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The aim of life, its only aim, is to be free. Free of what? Free
to do what? Only to be free, that is all. Free through ourselves,
free to be sad, to be in pain; free to grow old and die. That is
what our soul desires, and this freedom it must have; and shall
have.

—R. H. Blyth



Introduction

The Zen story begins in India five centuries before Christ with
the Buddha meditating under the bodhi tree and coming out
of meditation to see the morning star. Realizing that his self-
nature and that of all beings was one and the same, and,
moreover, that it was completely empty, Buddha became a
wandering teacher. For forty years, he proclaimed his message:
all things are transient, all things are interdependent, and all
things are empty. Nothing abides, not even an I. There is no
God or Ultimate Truth behind phenomena; everything just is.

Despite the Buddha's warnings, his insistence on the indi-
vidual experience of these truths by means of meditation, and
despite his advocacy of a "middle way" that shunned asceti-
cism as much as it did hedonism, Buddha's practice became a
widely doctrinal system, caught up in rituals and scholasti-
cism. After his death, his disciples split up into sects, many
advocating the very means and ends against which their teacher
had warned.

In the first century of the common era, in an attempt to
recapture the middle way, Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna
documented the Buddha's discoveries. Nagarjuna argued that
the mind never attains real substance, either in itself or in
outside objects, and he attempted to deliver Buddhists from
dualistic notions of soul or divine self while negating idealists

































Rinzai:
The Spiritual
Storm

The T'ang period in China (618-907) is called the Golden Age
of Zen. In its earliest phase it may also be called the age of
innovation in art, religion, diplomacy, and business. It was a
period of unprecedented cosmopolitanism that, among other
things, saw the invention of the newspaper and the civil service
examination. The T'ang emperors created a center for monks,
students, merchants, and travelers, who gathered from as far
west as Greece, and included citizens of Arabia, India, Persia,
Syria, Turkey, Samarkand, and Bokhara. The early Han dy-
nasty of the second century C.E.had already seen the penetra-
tion of Buddhism from India, transforming Chinese cultural
life and institutions, and in turn being transformed by Confu-
cian pragmatism and indigenous Taoist attitudes toward na-
ture.

The dynamism of the period bore with it, too, the problems
of centralizing a state that had been reduced during the "age of
disunion" (the years between 180 and 581) to factionalism and
regional domination by powerful aristocrats. The entire T'ang
period saw the imperial government struggle to retain execu-
tive power throughout the realm by wresting it from great
clans who were engaged in perpetual rebellion. Brought to its
knees by the An Lu-shan rebellion of 755-763, the imperial
government was reduced to dispersing its power to regional
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Oryo (Huang-lung Hui-nan), an cleventh-century Rinzai mas-
ter, becomes:

Calling My Hand Mori’s Hand

My hand, how it resembles Mori's hand.

[ believe the lady is the master of loveplay;

IfT get 1ll, she can curc the jeweled stem.

And then they rejoice, the monks at iny mecting.

This and other radical restatements of Zen methods and for-
malities of practice honoring woman and the Red Thread that
binds even the most enlightencd of Zen masters to passion,
birth, and death, celebrate Ikkyu’s joy in human love. Refer-
cnoes to himself as Mukei, the “dreamn boudoir” monk, indi-
cate that in sexuality there lies a profoundly sacred spiritual
practice.

Who carries on the basic tradition of the Rinzai scct?

The ultimate blackness of annihilation, the three principles {of
Zen] exist at the “*Hut of the Blind Donkey.”

This old priest “Dream-Boudoit” on his moon-viewing
pavilion,

Night after night leads a poetic life, over-drinking.

It was Lady Shin, dharma companion and poetic inspiration,
who permitted the “old priest” deeper and deeper insight into
“the basic tradition of the Rinzai sect.”

In 1474, Go-tsuchimikado, the reigning emperor, com-
manded lkkyu to become abbot of Daitoku-ji. Kyoto was in
rains as a result of the Onin War, and there was litcrally no
Daitoku-ji to house the new abbot. Ikkyu, now in his eighties,
was given the task of rcbuilding it from scratch. The throne
itselt was reduced to such poverty that the imperial retainers
had to sell court treasures in exchange for rice. Only lkkyu's
powerfully wealthy merchant patrons, the newly emerged
economic victors of the wars, were sufficiently solvent to
assume the task of restoring their master’s home temple. With
characteristic zcal for his beloved lineage, lkkyu not only
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agreed to discharge the impossible request, but, on accepting
it, cnacted a typically surrealistic Crazy Cloud founding cere-
mony. On a hilltop banking his tiny, obscure Sakai temple, he
recited a strange series of poems accompanicd by mimelike
gestures representing the yet-to-be-built Daitoku-ji structures
on their vacant “sites.”

