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To all who are practicing the buddhadharma




Sitting itself is the practice of the Buddha. Sitting itself is nondoing. It is nothing but the true form of the self. Apart from sitting, there is nothing to seek as the buddhadharma.


Eihei Dōgen Zenji


Shōbōgenzō—Zuimonki


(“Sayings of Eihei Dōgen Zenji”)
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The Story of This Book and Its Author



by Jisho Warner


This is a very special book. Why does it deserve laurels, and your attention too? Opening the Hand of Thought goes directly to the heart of Zen practice. It describes the act of zazen—wholeheartedly sitting in the middle of your life—with great clarity and practicality. And it presents the wide, wide worldview that zazen opens up to you, showing how Zen Buddhism can be a deep and life-sustaining activity.


This book is a gift to us from one of the finest Zen masters, Kōshō Uchiyama Roshi. Though he never set foot outside Japan, his mind and heart flew across the Pacific, he sent his disciples here to teach, and he taught a great many Westerners at Antaiji temple in Kyoto, where he was abbot for ten years.


Antaiji was a very unusual place for its mix of monks and lay people practicing together and its mix of Japanese and Westerners. Even more remarkably, it was purely for practicing zazen and investigating the meaning of life. Most monastic centers in Japan are primarily training places for licensing as a temple priest, but Uchiyama Roshi felt it was most important to practice without any expectation of a reward. He said that practice at Antaiji had no bite, that people needed to just practice for the sake of practice. Those disciples who needed certification as temple priests he sent to regular monasteries for supplementary training.


Uchiyama Roshi’s awareness of the West and his eagerness to make the Dharma and Zen practice available here, along with his background in Western philosophy and religion, meshed with his deep practice and understanding to create a unique voice. He lived by zazen, investigated with all his energy what it is to live a true life of Zen, and tells us about it in this book so we can delve into it for ourselves and verify the teachings for our own lives.


Zen is one long inquiry into how to live a truly full life. Life is universal, yet we feel separate from it and from each other. Taking what we need, discarding and preserving, enjoying and suffering, our life seems to be all about us. Uchiyama looks at what a person is, what a self is, how to develop a true self not separate from all things, one that can settle in peace in the midst of life. He dedicated his life to finding this out for himself and to passing it on to us, with great joy. Uchiyama Roshi’s teachings came directly out of his life, from his youthful idealism to his early years of poverty when he learned to digest discouragement and turn despair into equanimity, and then to the wisdom of his old age. What is most important is that this major contribution to Zen teaching and practice is now available to you, for your own life.


“Opening the hand of thought” is the very act of zazen. It is the original Buddhist practice of not grasping and clinging, the practice of freedom, as it occurs in this very moment in your mind. As the subtitle says, this book offers you a foundation of understanding, intention, and aspiration based on actually doing Zen practice. There was an earlier Opening the Hand of Thought. It has been revised here and the language clarified. We have added new prefaces, an index, and extended end notes.


We three translators have all been transformed by Uchiyama Roshi’s big mind. Shohaku Okumura was a young student when he met him. Okumura became his disciple and eventually settled in the United States to teach Zen. Daitsu Tom Wright went in the other direction, from Wisconsin to Kyoto, where he too became a disciple of Uchiyama Roshi. Wright stayed in Japan and was able to go on working with his teacher until Uchiyama’s death in 1999. Jisho Warner first met Uchiyama’s teachings in the United States as they began to take root here over twenty years ago. This book is a labor of love from Kōshō Uchiyama and from the three of us.
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Teacher and Disciple



by Shohaku Okumura


In 1965 when I was a seventeen-year-old high school student, a friend of mine went to Antaiji in Kyoto and stayed there for a few weeks for a special summer practice period for students. In the fall my friend told me all about his experience there, sitting zazen, listening to the old priest’s lectures and working with the young priest. He was particularly impressed by the way the young priest taught him how to make a fire, to keep the firewood burning well to heat water for the bath, and to extinguish the fire before the water became too hot. It was his first experience with a wood fire. He learned what being mindful and attentive means. The old priest was Kōdō Sawaki Roshi. The young priest was his disciple Kōshō Uchiyama.


