cups of tea poised high on red lacquer stands and plates of thin, dry rice cakes. The guests sipped the tea and set their cups down. With a penetrating gaze, the old priest scrutinized the lady’s face. He turned to speak to the scholar, and the lady in turn scrutinized the face of the priest: a rugged face, weathered by seventy years, but at the same time young and bright. The lips were thin and straight; the chin firm, slightly protruding. On each side of the mouth were deep lines running down from the nostrils — lines she would come to recognize as belonging to the face of practically every longtime practitioner of Zen — but it was the eyes of the priest that intrigued her most. They had such life showing in them, such vitality as the lady had never seen before, and which she would see only again in another man who had also accomplished what this priest had accomplished. A kind face, but a face of energy and of will.


After some exchange of words the scholar turned to the lady and, in her own language, told her that the roshi had agreed to accept her as a pupil.


Then Kono Mukai, Nanshinken Roshi, master of this grand and ancient temple complex and of the entire Nanzen-ji branch of Rinzai temples, addressed Ruth directly. With Dr. Suzuki as interpreter, he said, “Of course you can’t sit in the zendo. And you can’t do much in your own house, where you have servants and other distractions. I have a personal temple here, across the road, which I built some years ago and where I will live when I retire. Nobody lives in it — you’re welcome to have it. I would like you to come to the house every day and do nothing but zazen all day long. If you come at nine in the morning I will give you the key. You can bring a bento for lunch. You are to sit zazen there all day long, and at five or six o’clock you can bring the key to me and go home. Please do not bring any books with you.”


That’s all she was to do. Nanshinken didn’t talk about her coming to him for sanzen, the face-to-face, being-to-being meeting between master and student that is central to Rinzai Zen. He said, “Now I will give you a koan.” He brought out his Mumonkan (The Gateless Gate) and read the first koan, in Japanese. Dr. Suzuki translated: “A monk asked Joshu, ‘Does a dog have buddha nature?’ Joshu replied, ‘Mu!’”


Ruth asked, “Why do you give me a koan? You don’t know whether I’m ready.”


Nanshinken replied, “I think you’re ready. Anyway, you begin with this.” He showed her how he sat and how he breathed, and how to handle the koan.


Six days a week she did as he said. At nine in the morning she went to his inryo to get the key for the little house. He usually insisted on having her join him for tea. Then she would take the key and go across the road. And she would sit. She had a couple of zabutons — he said she must sit seiza, ladies’ fashion, kneeling. Her assistant Kato-san, whose husband had been a priest at Nanzen-ji before he died, suggested she sit with a couple of little cushions under her. That was the way she practiced.


She was to do nothing except sit and breathe, and when her legs got tired, she could walk up and down in the garden; that was all. Once in a while Roshi would send a monk over with some food or to clean the yard. At those times the monk would stop and talk with Ruth. But otherwise, for six days a week that first month, she did nothing except sit and breathe.


At her house on the Kamo, Ruth followed practically the same regime. She got up at five every morning. From five until seven she did zazen. Then she got dressed, had breakfast, and at half past eight left for Nanzen-ji, usually taking a taxi in the morning for the three or four miles from the house to the temple. She was there all day — she would have tea and a bento lunch of sandwiches, soup, or something she could fix on a hibachi herself. At night she would walk home, for the exercise. Then after taking her bath she would go sit again until midnight. She allowed herself five hours of sleep a night.


After a month of this routine, wrestling with her koan, something broke open in her mind, and the monks invited her inside their temple.


That first night in the zendo — the one night she was allowed to be there — she sat with fortitude and vigor, not expecting anything. In awe at simply being present in this mysterious, foreign place, she found the hours passed easily.


At the end of the evening Eizan came up to her as she got off the tan, the sitting platform, and said, “You sat very well tonight.” He repeated, “You sat very well — will you come tomorrow night?” Of course she was delighted.


The second night Ruth went again at seven o’clock. Soon after she situated herself on the zafu, the old roshi came in and stood in the doorway. He quickly scanned the room, and with dark eyes blazing he began shouting, sharply, louder than she could have imagined. The force of his angry voice, barking and bellowing — this small-bodied giant — was enough to make Ruth tremble.