“The onc remaining ‘light’ of Daito’s school has been
destroyed,” hc chanted. “How to explain the heart’s singing
the eternity of all? This priest who for fifty years wore only a
straw raincoat and hat, today, shamefully, is a purple-robed
abbot.”

Without help from either the emperor or shogun, lkkyu
managed to rebuild. One disciple in particular, a Sakai mer-
chant named QOwa Sorin, cven went so far as to fell the wooden
masts of his ocean-going ships to support the roof of the new
Daitoku-ji doctrine hall. By 1481, reconstruction was com-
plete, and lIkkyu was dead. The errant monk who had tossed
aside his inka, and with it all credentials as legal heir to Daito
and Kaso’s lincage, resurrected that lincage, then left it forever
with no living link but a scroll-painted credo that read:

After my death, among my disciples will be those who will go
to the forests or to the mountains {to meditate), and some may
drink sake and enjoy women, but those disciples who lecture to
an audience (and makc money that way), talking about Zen as
“the moral way,” these men misappropriate Buddhism and are,
in reatity, Ikkyu’s enemies (and not his followers).

They shatl be punished by (the spirit) of Kaso, because they
will be like a one-eyed man leading the blind. 1 never gave an
inka to a single student, so if anyone boasts (of having one}, he
is not of the Ikkyu school. And if such a person claims that he
understands Buddhism, summon the officials! Again | entreat
you, thus can you show loyalty to me. Please think upon this
nicssage.

Like Saint Francs of Assisi, Ikkyu was celebrated at his
death as much for his public acts of compassion as for his
teachings, for making no distinctions between rich and poor,
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Bankei:
The Popular
Preacher

When Bankei was eleven, he was so dissatisfied with the
priest's answers to his searching spiritual questions that he hid
in asmall village shrine and stuffed his mouth full of poisonous
spiders. This eccentric, fortunately unsuccessful, suicide at-
tempt marks the beginning of Bankei's unique and fearless
Zen pilgrimage.

He was born in 1622, the same year the third Tokugawa
shogun lemitsu took power and inaugurated one of the most
repressive and autocratic regimes Japan had ever seen; and he
died in 1693, five years after Tsunayoshi, the fifth Tokugawa
shogun, had ushered in the Genroku period, a loose, corrupt
new order led by a recently emerged bourgeoisie. Like the
times he lived in, Bankei's personality and religious style often
expressed themselves in extremes. Take for example, the pow-
erful Bakufu shogunate that, in a sixty-year span, expelled all
foreigners from Japan, quelled a rebellion by forbidding all
Japanese from traveling abroad, and so centralized govern-
mental power as to paralyze individual landowners, village
chieftains, farmers, and townspeople in a bureaucratic web that
held even the imperial court a ceremonial prisoner. All major
traffic routes throughout the country were closed off by barri-
ers to keep would-be travelers and potential conspirators at
home, and the government, now centralized in Edo, made
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masters, even going so far as to tell his audience, “I can sec
now . . . that Dosha’s realization was less than complete. Tf
only he were alive today, [ could make him into a fine teacher.
It's a great shame. He died too soon.” Bankei even turned
himself into a figure of derision, urging his students to avoid
following his own earlier misguided self-punishing cxample of
Zen practice. The Unborn, he told them, is not something to
be reached for or attained by discipline; it is not a condition of
mind or religious ecstasy; it is right where you stand, perfect
Just as it is. All one need do to realize it is to be oneself, exactly
as one is, doing exactly what one is doing, without commen-
tary, self-consciousness, or judgment.