In June of that year, Uchiyama Roshi had published his book Self—Jiko. I borrowed the book from my friend and became very interested in Uchiyama Roshi’s way of life. The next February my friend had surgery to deal with stomach pain he had had since the previous fall. He was very sick for a few more months and then he died. After his death, his mother told me that he had had intestinal cancer and, because he was young, the cancer grew very quickly. This friend’s death was one of the reasons I became a Buddhist priest. With his own death he showed me impermanence in actuality. He was a great teacher and bodhisattva for me.


I was very fortunate to encounter such a clear explanation of Zen practice in the very beginning of my practice. Even to a high school student like me, it was understandable. I began to see that our thoughts are the same as clouds. In our upright sitting all different kinds of thoughts come up, stay for a while, and disappear. We just let them come up and let them go away, not controlling our mind or preventing thoughts from coming up and passing away, not grasping or chasing after them either. We try to keep the same upright, immovable posture no matter what condition we are in, and to trust that above the clouds of thoughts, Buddha’s wisdom and compassion are shining like the sun in a clear blue sky. This is what “opening the hand of thought” has come to mean in my life.


When I first read Uchiyama Roshi’s book Self—Jiko in 1965, I wanted to become Uchiyama’s disciple even though I knew nothing about Buddhism or Zen. After I graduated from high school, I tried to visit Antaiji, but it was a very small temple with no temple gate marking the entrance, so I could not find it. Fortunately, soon after I entered college, Uchiyama Roshi came to Tokyo to give a public talk about “being in your right mind between being insane and being brainless.” His talk was very humorous and understandable even to me. I was sure he would become my teacher.


A few months later, I started to attend a zazen group at a small house in the graveyard of a big temple not far from the university. I attended my first five-day sesshin at Antaiji in January 1969. The sesshin was exactly as Uchiyama Roshi had described in his book. It was a very difficult experience for me since I was so inexperienced, the zendo at Antaiji was very cold, and I was sleepy all the time and in a lot of pain. When the sesshin was over, I was extremely happy and thought that it would be my last sesshin, but somehow I returned. Uchiyama Roshi sat facing the wall, the same as all the other practitioners. The small zendo of Antaiji was very full, and people sat two or three deep. I was impressed that there were several foreigners sitting together with the Japanese monks and lay practitioners.


The next spring I visited Antaiji again and asked Uchiyama Roshi to ordain me. He said, “I never encourage people to be ordained. It is very difficult to be a true monk. There are already many meaningless people wearing robes. If you want to be a true practitioner of zazen, I will accept you.” I still appreciate his reply to my request—it left me no room for making excuses or shifting blame. Although I wanted to quit school and start to practice at Antaiji, he suggested that I finish school first, so I stayed at Antaiji for a few months and then went back to the university in Tokyo. I was ordained on December 8, 1970.


The day after my ordination ceremony, I had a chance to talk with him. He said, “Yesterday when I had tea with your father before the ceremony, he asked me to take care of you, but I can’t do that. You should practice yourself and walk on your own legs.”


That was the first teaching I received personally from my teacher. He said that he never faces his disciples: he faces the Buddha and walks in that direction as his own practice. And if I want to practice with him as his disciple, I should also face the Buddha and go in the same direction with my own feet. I appreciated what he told me and tried to rely on his teaching and not on him, practicing on my own and following his example.


After I graduated from Komazawa University I became a resident monk at Antaiji and I practiced there until February 1975 when Uchiyama Roshi retired. So, actually I practiced with him as a full-time practitioner at Antaiji under his guidance for only three years. It was not very long. But those three years were the decisive influence on my life.