At the time she didn’t know what he said. She found out later: he said everybody’s morning sanzen had been terrible, and therefore there would be no sanzen that night. There would be no walking, no breaks. They would sit straight through. Ruth, as everyone, had to sit two and a half hours without moving. The pain was excruciating. To keep from fainting, all she could do was watch where the reflection of the weak electric light hit the black stone floor. As long as she could see that, she wasn’t falling off the tan.


Nobody moved all night, until they stopped at nine thirty. They had to lift Ruth off the tan because she couldn’t move. Her legs were completely paralyzed. Eizan came again and said, “You sat very well tonight — would you come again tomorrow?” So she went the third day.


The third night she was allowed to have sanzen with Roshi. He said Ruth was to sit at the end of the line, because he would give her a little longer sanzen than anybody else.


She was reasonably comfortable the third night, and she had her first sanzen, with Eizan acting as an interpreter. At the end of the third night Eizan said to Ruth, “All the monks now invite you to come and sit every night with them. You sit like Kannon and are a great inspiration to them, so please come.” From that point forth she went every night.


Some time later, while Ruth was visiting another temple, a student of the roshi there challenged her: “You must have had a great problem. Why else would someone like you begin Zen practice?”


She found the very question rude. She responded as directly as she felt it merited. “No, there was no great problem.”


It was as she had presented it to Dr. Suzuki when she first met him: her whole trip, this project, this adventure, was based on the simple question of whether it might be possible for a Westerner, one raised in the culture of duality, of I think, therefore I am, to realize any benefit by following this method of training in all its particulars. It was not at all a stretch to suppose that one might benefit in some way — that was directly evident, or it would not have been worth the bother of getting herself here, despite her husband’s protests, in spite of the implausibility of it all. Why couldn’t she just find a teacher at home in America? Because there wasn’t one. And even if there had been, how could it be possible to truly enter the practice with her entire being at home, somehow continuing to live her regular life? Dr. Suzuki had said as much.


Shakyamuni Buddha expressed simple, direct truths: that all people suffer, and that there is a way out within this lifetime. So yes, suffering, dukkha, a problem, a great problem — a universal one, shared by every human, by every being with buddha nature, experienced by each according to the particulars of one’s individual conditions. And the solution — a universal one, available to any human, not just Japanese or Chinese or Indian — the Buddhadharma, this practical, precise method of getting to the root of reality.


She had in common with the historical Buddha that she came from a background of privilege and that her personal sufferings — her domineering mother, her challenging marriage, her daughter’s difficult birth and subsequent health problems, her miscarriage — were not truly overwhelming, were not really the compelling subject of her ruminations, were not the main force pushing her into practice.


There may have been an inkling of a further possibility, though she was careful not to make much of it: all those accounts of people — aristocrats, warriors, common people, women, anyone — who had broken through the veil, overcome their preconceptions and stepped into a world of profound immediacy. She would rarely admit even to herself that this was what she was doing, that it was of more than superficial interest to her. For now, she confined her purpose to simply experiencing any results whatsoever, without trying to chase after more, without imagining that there was something to be chased after. That other stuff was better left to the realm of fable and fantasy, a distraction, not a respectable goal. Her sensible attitude was as much as anything what qualified her to sit with the monks.


The next time they had osesshin, in June, the monks said, “We now would like you to sit with us all day long, not only the night.” They had Ruth stay continuously at the temple, at Senko-an, Nanzen-ji’s private hermitage house where she’d been going for zazen.


At four o’clock in the morning they began with sutra chanting, syllables intoned from the gut, meant to emerge as physical sound from the throat without so much as tickling the mind with their meaning. From that they went into the sodo for a short period of zazen. They came back after a quickly eaten breakfast for a longer period of zazen, and sanzen with Roshi if he was admitting them — if he was not yet impatient with their inept responses. In the afternoon, when there was a break of an hour or two, Ruth would go and lie down. Then she would come back in the middle of the afternoon to sit again.


Around four in the afternoon there was sutra chanting again, and then supper, and back into the zendo until ten or eleven at night.


Ruth found this routine strangely beautiful. Difficult, physically arduous, but somehow lovely. The first day of sitting — from four in the morning straight through — her legs were knotted in pain by evening, with another two hours of seiza to go before it was done. But she was feeling a profound spaciousness. Something beyond explanation.


Roshi came back with her that night to the little house where she was staying for the sesshin. He had one of the monks start the fire, and he himself went out to make sure it was burning brightly and the water was hot. He waited until she’d taken her bath, then he massaged her shoulders. He left, and she slept there and got up again at four in the morning.