The mind is a mirror; thoughts rise and fall on it. There is
no need to either hold or reject these thoughts, only to let
them come and go. What kceps us from realizing this plain
and essential truth about ourselves is our self~preoccupation
and our acquircd habit. Bankei's Zen is a process of decondi-
tioning impulscs and concepts that are accumulated from birth
and frozen in memory. Thesc impulses and concepts have led
us Into delusion about the rcal nature of ourselves and the
world. The original mind from which we come forth is
exchanged for these dualistic perceptions that cause us to be
born into various states and conditions—human, beast, god—
all psychological manifestations of anger, greed, and 1gno-
rance. The only way out of these perpetual “transmigrations”
is by constantly rcturning to the Unborn in the experiential
moment.

Unlike other Zen teachers with lay disciples, Bankei refused
to rely on traditional modes for inducing realization of the
Unborn, insisting instead that his listeners would catch a
glimpse of it mcrely upon hcaring his words. Rather than
offering them meditation or koan practice, he used dialogue
and exhortation, calling attention to the events of the immedi-
ate moment to shock, prod, and drive the questioner to
expericnce the Unborn. Bankei himself was the vehicle; the
daily life, problems, and situations of his students were the
fuel. No one could say “that they have heard of anyone who

100 Crazy Clouds

—— <R

has done this before me. I'm the first,” Bankei told his
audiences. He might have added that he was also the hlast, tor
when he died, his marvelous teaching gift died with hm‘l.

In working with individual students on specific questions of
practice, he managed to touch on universgl concerns. Aggcr,
for example, became a medium for reﬁnlng spiritual viston.
When s farmer described his tendency to give way to fits of
rage, Bankei responded:

You make yourself inwardly a first-class animal. . . . Tht?refore,
you must thoroughly understand about not transforming the
Buddha-mind into other things. . . . Until you transform it,
you live just as you arc in the unborn Buddha-mind; you ar_en’t
deluded or unenlightened. The moment you do turn it into
something else [like anger], you become an ignorant, deluded
person. . . . By getting upset and favoring yoursclf you turn
your Buddha-mind into a fighting spirit—and fail into a deluded

existence of your own making.

Thus, in Bankei’s Zen thére is never a moment when we are
not enlightened, only deluded by thoughts without sqbstance
that appear momentarily and disappcar as soon as we dlisregard
them. Consequcntly, Bankel never set aside a fixed time for

“practice,” saylng:
When you're awake, you're awake in the same Buddhg—mind
you were sleeping in. You sleep in the Buddha-mind while you

sleep and are up and about in the Buddha-mind while you’r? up
and about. That way, you always stay in the Buddha-mind.

You're never apart from it for an instant. . . . Now | don't urge
people to sleep around here. But once they are asleep, you're
making a serious mustake if you hit them. . . . There’s not a

moment when you're not a Buddha,

Nonetheless, he conceded to the wishes of his students and
allowed them to sit zazen when they wished to. His preferred
approach, however, was to call attention to tl.w sounds of the
birds, dogs, bells, coughs, and breezes rustling the leaves of
the trees as he talked. He illustrated the totally natural func-
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Hakuin:
The Old Heretic
under the Sola Tree

The child lwajiro Nagasawa, who, later, under his Buddhist
name Hakuin Ekaku would become the great reformer of
Japanese Rinzai Zen, was born on Christmas Day, 1685, in the
little town of Hara in the Japanese prefecture of Shizuoka. It
was eight years before Bankei's death, a time that witnessed
the overshadowing of Zen Buddhism by more popular forms
like Nichiren and Shin. Buddhism itself had lost its primary
position within Japanese religion to the Neo-Confucianism of
scholars like Hayashi Razan, Kaibara Ekiken, and Tani Jichu,
who excoriated the Buddhist doctrines of celibacy and retire-
ment from the world as antisocial forces destructive of the
cosmic order.

The glitter and glory of the reign of the first four Tokugawa
shoguns, leyasu (1603-1616), Hidetada (1616-1622), lernitsu
(1622-1651), =~d letsuna (1651-1680), had worn off. The
power and intelligence of these rulers, who had been sur-
rounded by traditional, well-educated ministers and advisers,
gave way to a short period of unrestrained fugitive pleasures
and amusements. Theaters and restaurants, wrestling booths
and "houses of joy," dwellings for countless actors, dancers,
storytellers, jesters, courtesans, bathgirls, and dissolute samu-
rai were centered mainly in the Bakufu capital of Edo. The
new shogun Tsunayoshi, who triggered this short era of
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bourgeois frivolity and extravagance known as the Genroku
(1688—1711), was a superstitious and spendthrift pedant. De-
tying his Confucian advisers, and neglecting their sound and
sober politics, Tsunayoshi embarked on a campaign to renew
the arts and education, and started an extensive building pro-
gram in the capital. The exorbitant funding of these social and
aesthetic reforms succeeded in devastating state finances, and
the shogun’s clumsy attempts to remedy the situation by
enhancing the circulation of metal coinage in place of the
traditional “rice currency,” paired with draconian cuts in the
salaries of retainers and a cut in the annual allowance for the
imperial court in Kyoto, only led to an intolerable increase in
food prices.