When I graduated from the university and entered Antaiji, Uchiyama Roshi encouraged some of his disciples to study English and he paid our school fees himself. He had a vast perspective on the history of human spirituality, and he thought the twenty-first century would be an age of spirituality. He was also practical, and he thought the world needed people who had a thorough experience of zazen practice and could express the meaning of zazen in other languages. He encouraged his students to be pioneers instead of following fixed traditions, but he let us choose our direction for ourselves and never forced people to do anything. I was not particularly interested in studying English or practicing with people from overseas, but somehow I could not say no. This not-so-willing “yes” determined the rest of my life. Many Westerners became my friends, and practicing with them became natural to me.


After Uchiyama Roshi retired as abbot of Antaiji in 1975, I went to Massachusetts to practice with two of my Dharma brothers at Pioneer Valley Zendo. When I returned to Japan in 1981, Roshi encouraged me to begin working on translations with Daitsu Tom Wright, another of his disciples. Later I returned to the United States to try to continue what I learned from my master. I have the deepest gratitude for his teaching and practice, which always remained focused on the reality of life that includes all beings in the universe. Without his example I really would never have known how to live my own life.
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On the Nature of Self


by Daitsu Tom Wright


One of the most challenging teachings of Buddhism and of Kōshō Uchiyama Roshi’s teaching in particular centers around the nature of self and the meaning of the term jiko. “Self” is only a rough translation for jiko, though, because “self” has cultural, psychological, and philosophical meanings for English speakers that inevitably differ from the terrain the word jiko covers in Japanese. And even within Japanese, jiko has Buddhist meanings that differ from ordinary usage.


Jiko is defined in Nakamura Gen’s Larger Dictionary of Buddhist Terms (Bukkyōgo Daijiten) as both the individual self and “original self,” which is the self that is born with or inherently has a buddha nature. All sentient beings possess the seed of awakened or awakening being, so original self is universal. Many Buddhist and Zen texts, like the Blue Cliff Record, have expressions like jiko ichidan no daiji, that is, clarifying “self” is of vital significance. A basic characteristic of existence that is of particular relevance here is that all phenomena (dharmas) are without an independent self. This is one of the three, or sometimes four, characteristics of existence that are a basic teaching of Buddhism and are discussed in this book. The translation of Buddhist terms as “self” leads to a big problem: if there is no self, then why is it necessary to clarify what the self is?


You may think it best to stick to English words, but if you do not know their origins it will be hard to make sense of the different meanings mixed together in the one seemingly simple word “self.” What has traditionally been translated as “self” in the expression “all dharmas are without an independent self” is the Sanskrit word atman. In Japanese atman is translated as ga, a substantive, clinging, avaricious spirit or soul. This is not jiko. The first time I remember coming across the term jiko was when a senior monk at Antaiji pointed it out to me in the chapter entitled Genjō Kōan in Eihei Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō. At the time, I was reading through an English translation and was curious about what Japanese expression had been used. The passage turned out to be one of the most famous in the entire Shōbōgenzō. “To practice and learn about the Buddha Way is to practice and learn about jiko. To practice and learn about jiko means to forget jiko. Forgetting about jiko, one is affirmed by all things, all phenomena (all dharmas). To be affirmed by all things means to be made to let go of all concepts and artificial divisions of one’s body and mind, as well as the body and mind of others, by those very things that affirm us.”


It is not easy to understand the deeper layers of this passage without giving a great deal of thought to how the word “self” is being used. For example, in the opening line, where Dōgen equates the study and practice of the Buddha Way with the study and practice of jiko, jiko is being used in its broad, universal sense. In the next line, however, it is different. Although the line appears paradoxical, that learning about jiko is forgetting about jiko, what Dōgen is saying is that in learning about jiko in the broadest sense, that is, as our universal identity, we have to forget or let go of all the narrow ideas we might have about who we are.


To illustrate this point, Uchiyama Roshi used to bring up many concrete examples. On a crowded train, and in Japan that is a supremely concrete event, forgetting or not clinging to thoughts of who we are in terms of our status, age, or gender means to get up and give our seat to someone who looks much more tired than we are, without thinking about doing a good deed or being well thought of. The same spirit comes up in not clinging to a feeling of frustration when we have to cook for the group and won’t be able to sit with everyone else. Or not getting upset because we have been asked to clean the toilet instead of our teacher’s room, where no one will see what good work we are doing. The examples are limitless in all our lives.