Practice with strong effort and perhaps something will happen. But what was it that happened? How could she describe the experience? Could it be possible to reach such an experience in America? As Roshi had said from the start, it would not really be possible in her house on the Kamo, with people bustling around and everything else. It was possible at Senko-an — her weeks of zazen there were the beginning of this unlocking. When any aspiring student — even a very experienced one, even an ordained monk — would arrive at a temple, he would find the gates shut. It was not until after a week, two weeks, of heroic, continuous zazen outside the gates, day and night without pause, that the gates would open and he would be admitted within. Of course it was not the literal gate that was most important.


Zazen in the little house had opened the gates. That was the beginning of practice. Within the sodo there was a palpable difference. The stillness was electric. Simply stepping into the full silence brought her into sharper awareness, as if on the polished deck of a dark boat floating on a mirror-calm pond, unmoored and yet not drifting. And during osesshin, the sitting interspersed with walking meditation, zigzagging slowly along the rokas, the covered passageways, and the bowing and chanting — intoning syllables in a Japanized Chinese-Sanskrit that was beyond the immediate comprehension of anyone here, which was partly the point — all of this activated a physical awareness in the world of sound and motion, vibration of vocal cords and chest, entering another dimension. She saw subtleties of color with her physical eyes that had been hidden before. With her physical ears she heard previously unknown subtleties of sound. Her entire being was sensitized, attuned, aware of a unity of all life.


She still felt like an ordinary person — not an adventurer, nor a scholar or artist. Over time, leading up to this, she had felt a hunger, a yearning to understand the why of existence, to find her place in the great universe. Before entering the zendo she had a sense of herself — of most people — as being only half-conscious, half-awake to what life really is. She felt she had begun to penetrate that. But through it and within it, she still felt like an ordinary person.


She recognized the simple humanness of Nanshinken, of these monks — extraordinary though they were, it was their effort and persistence that seemed heroic and unusual. Their beings were human. But her husband and daughter, her neighbors in America — ­they too were just as heroic in their way, just as deserving of her honor and compassion. Her time in this sanctuary had awakened a simple tenderness toward people — the monks, her family and neighbors, everyone — that she had not really been aware of lacking before. No one was a stranger.


Ruth came to know Nanshinken as a simple and devout man, utterly free of pretension in spite of his important position at the head of one of the primary Rinzai temples in Japan, whose tastes showed his country origins. His clothes were always old. Even when he was dressed up for a ceremony his kesa showed no particular refinement.


He was purely a monk’s man; he lived for training his monks. When he would give teisho, Dharma lectures, the monks would enter in a row, silhouetted against the shoji screens. In the early morning the light would illuminate the shoji, and Ruth would see their outlines — first the monks themselves coming in, then the head monk who carried Roshi’s book, then Roshi, followed by the boy who carried Roshi’s tikka.


Nanshinken would come in and stand at the side of his seat before going to make his raihai to the Buddha. That Ruth would never forget — his hands as he came in, the shape of his head and his slight body in the voluminous kesa. And the way he entered the hondo. His bowing was like a child’s. No fuss, no arrangement of robes. He came in and put his hands together like a child and made his raihai. Sweet, simple devotion. She always felt a twinge in her heart.


Not long after he’d become roshi of Nanzen-ji, Nanshinken was invited to give a sermon at a temple in the country. He went in his ordinary clothes, and he went alone, without an attendant monk.


He stepped off the third-class train car and there was nobody to meet him. Farther down the platform he saw flags flying and lots of people. So he trudged to the temple, and when he got there, people were waiting. They all asked, “Where were you, where were you?”


“I was on the train.”


“We didn’t see you.” They had all been at the first-class carriages, expecting to see somebody in grand robes with an attendant. He decided then that, to make an impression upon the country people, he must wear a gaudy kesa, so he bought something in red with gold.


He told Ruth that he did not know who his parents were. He was born in 1864, in Aichi Prefecture. He had been brought up in a farming family, but he believed he had been left with that family as a baby. He thought he came from a very good family, because he remembered, as a child, a beautiful veiled lady who he assumed was his real mother coming to visit him from time to time. As he was speaking about this he would look at his hands and say, “These are not a farmer’s hands; these are a gentleman’s hands.” He did that many times.


The emotion was visible in his face when he spoke about this lady with the veil, while gazing at his own delicate hands now lined with the passage of so many years, a whole lifetime between. Who was this mysterious woman? He never knew anything.