Oblivious to popular resentment and surrounding himself
with small-minded advisers, Tsunayoshi extended his private
scnsibilities even further into the public domain by declaring
the killing of animals a capital offense. This necessitated the
creation of an enormous bureaucracy consisting of police and
inspectors to keep track of all newborn litters and to make
accurate lists of the sex and markings of the animals. Samurai
who defied this decree were mercilessly put to death at the
shogun’s personal orders. Nicknaming him Inu-Kobo, or
Dog-Shogun, the citizens of Edo did not grieve when Tsuna-
yoshi was murdered by his wife in 1709.

Tsunayoshi’s cultural bloom, with all its corrupt deviations,
had come to an cnd. After six years of rule by his successors,
two weak Tokugawa shoguns, a new strongman, Tokugawa
Yoshimune (1716-1745), took power and reinforced the tradi-
tional samurai values of frugality, honor, and loyalty. As
cultivated by the Yoshimune regime, this revival of carlier
Tokugawa atcitudes and values—particularly bushide, the *“Way
of the Warrior"—pcervaded every aspect of Zen master Hak-
uin’s life and teaching. Symbolizing samurai rejection of the
new industrial and commercial wealth of the chonin (townspeo-
ple), bushido revived the freewheeling warrior spirit of the late
sixteenth century, representing “the good old days,” when
power, loyalty, and the bravery of fighting warriors had not
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yet degenerated into apathy and when heroes could not be
bought by the highest bidder. The spirit of bushido is best
reflected in the book Hagakure, published around 1720, which
contains the teachings of two clderly members of the samurai
class, Yamamoto Tsunctomo and Tashiro Tsuramoto. These
men tried to convey the truest spirit of the old-fashioned
samurai by stressing the importance of the “art of dying.”
Absolute love and loyaity to one’s deccased lord found its
expression in the practice of oibara, joining him by commuitting
ritual suicide, or seppuku. For Yoshimune warriors this was the
romantic equivalent of dying together with one’s lord on the
battleficlds of the past.

Bushido was nurtured by a misguided interpretation of Zen
Buddhism that likened the fortitude and discipline of the
warrior in battle to the Zen monk’s singleminded concentra-
tion. Both disciplines focused on c¢liminating “worldly”
thoughts and attaining a state of perfect screnity in the realiza-
tion of the emptiness of all appearances. Hagakure author
Yamamoto Tsunctomo himself became a Zen priest in his old
age, preaching the perverse notion that humans are “like
superbly contrived marionettes, who without strings attached,
can strut, jump, and utter words on the stage of empty
dreams.”

Dovetailing with this warrior code, shogun Yoshimune in-
augurated a powerful reaction against the funloving spirit of
the Genroku, which had undermined the samurai class and, by
extension, the Bakufu government. In keeping with the spar-
tan code of the samurai, he cut down on all state expenses,
first and foremost on his own shogunal houschold expendi-
tures, making it a point to dress in simple cotton garments and
eat simple food. His policies were deliberately construed to hit
the merchant class, especially in the capital at Edo, home to
large numbers of government contractors and purveyors of
luxury. Yoshimunc passed Jaws prohibiting suits between sam-
urai and merchants over loans, and townspeople were forbid-
den to assemble outside samurai houses to collect debts. But
even these strict measures could not prevent the impoverish-
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A monk asked the priest Fuketsu (Feng-hsueh Yen-chao)
“Speech and silence are concerned with subject and object. How
can I transcend both subject and object?”

Fuketsu said, “I always think of Konan [a province in China]
in March. Partridges chirp among the many fragrant blossoms.”

Another famous example of a gonsen koan is the “Three

Torning Words” of the early Sung Zen master Haryo Kokan
(Pa Ling).