As the years went by and Uchiyama Roshi asked either Shohaku Okumura or me how we were translating the term, he began to feel that perhaps it would be best not to translate it at all and just use the term jiko, allowing readers to taste it for themselves. For example, Dōgen coined the phrase jin-issai-jiko. The first character jin means complete or exhaustive, while issai denotes everything, all, or all-inclusive. Jin and issai are attached to jiko to make it more comprehensive. Setting these characters in front of jiko, we come up with something like complete-all-inclusive-self; accurate, but hardly a usable English expression. Kōdō Sawaki Roshi had an enigmatic expression jiko ga jiko wo jiko suru, where the word “self” is being used as the subject, the verb, and the object. It is almost untranslatable; perhaps “the self makes the self out of the self.” Uchiyama Roshi had a similar expression, jiko giri no jiko, self that is wholly self. I believe Sawaki and Uchiyama coined their modern-day expressions as interpretations of Dōgen’s jin-issai-jiko.


I have translated jiko as universal self or whole self, or more recently as universal identity. This is the same as buddhata, or awakened being, which I mentioned above. But this sounds quite abstract, when what we most need is to understand just what this means in the context of our daily lives. It is precisely this, Zen in our daily lives, that Uchiyama Roshi stressed more than anything else. After all, when asked to introduce ourselves or identify ourselves on meeting someone for the first time, we will most likely be thought weird if we reply, “Hi, I’m the Entire Universe, nice to meet you.”


Jiko is used in everyday Japanese to identify ourselves in an individual sense, not as the universe. In modern Japanese jiko is used in terms like jiko chushin, or jikoshugi, meaning egocentrism or self-centeredness. In this case, the term is being used in a dualistic sense of oneself as opposed to another, and it implies a view of the individual that emphasizes our self-importance and degrades the importance of those around us.


Although he had studied philosophy, not psychology, at Waseda University, Uchiyama often referred jokingly to himself as a psychologist’s psychologist. An endless parade of visitors came to see him—business executives from around the country, medical doctors, and psychologists, too. They came for counseling about the problems in their personal, self-centered lives, and he received them all. He also saw that some people’s psychological difficulties might be alleviated by sitting in the zazen posture to get some composure. If doctors or psychologists felt their patients had greatly benefited from the incorporation of zazen into their therapies, all the better.


At the same time, he would point out to me that such uses of zazen should be understood as being examples of bonpu zen, that is, utilitarian Zen, or Zen for the sake of bettering or improving your condition or circumstances. If such Zen can be helpful to people, he never criticized its use, but he did point out that utilitarian Zen should not be equated with doing zazen without setting any preconditions or objectives. In other words, Roshi made a distinction between practicing zazen unconditionally, with an attitude of letting go of all thoughts of how zazen could benefit “me,” and zazen done for utilitarian purposes. Jiko in Buddhism and in Dōgen’s and Uchiyama’s teachings is not about utility and self-improvement. Rather it has to do with seeing one’s life from the broadest perspective and then functioning in a way that enables that perspective to manifest most fully through one’s day-to-day activities.
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The Theme of My Life


by Kōshō Uchiyama


The civilization that began in Greece, developed in post-Renaissance Europe, and has come to dominate the modern world is an intellectual civilization that defines and categorizes everything. But, having organized everything intellectually, the people under the strongest influence of this civilization seem to be on the verge of suffocating and have developed a great interest in the traditional Eastern world, where they hope to find an unlimited depth that transcends intellectual definitions. This search is fine, but people’s ideas about “unlimited” and “transcendent” are likely to be confused.


Kyoto, the ancient capital of Japan and my home for many years, is over a thousand years old. Mountains surround it, and throughout the year mist and haze occur frequently. This mist envelops the mountains, where rocks and stones are heavily covered with moss. These moss-covered rocks and stones in the midst of silence seem to express unlimited depths. The mountains themselves, piled one on top of the other and wrapped in mist, contribute to an impression of mystical rapture. Innumerable books on Zen or the tea ceremony have featured pictures of Zen temples and teahouses with just such a background of moss-covered rocks and misty mountain scenes.