Though he was raised in the farmer’s family, he did receive some education. Perhaps someone had made some provision for his training. He became a novice monk at age nine and entered Shogen-ji monastery, near Gifu, at seventeen. He was also sent to Hanazono University for two years and later studied with a famous Confucian scholar. When he first became an adult monk, he didn’t progress quickly. He was at Kokeizan Eiho-ji, a big Nanzen-ji branch temple, also in the countryside of Gifu — it took him three years before he was able to pass the Mu koan. One day he took a little Kannon statue out — his solution to the koan was to throw Kannon in the river. When he came back, the monks ran to him and said, “Roshi wants to see you.” So he went into the roshi’s room and the roshi said, “Well?”


After that, Nanshinken passed forty-odd koans in forty-odd sanzens. The roshi had made every effort to hold back Nanshin­ken’s satori, as teachers often do if they think someone is going to be exceptional. In 1903, at thirty-nine, he became head monk of Nanzen-ji, and six years later they made him roshi and kancho, chief abbot in charge of the whole Nanzen-ji branch of temples. He was very strict. He was strict in his own life and strict with his monks.


He didn’t want the monks to read. There was nothing in books that served his training method. When he would secretly slip into the kitchen at Senko-an, his private refuge, he would sometimes read the paper. But he was not at all intellectual.


Neither was he an artist in the usual sense. Through his mastery of Zen he became a master of zenga painting and calligraphy, eventually becoming renowned for his Daruma scrolls. These brush paintings, produced since Hakuin’s day — quick cartoon-­sketch portraits of Bodhidharma, often with a verse in loose, spontaneous calligraphy — reveal the moment-to-moment awakening that defines Zen.


Nanshinken produced them with a quickness and immediacy that could seem almost offhand if you didn’t know better. Since Hakuin, that’s been a central element of zenga — it’s not about the brushstrokes on the paper, it’s the years of training and realization that make the brush move with an effortless breath in the moment, with no planning or preparation apart from all the self-refinement. For Nanshinken the paintings were a lighthearted pastime, an expression of ease within the rigor of his Zen. He was fully present in their creation — and then more or less indifferent to them. He had no interest in art as an object, unless perhaps as a gift object, a token of appreciation for a temple supporter’s donation or some other occasion.


He especially enjoyed painting a version depicting a female Daruma, known as Onna Daruma, Lady Daruma, which refers to the story of a warrior — or perhaps Daruma himself, the usually austere and rigorous bringer of Buddhism from India to China — in a liaison with a beautiful courtesan. When the warrior comes into his tent, he sees her with a red cloak of his thrown over her head, and exclaims, “Oh, Lady Daruma!” Nanshinken gave Ruth one of these Onna Daruma paintings, but he did not want her to know the story behind it. He certainly would not want her to think it was Daruma himself — with a courtesan! That would not be proper. Ruth’s secretary Oguri-san later translated the story for her, amused by Nanshinken’s reluctance to reveal the meaning.


One hot summer night, Nanshinken walked with Ruth and Oguri-san across the bridge, around the Shimogamo district, where there were several restaurants. One was brightly lit, and on the second floor the shoji had all been thrown open. From the street below, the three onlookers could hear laughter and sha­misen music. They could see the geishas serving, standing up and walking around, bowing and smiling their coy geisha smiles. The old roshi stood there looking up and said, “Mmm, I wonder what a geisha party is like. I’ve never been at one.”


He never drank sake. He wouldn’t allow anybody who drank to be a priest in Nanzen-ji.


Nanshinken liked doing samu work with the monks, or on his own. He had a vegetable garden in the back of the little Senko-­an­ hermitage, and he would go out there to work, as a break from the sodo. In the vacation times of summer, he would come down to the house, and he and Ruth would have vegetarian food together.


If somebody banged on the door at six in the morning, it would be Nanshinken, wearing a lightweight cloth wrap and an old straw hat. When he got bored at the sodo he’d stay over for two or three days. They fixed him up in a room, and he would work in the garden and run around the house in his fundoshi loincloth.


He wasn’t interested in talking much to Ruth — he had no interest in intellectual conversation. He read the paper and chatted with Kato-san — gossiping would be the more accurate term, which Ruth disapproved of but tolerated because she was completely devoted to him. Nanshinken was devoted to her as well: she surmised that she was one of the joys of his old age.