A moenk asked Haryo, “What is the Deva sect?”’
Haryo said, “Snow in a silver bowl.”

“What is the Tac?”

“The clearly enlightened man falls into a well.”
“What is the sharpest sword?”

“The dew on the top of each branch of coral reflects the light
of the moon.”

Nanto koans are difficult to pass through, since they point to
a subtle place beyond right and wrong, where, in the midst of
daily activity, the Zen student can develop composure and
peace of mind. Hakuin advised his students to “quickly scttle
these nanto koans once and for all,” since the tranquillity of
mind that followed was, for him, the sure sign of the confident
Zcen person. He felt that Case 38 in The Gateless Gate was an
excellent example of an especially difficult nanto koan.

The priest Goso (Wu-tsu Fa-yen) said, “It is like a water buffalo
passing through a window. Its head, horns, and four legs all
pass through. Why can’t its tail pass through too?”

The last group, the highly valued gof koans, were, according
to Hakuin, “spiritual jewels,” for they had triggered several
enlightenment experiences in the great master himself, These
koans are associated with the “Five Ranks of Master Tozan
Ryokai,” a T’ang Zen master who had composed verses on
the “five modes of the apparent and the real.” Hakuin wrote a
lengthy commentary on these verses, lauding them as “‘the
ship that carries the Zen student across the poisonous sca.”

Still he felt it necessary to add one more step after the
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completion of the gof koans that formally ended his program.
Espousing moral conduct in daily life as the practical corner-
stone of his teaching, Hakuin had his students go over the Ten
Buddhist Precepts. He urged them to be guided by their ethical
spirit in applying Zen to their lives, for the precepts were
indced the ultimate aim of Zen practice. And he further
insisted that the practice never really reached an end, but rather
progressed and deepened throughout one’s life. The Ten Bud-
dhist Precepts, which arc not killing, not stcaling, not misus-
ing sex, not lying, not giving or taking drugs, not discussing
faults of others, not praising yourself while abusing others,
not sparing the Dharma asscts, not indulging in anger, and
not defaming the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, are guidclines
rather than commandments etched in stone. Following the
way of the Bodhisattva ideal, they point the ethically mou-
vated Buddhist toward the ultimate goal of saving all beings.
Though renowned for his rough manners and crude speech,
Hakuin was motivated by a strong ethical sense throughout
his life. He was committed to the commonfolk, often interced-
ing on their behalf with their samurai overlords in a plea for
compassion and social justice. He openly enjoined feudal lords
to prove their spiritual attainment by proving in word and
deed that as “enlightened rulers” they had the well-being of
their subjects in mind. On his various lecture tours, he would
often stop in small villages and deliver free talks to laypeople,
always finding simple words to convey his teaching. Hakuin
had the remarkable gift of adapting his style and language to
his audience. He always spoke extemporaneously, using the
power and spontaneity of the moment to get his point across.
But Hakuin could never escape his samural heritage; his
fascination with the “strong warrior” led him to elevate the
samurai class, even to the extent of praising the strength and
“wisdom’” of the cruel shogun Ieyasu, founder of the Toku-
gawa clan. Using the samurai preoccupation with death as a
teaching tool, he advised feudal lords and high-status retainers
to investigate the word shi, “death,” in the same way that he
assigned to his monks the koan “Mu.” Once the warrior had
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escaped the realm of life and death in the experience of satori,
he could reemerge as a brave and moral fighter, loyal to his
lord and compassionate toward thc common people. Such
reasoning led Hakuin to exalt the contemporary bushido code.

A warrior must from the beginning to the end be physically
strong. In his attendance on his duties and in his relationships
with others the most rigid punculiousness and propricty arc
required. His hair must be properly dressed, his garments in the
strictest order, and his swords must be fastened at his side. With
this exact and proper deportment, the true meditation stands
forth with an overflowing splendor. Mounted on a sturdy horse,
the warrior can ride forth to facc an uncountable horde of
enemies as though he were riding into a place empty of people.
The valiant undaunted expression on his face reflects hus practice
of the peerless, true, uninterrupted meditation sitting. Meditat-
ing in this way, the warrior can accomplish in one month what
it takes the monk a year to do; in three days he can open up for
himsclf benefits that would take the monk a hundred days.