Of course, it’s very fine that the mist makes the scenery around Kyoto so beautiful. But it would be a serious mistake to see in this kind of exotic landscape a key to Eastern thought, because when the hazy mists are cleared away by the true light of reason, there would be little left. The true depth of the East isn’t a denial of human reason or a depth that must be hidden in an anti-intellectual fog. The unlimited of the East must still persist even after all the haze of confusion is cleared away by the light of reason. The depth of the unlimited is beyond the reach of any kind of reasoning, but it is not opposed to reason. It is like a sky without clouds or mist. The clear depth of the universe is the limitless truth discovered in the East.


What I want for you, the reader, is that you understand with your own intellect that Zen concerns the true depth of life that is beyond the reach of that intellect. This “life” is not Eastern or Western, it extends through all humanity. I hope that as you read you will look at your own life with a completely fresh mind and apply what I have written to your everyday life. That is the only place where the real world of Zen is.


I grew up in Japan during the Taishō era (1912–1926) and the first ten years of the Shōwa era (1926–1989). By the Western calendar, I was born in 1912. I graduated from college in 1935 and stayed on in graduate school for another two years. The earlier Meiji period (1867–1912) was an era that worshiped everything that came from the West. During the Taishō and early Shōwa periods, Japan began to appreciate its own historical roots. At the same time, the political scene saw a rise in ultra-nationalism, culminating in World War II. In other words, politicians took what should have been a natural pride felt by the Japanese people in their own cultural richness and manipulated it.


From the time I was in high school, I never took the slightest interest in nationalism. My eyes were always drawn toward a much larger world, and it has always been my dream to come up with some ideas that might be helpful to other people around the world. When I was a young child, I liked origami, or paper folding. I dreamed about coming up with a new idea for some origami figure that people anywhere could fold and enjoy.


My father worked on topographical models as part of his work, and he was an expert in origami. I suppose he first learned origami from his mother, just as I did; it was from my grandmother that my desire to create things through origami grew. By the time I was in college, my interest in creating new origami almost got out of hand. I invented a number of folds to make different shapes and created a style of making almost anything—flowers, animals, automobiles, buddhas—by folding just one square sheet of paper.


This was just an interest I had within the world of pastimes. Far more serious for me was my concern with the overall theme of my life. This came to be centered on the question of what the self is, and I wrote about this in a book entitled Jiko. This Japanese word jiko means “universal self” or “whole self.” We live simultaneously as a personal self, an individual taken up with everyday affairs, and as a universal self that is inclusive of the entire universe. When I use the phrase “universal self” I mean it in the sense of a self that is living the whole truth of life. Trying to understand and live in terms of this reality has been the overarching theme of my life.


My father was curious about everything and threw all his energy into whatever aroused his interest, but there seemed to be no thread connecting all his activities. In contrast, my life has been dedicated to searching for a way that is connected and, moreover, is the most spiritually refined way for a person to live. What I’ve been pursuing is the most distilled way of living my life. I wrote a book titled Jinsei ryōri no hon (How to Cook Your Life) and in English originally titled Refining Your Life (since reissued under the title From the Zen Kitchen to Enlightenment). As I wrote in that book, what I mean by refining your life is aiming constantly at wholeheartedly living out the truth of life, not creating some pseudo-elegant lifestyle.


Underlying my life’s theme are the deep connections Japan has with both Eastern cultures and Western traditions. First it was important for me to study and learn from the wisdom of the past. Then I needed to pursue my own individual lifestyle informed by this past. The first thing I did to realize this idea was to study Western philosophy and Christianity. By studying Western philosophy academically you can pretty much learn what it is all about, but Buddhism is another matter. It’s virtually impossible to make much sense of it if you don’t actually practice it. To investigate and understand Buddhism and zazen thoroughly, I became a monk. My becoming a monk was somewhat of a fabricated means for doing zazen, because it was easier to do zazen if I took on the lifestyle of a monk. It never occurred to me that I had to become a monk. When I was studying Catholicism, I had thought about becoming a novice priest just so I could study the religion, but regulations within the Church would never have allowed me to become one with that attitude.