He loved her tomato sandwiches. One day at Senko-an they were cleaning the altar that he had taught her to arrange, and Nanshinken said that when they died, their ihai, their mortuary tablets, would go on the altar together. He said, “If you die first I will put cake and tea in front of your ihai. But if I die first, you put coffee and tomato sandwiches in front of mine.”


The monks were all completely devoted to Nanshinken as well. They were frightened of him too, because he could really use a stick, as small as he was. One night a big country boy went in for sanzen. After a few minutes the others heard a big clatter, and the doors burst open. Nanshinken had thrown off his robe and came out in his white under-kimono, with his stick — Hakuin’s nyoi. Somehow he’d gotten ahold of the collar of this great big fellow, who was a foot and a half taller than he, and was pushing the boy ahead, kneeing him in the behind and hitting him. Ruth imagined the boy had given a foolish answer that was too much for Roshi’s patience.


In the sodo the stick was rarely used. The only time it was used violently was when they had to drive out some young boys who didn’t want to go for sanzen. In the zendo, Ruth was never hit but once, and that was a joke. She knew it was a joke — a grin spread over the whole room, and it was done.


During sanzen Nanshinken never talked much. His sanzen was always short. And many times he wouldn’t even let the monks come in. If he didn’t like the way sanzen was going he just shut it down — he wouldn’t have any more. He’d get bored and slam the door so nobody else could come in. They never knew when he would lose his temper. He’d just slam the door and that was it. The good students, who really wanted to have sanzen, had to hustle to get the front seats, because with so many people they would never get their turn otherwise. Nanshinken used to have sanzen five times a day during osesshin time.


He didn’t eat sodo meals. He had his own kitchen and was an excellent cook. Everyone hated to be onji for Nanshinken, because he was so strict. When a pair of boys, two onji — he always had two — would be appointed, they had to be under his jurisdiction about cooking. It was very onerous.


He was a sodo roshi through and through. He kept the grounds of Nanzen-ji immaculate. Everything was run like a military camp — everything exact and strict, absolutely tight. There was no easiness. And yet the feeling was wonderful.


At Ruth’s final osesshin before returning to America, Nanshinken insisted that she come join him for his special supper every night, a simple meal of kaboro, daikon stewed in soy and water. She didn’t mind that in itself; what bothered her was that he would call Eizan up and begin to gossip — in the midst of osesshin, when she and all the monks were steeped in the most profound silence! She fumed silently — there was nothing she could do but eat the boiled kaboro.


The last time Ruth had sanzen with Nanshinken during that first spring and summer in Japan was a very hot night in late summer. Nanshinken was giving sanzen in his yozashike, his private outer room, because it was too hot in his ordinary sanzen room. He sat there with all the screens open to the garden — such a hot night, and he had on the same big old robe.


That night he told her, full of concern and sweetness, “You must go back to America. There you may teach people how to sit.”


Nanshinken got angry at Ruth one time that same summer.


She had been invited to give the monks a talk at the farewell tea party they had for everybody at the close of the summer osesshin. She had some time in advance to think about it and wrote out in English what she wanted to say. She had Oguri-san translate it into Japanese, and then she read it to the group in Japanese. It was very short. She said there was one thing she had felt living there in the sodo that she wanted to speak about: that everybody was concerned, and correctly, with their own enlightenment; that they must never forget Shakyamuni had gotten his enlightenment only to help all sentient beings; and that in their eagerness to get their own enlightenment, they must never forget they were working for the benefit not of themselves alone but of everybody. Then she presented each with something none of them had — a Japanese-language copy of the Dhammapada.


When she finished the speech, she proceeded to send the books around to everybody in the great big circle. But it didn’t go down well. They felt she had stepped out of line by trying to correct their behavior and presuming to bring them books when Roshi forbade them.


Though in the end it didn’t damage her good relations with Nanshinken, he was angry that she had criticized the attitude of the sodo. She respected him deeply, but even so, it was true — what she said in her speech was absolutely true.


Then she was gone. Summer was over. Ruth returned to the United States, bereft. She felt a gaping emptiness. Not the spaciousness of the Zen experience — though maybe that was somehow lurking in the background — but just a flat, hollow feeling. How could she go back to normal life after what she had experienced? She suspected she would never recover the sense of completeness she had found in these months at Nanzen-ji. Could she return to the temple? She would return.
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