On another occasion, however, he could just as fervently
admonish a feudal lord, urging him to give up his riches,
“clean up the garden, change the water in the basins, and with
a laughing face wash the feet of a retainer’s horse.” He could
also vent his public contempt for power-hungry “idiotic”
generals who didn’t care about the welfare of the common
people. Cautioning “tyrannical officials” who plundered the
citizenry and made them suffer, Hakuin wrote: “When the
common people decline, the nation will surely perish.” Only
the benevolent lord “whosc hcart is deeply motivated by
compassion’” had a natural right to rule.

In a nation where a woman’s status was often less than that
of a horse or a cow, Hakuin pleaded with feudal lords to alter
the situation, claiming that “women, after all, are human
beings” deserving of the “greatest respect and dignity.” His
own conduct toward women was quite in advance of his time.
Among his lay students there were several with whom he
enjoyed lively Zen exchanges characterized by a standard of
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absolute equality. One famous anecdote involves an elderly
Hara woman who had heard Hakuin say in a lecture, “Mind is
the Pure Land, the body itself is Amida Buddha.” Pondering
this for days, the old woman had a kensho experienc: onc
morning while washing a pot. She immediately rushed over to
Shoin-ji and appeared before Hakuin, crying *‘Amida Buddha
has crashed into my body. Mountains and rivers shine wondcr-
fuily. How marvelous!”

“What's that?”” Hakuin snorted. “Nothing can shine in your
asshole!”

Pushing him aside and jumping with joy, the old woman
cried out, “Hakuin is not enlightened yet!”

Hearing this, Hakuin clapped her on the back and roared
with laughter.

The sixieen-year-old Satsu, who frequently saw Hakuin in
private interviews (dokusan), loved to tease the old master. Onc
day he explained to her a difficult passage in a sutra and asked,
“Do you understand?”

She responded, “Please, could you explain it again?”’ Then,
Just as he was about to open his mouth, she got up and left the
room, leaving behind a laughing Hakuin.

“I've been made a fool by this girl"”” he shouted after her.

Hakuin’s humor is especially evident in the many paintings
he left behind. Always poking fun of people, he indulged in
caricatures and often accompanied them with funny verses. He
also loved to make fun of himsclf, and dclighted in comparing
his own tumbledown Shoini to rich Kyoto temples like
Dattoku-ji and Myoshin~ji. Like his great idol, the Muromachi
master lkkyu, he railed againse the “establishment priests”
who had lost touch with the true way of the unsui, the “drifting
cloud.”

Often Zen masters, and their students as well, make constant
abundance into luxurious living, and the prospenity of the
temple gives the style to the teaching. They think that eloquence
and a clever tongue make for wisdom, equate fine food and
clothing with the Buddha Way, make haughtiness and beauty
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tantly, the old feudal system was abolished, and the division
of the country into prefectures turned powerful daimyo into
local governors, responsible for keeping law and order in the
name of the emperor.

The city of Edo was renamed Tokyo and designated the
imperial capital. The new spirit of “modernity” infused the
automation of agriculture and the development of industry. In
order to fulfill its drecam of turning Japan into a first-class,
modern nation state as quickly as possible, the government
supported “corparate capitalism,” placing economic power in
the hands of zaibatsu, an cxclusive clique of private entrepre-
neurs who enjoyed a virtual monopoly in finance, industry,
and commerce, in close cooperation with the military and the
imperial court. The new Japancse capitalism, characterized by
a predominant state enterprisc supported by a financial oligar-
chy, heavily taxed the population, particularly the agricultural
community.

Following the ancient Japancse modcl of safsei-itchi, the unity
of religion and government, the Mciji regime created State
Shinto, a mixture of emperor worship, obedience to state
authorities, and the worship of kami, various Shinto nature
gods that were thought to protect the “supeniority”™ of Japa-
nese society. Rather than relegating religious matters to temple
authorities, the government itself controlled the activities of
State Shinto, gearing it carefully toward cthnocentric nation-
alism. In this vein, deifying the emperor as a “living kami”
was a clever move on the part of powerful burcaucrats and
militaristic nationalists, who used the exaltation of the throne
to promote nationalistic fervor among the masses. Far from
directing affairs of state, the emperor was no more than a
convenient figurehead for a small despotic oligarchy, In an
attempt to spread State Shinto, the government moved to
weaken Buddhism by instigating anti-Buddhist propaganda
that linked Buddhism to the hated Tokugawa regime. As a
result, many Buddhist temples were destroyed or damaged, a
large number of monks and nuns were forced to take up
secular life, and all Buddhist priests were encouraged to marry.