I was ordained as a novice monk or priest on December 8, 1940. It was Pearl Harbor Day in Japan, across the dateline from the United States. I had been an intellectual, doing little besides reading and thinking, but I was determined to put all my energy into this practice. Later I wrote a poem I called “Poem for Leaving Home”:


Like a sunbeam on a bright autumn morning,


I would like to become completely one,


Body and mind,


With transparent, wholehearted practice.


After the war I was extremely poor, like a great many Japanese people, and I had no home until I settled down at Antaiji, on the outskirts of Kyoto, in 1949. My early years at Antaiji were as hard as my homeless wandering years, but I continued my search for a true way of life. For me, understanding the universal self is inseparable from zazen, so in my book Jiko I talked a great deal about zazen. It was in this book that I first used the phrase “opening the hand of thought” (omoi no tebanashi). It seems to me that zazen is the highest form of human culture.1 Other developments have made human life both more comfortable and complicated, but not spiritually wiser.


I described two sides to a person who practices zazen. One side is the personal self that is always being pulled to and fro by thoughts about desires. The other is the self that is sitting in zazen letting go of such thoughts; this is an ordinary person living out universal self. The first side is like clouds, and the second is like the wide sky that the clouds float in. I wrote:


When we look up we tend to think that clouds mount up high in the sky, but I read that if we draw an eight-inch circle to represent the earth, the pencil line is the thickness of the entire atmosphere. The clouds are just things floating here and there, appearing and disappearing within that thin space.


Rain is just something happening under those miniscule clouds, but when rain keeps coming down, we think the entire sky is nothing but clouds and rain drops. In reality, above the atmosphere that is only as thick as a pencil line, there is always blue sky and the sun is shining. But we cannot even imagine that. How pitiful we living beings on the ground are!


In the same way, we are always covered with dark clouds of anxiety and sorrow, caught up in storms of anger and ambition, encounters with agony and despair. However, the clouds and rain of our thoughts are only happening within a pencil-thin atmosphere. This mental weather is simply happening within our thoughts that seek satisfaction. Outside of that sphere of thoughts, the sky is always blue, and the sun is always shining in it. When we can sit immovably like the encompassing sky, we can view and experience storms like pain and sorrow without being overwhelmed.


Zazen is precisely the posture of sitting in the sphere of absolute peace of mind that is like the big sky in which the many clouds of thoughts come and go. No matter how much zazen we do, poor people do not become wealthy, and poverty does not become something easy to endure.


No matter how sincerely we practice, hardship is hardship. But simultaneously, we are in absolute comfort like the unperturbed sky and we do not need to think of our life in terms of difficulty and ease.


So here I am, having lived for over eighty years, and the thread that runs through all my life is my pursuit of living out the most refined way of life. In Buddhism this is referred to as the ultimate refuge.2


Walking the way of the universal self is what is called butsudō, the Buddha Way. This is the way I’ve been walking in my life. When people hear a phrase like buddhadharma or Buddha Way, they may get the idea of something very special or holy, but they are just expressions that have been passed down through the ages to orient us. What I’ve been trying to do in my life is to explain these things in a concrete way that might be understandable and helpful to anyone. I had to look at both Christianity and Buddhism and, intellectually, at Western philosophy, to realize both my own self-expression and my life vow of expressing the true meaning of living out the whole self.


I’ve always believed that the spirit to cultivate this life of self is very similar to the early American pioneer or frontier spirit. The difference is that those pioneers penetrated the western frontier in a spirit of staking private claim or possession to it. But this is not the attitude of one wishing to cultivate the frontier of the universal self.


What is most crucial is to remember to pursue the way of the self selflessly, not for any profit. Because we concretely are universal self, there is no particular value in talking about it. Yet if we don’t make every effort to manifest it, just knowing about it is useless. To concretize the eternal, that is the task before us. Even if we have a cup of cool, clean water sitting right in front of us, if we don’t actually drink it, it won’t slake our thirst. The expression of universal self is a practice that is eternal, but to the extent that we don’t walk it ourselves, it won’t be realized, it won’t be our path.