140 Crazy Clounds

Forced to conduct Shinto ceremnonies, Buddhist clergy tried to
save their religion by aligning themselves with the nationalistic
sentiment of the Meiji regime. In addition, both Shintoism and
Buddhism attacked the newly legalized Christian religion on
grounds that a doctrine of love and forgiveness was “inherently
antinationalistic and un-Japanese.”

By the early 1890s, the Meiji government felt strong enough
to compete with the Western powers in their imperialistic
advances aimed at exploiting China. Using disputes over Chi-
nese influence in Korea as a pretense, Japan declared war on
China in the summer of 1894, and soon controlled Korea and
the southern part of Manchuria. In February 1895, Japanese
forces took the Liaotung peninsula, including Port Arthur,
forcing China to accept defeat and a harsh peace treaty. China
lost Taiwan to Japan, but with the help of the “triple interven-
tion” powers of Germany, France, and Russia, the Meiji gov-
ernment was forced to return the Liaotung peninsula. But only
five years later, Japan helped Great Britain subdue the Chinese
Boxer rebellion, and was rewarded by the government in
London with an alliance treaty. Now backed by Bntain, Japan
fcit strong cnough to attack expansionist Russian forces that
had crossed the frontier into Korea. Within one year, the
Japancsc inflicted major defcats on the Russian army and navy
at Port Arthur and Tsushima. Plagued by internal problems,
Russia was forced to sign a peace treaty in 19os, ceding to
Japan its holdings in southern Manchuria, the southern half of
the island of Sakhalin, and the Liaotung peninsula,

Japan’s military success propelled the nation to world power
status, which manifested itsclf in a jingoistic frenzy that forced
the half-Russian, half-Japanese pacifist monk Nyogen Senzaki
to leave his country and start a new life in the United States.
Indelibly marked on his mind were the pernicious cffects of
nationalism, and the opportunism of the Buddhist establish~
ment in the face of state power.

The circumstances of Nyogen’s birth and carly childhood
are not well known and with the course of tirmnc have taken on
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Soen:
The Master
of Play

Nakagawa Soen Roshi was an enigma. The details of his life,
like the story Rashomon, vary with each witness: he was born
in Formosa, he was born near Hiroshima; he was a teetotaler,
he was an alcoholic; he was manic depressive, he had an
accident that affected his brain; he worked on koans with
Western students, he never accepted Western students for koan
practice . . . and on and on it goes. He was tiny, but seemed
enormous; he had a booming voice and the light step of a
ballet dancer; he was entirely Western in his tastes; and so
completely an oriental Zen master that he seemed to have
stepped out of an ancient koan collection.

Perle Besserman met Soen Roshi in 1982, on his last visit to
the United States, two years before he died:

We took tea together, he stirring the bitter green powder, and |
pouring the boiling water and passing him chocolate chip cook-
ies on a platter. He told stories, endless stories . . . about
wandering in China, pointing out to me that we were drinking
from none other than the precious bowl of master Rinzai
himself! Soen was antic, as my Zen friends had warned me. In
the middle of tea, he ordered his dharma successors to massage
him, one roshi at his head and neck and the other at his feet. All
the while he went on talking, charming his audience with his
tales, compelled—like Scheherazade—to spin stories. Even then,









in fact the previous evening, he had had some kind of spiritual
experience. He told me I should never speak of this to anyone.
Quite some time later, he gave the interpretation that it should
probably be called a "natural self-realization."” At that time,
although I did not understand at all, | somehow felt that | had
had a glimpse of the deep recesses of his heart.

Soen the high school boy was already engaged in a secret
spiritual search for his life's meaning. In an article published
after he had become a monk, he describes his freshman year in
high school as a period of "searching for something worth-
while to dedicate my life to." He would settle for nothing less
than a grand and worthy goal, and was dispirited at finding
nothing that met his needs "in the everyday world." Hiding
his desperation from Yamada, he buried himself every evening
in the library, poring over the works of philosophers like
Schopenhauer in search of a purpose. Once, he came upon a
page that shocked him.

My mind ceased searching. It became lucid and tranquil. Scho-
penhauer said, "In the real world, it is impossible to attain true
happiness, final and eternal contentment. For these are visionary
flowers in the air; mere fantasies. In truth they can never be
actualized. In fact, they must not be actualized. Why? If such
ideas were actualized, the search for the real meaning of our
existence would cease. If that happened, it would be the spiritual
end of our being, and life would seem too foolish to live."

Schopenhauer led to Zen, and soon, Soen was trying to engage
his young friend Yamada in his marvelous find. Handing him
an old book by Zen master Hakuin, the Orategama, Soen said,
"Please try and read this book." Yamada read Hakuin and was
excited by Zen, but not enough tojoin his friend in zazen atop
a shaky platform.

The two boys went on to Tokyo University together; Soen
majored in Japanese literature and wrote his final thesis on
Basho, the Zen haiku poet. He also wrote his own poetry and
immersed himself in Buddhist scriptures, the Bible, and West-
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ern and Japanese literary classics, while frequenting the theater,
listening to Schubert, Beethoven, and Wagner, and joining a
circle of friends who were to become the artistic and intellec-
tual elite of modern Japan. At the university, Soen started a
small Zen sitting group that is still active today. "I will become
a god," he confided to his younger brother Sonow. "After
graduation, | will work in society for ten years; for the next
ten years | will go to the mountains on retreat and become
enlightened; and then | will return once again to society."

Yamada and Soen graduated from the university together in
1930 and temporarily lost touch. One day, Yamada, now a
businessman, was informed that he had a guest. Walking into
the reception room, he was startled to see his old friend Soen
sitting in a chair dressed in monk's robes. "You certainly have
changed,"” he said. Looking at Yamada's spiffy business suit,
Soen replied, "You've changed quite a bit, too." Soen had
carried his search to its inevitable resolution. Almost immedi-
ately after graduating from the university, he had attended a
Zen meeting at Shorin-ji, a monastery headed by Katsube
Keigaku Roshi, and, much to his mother's consternation,
asked to be ordained on his birthday—no doubt to symbolize
his "rebirth." Orchestrating even his ordination, Soen insisted
that the ceremony take place at Kogaku-ji, the monastery of
his favorite Zen master, Bassui, whose koan, "Who is the
master of hearing?", he had been assigned. Following in the
legendary footsteps of the esteemed Bassui, he took up resi-
dence near Kogaku-ji, on Dai Bosatsu mountain. Traveling
back and forth between his home monastery and Dai Bosatsu
mountain, Soen lived the mixed life of the monk and hermit-
poet, dedicating himself to zazen, writing articles and verse,
fasting or subsisting on wild plants, and bathing in freezing
mountain streams. It was here that he was found by peasants
one day, half dead from having eaten poisonous mushrooms.
His rescuers nursed him back to health and befriended the
young poet-monk, providing him from then on with edible
food and looking to him as their priest; it was much the same
situation enjoyed by Bassui, who had written folk poems for
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Glossary

Avhat (Pali) A worthy clder; a Buddhist adept who has not yet gone
beyond his or her own enlightenment to save all beings; thus, not
yet a Bodhisattva.

Bakufu (Jap.) Tokugawa military government.

Bodhisattva (Skt.) Mahayana Buddhist archetype of compassion;
one who puts off entering nirvana in a vow to save the many
beings.

Buddha-Dharma (Ske.) Teachings of the Buddha.

Bushido (Jap.) The samurai spirit of the warrior; Japanese milita-
rism; bravery in the face of death.

Chinzo (Jap.) An official Zen portrait of an abbot.

Chonin (Jap.) Townsmen, merchant class of Tokugawa Japan.

Chu-shik (Chin.) Lay Zen practitioners of the T ang era.

Daimyo (Jap.) A samurai chicftain, head of a clan of retainers.

Furyu (Jap.) Ikkyu's “far out” or “wild” Zen.

Fusho Zen (Jap.) Bankei's form of teaching, with its emphasis on
discourse rather than meditation or koans.

Gaijin (Jap.) Foreigner.

Giri (Jap.} Duty.

Goi koans (Jap.) The most difficult form of koan designed to take
the student through T’ang master Tozan's “Five Modes of the
Apparent and the Real.”
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