May this—the actualization of our universal self—be all our life work.





Just Bow


Putting my right and left hands together as one, I just bow.


Just bow to become one with Buddha and God.


Just bow to become one with everything I encounter.


Just bow to become one with all the myriad things.


Just bow as life becomes life.


This was Uchiyama Roshi’s final poem, completed on the last day of his life.
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ONE


Practice and Persimmons



How Does a Persimmon Become Sweet?


The persimmon is a strange fruit. If you eat it before it is fully ripe, it tastes just awful. Its astringency makes your mouth pucker up. Actually, you can’t eat it unripe; if you tried, you would just have to spit it out and throw the whole thing away. Buddhist practice is like this too: if you don’t let it really ripen, it cannot nourish your life. That is why I hope that people will begin to practice and then continue until their practice is really ripe.


The persimmon has another characteristic that is very interesting, but to understand it, you have to know something about the Oriental persimmon. There are two types of persimmon trees, the sweet persimmon—amagaki in Japanese—and the bitter, mouth-puckering persimmon, called shibugaki. When you plant seeds from a sweet persimmon tree, all the saplings come up as astringent persimmon trees. Now, if I said that if you planted seeds from a sweet persimmon, all the saplings would become sweet persimmon trees, anyone could understand, but it doesn’t seem to work that way. Without exception, all the saplings planted from sweet persimmon seeds are bitter. If you want to grow a sweet persimmon tree, what do you do? Well, first you have to cut a branch from a sweet persimmon tree, and then you graft it onto an astringent persimmon trunk. In time, the branch will bear sweet fruit.


I used to wonder how that first sweet persimmon tree came about. If the saplings from the seeds from a sweet persimmon all come up astringent, where did that first sweet persimmon come from? One day I had the opportunity to ask a botanist who specializes in fruit trees, and he told me this: First of all, the Oriental persimmon is an indigenous Japanese fruit; it goes back thousands of years. It takes many years to grow a sweet persimmon: even the fruit of a tree forty or fifty years old will be astringent. That means we’re talking about a tree that’s at least one hundred years old. Around that time, the first sweet branches on an astringent tree begin to ripen. Those branches are then cut off the tree and are grafted onto a younger astringent one. What took over one hundred years to grow on one tree is then transferred to another one to continue there.


In a way, Buddhism and our own lives are just like that. If you leave humanity as it is, it has an astringent quality no matter what country or what part of the world you look at. It just so happened, however, that several thousand years ago in India, in the culture of that day, a sweet persimmon was born; that was Buddhism. Or, more precisely, it was Shakyamuni Buddha who was born—like a branch on an astringent persimmon tree that after many, many years had finally borne sweet fruit. After a time, a branch was cut off that Indian tree and grafted onto the astringent rootstock that was the Chinese people of those days. From there, a branch bearing sweet fruit was brought to Japan and planted in that barbaric country. More recently, branches of those Asian trees have been grafted onto trees native to American soil.


Now, one thing about big old trees is that they wither easily. For the most part, there is not much Buddhism left in Asia today, except for Southeast Asia and some places in Central Asia, like Tibet. Japan is one of the few places you can find it, as withered and dried up as it may be. Now the sweet persimmon is being nurtured in America, and it needs to be tended and cultivated so it can flower and ripen here. It doesn’t happen without care and attention.


What I am saying also applies to your individual life. I would like for as many of you as possible to become sweet persimmon branches bearing the sweet fruit of a compassionate life, finding a true way to live as you settle on your astringent roots that are, after all, your own life, and your family, coworkers, and society.


I have had only one concern in my life: helping to discover and mark a true way of life for humanity. That is why I became a monk. Over the years I’ve never wished to become famous by the usual standards of fame. The only thing that matters to me is just to be an example of a true way of life that is possible for anyone anywhere in the world.
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