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“What a delight to have this thorough, wise, and deep
work on the teaching of Zen Master Dongshan from the
pen of Taigen Dan Leighton! As always, he relates his
discussion of traditional Zen materials to contemporary
social, ecological, and political issues, bringing up,
among many others, Jack London, Lewis Carroll,
echinoderms, and, of course, his beloved Bob Dylan.
This is a must-have book for all serious students of Zen.
It is an education in itself.”
—Norman Fischer,
author of Training in Compassion: Zen Teachings on
the Practice of Lojong

“A masterful exposition of the life and teachings of
Chinese Chan master Dongshan, the ninth century
founder of the Caodong school, later transmitted by
Dogen to Japan as the Soto sect. Leighton carefully
examines in ways that are true to the traditional
sources yet have a distinctively contemporary flavor a
variety of material attributed to Dongshan. Leighton is
masterful in weaving together specific approaches
evoked through stories about and sayings by Dongshan
to create a powerful and inspiring religious vision that
is useful for students and researchers as well as
practitioners of Zen. Through his thoughtful reflections,
Leighton brings to light the panoramic approach to
koans characteristic of this lineage, including the works
of Dogen. This book also serves as a significant
contribution to Dogen studies, brilliantly explicating his

views throughout.”
—Steven Heine, author of Did Dogen Go to China?
What He Wrote and When He Wrote It



“In his wonderful new book, Just This Is It, Buddhist
scholar and teacher Taigen Dan Leighton launches a
fresh inquiry into the Zen teachings of Dongshan,
drawing new relevance from these ancient tales. His
inclusive and wide-ranging commentary applies these
ancient Tang dynasty teachings of sentience and
suchness to the problems of materialism and climate
change that we face on our planet, today. Time-
traveling from Dongshan to Dogen to Bob Dylan, by
way of Rimbaud and others, Leighton’s approach brings
this old Zen ancestor to life with immediacy and
intimacy, strengthening our vital connections through
lineage and across time.”

—Ruth Ozeki, author of A Tale for the Time Being

ABOUT THE BOOK

The joy of “suchness”—the absolute and true nature
inherent in all appearance—shines through the
teachings attributed to Dongshan Liangjie (807-869),
the legendary founder of the Caodong lineage of Chan
Buddhism (the predecessor of Soto Zen). Taigen Dan
Leighton looks at the teachings attributed to Dongshan
—in his Recorded Sayings and in the numerous koans
in which he is featured as a character—to reveal the
subtlety and depth of the teaching on the nature of
reality that Dongshan expresses. Included are an
analysis of the well-known teaching poem “Jewel Mirror
Samadhi” and of the understanding of particular and
universal expressed in the teaching of the Five
Degrees. “The teachings embedded in the stories about
Dongshan provide a rich legacy that has been sustained
in practice traditions,” says Taigen. “Dongshan’s subtle
teachings about engagement with suchness remain
vital today for Zen people and are available for all those



who wish to find meaning amid the challenges to
modern life.”

TAIGEN DAN LEIGHTON is an adjunct professor at the
Institute of Buddhist Studies of the Graduate
Theological Union in Berkeley and has taught widely
elsewhere, including at the University of Chicago, the
California Institute of Integral Studies, Loyola
University, the University of San Francisco, and Otani
University in Kyoto. He's also a priest and dharma
teacher in the lineage of Shunryu Suzuki and a dharma
heir of Tenshin Reb Anderson. He is the author or
translator of numerous academic books on Zen, along
with others that straddle the line between scholarly and
popular, most prominent among which is his
Bodhisattva Archetypes (Penguin, 1998, reissued by
Wisdom in 2003 as Faces of Compassion: Classic
Bodhisattva Archetypes and Their Modern Expression).
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This work is Gratefully Dedicated to my Teacher,
Tenshin Reb Anderson Roshi,

who adeptly introduced me to the depths

of Dongshan’s subtle teachings.

I am not him, but he actually is me.
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INTRODUCTION
Dongshan’s Context in Zen

Themes from the Golden Age

Tang dynasty China, from the seventh to the tenth century,
has traditionally been considered the Golden Age of Chan,
to use the Chinese name, transmitted to Japan with its
Japanese pronunciation, Zen. A great many Chan figures
particularly from the ninth century have been celebrated
ever since in Zen lore, their stories studied intently by
many centuries of Zen practitioners. This book will address
many spiritual issues key to this tradition through the
stories and writings about the Tang master Dongshan.
Major topics include the nature of reality itself, and how
the realization of this may be most carefully conveyed. Also
of importance is the spiritual role of nature, including
nonhuman and even nonsentient beings, a matter very
relevant to modern environmental concerns. How to
explore these issues in practice and how to teach about
them are other key areas addressed in these stories. Many
spiritual traditions, within Buddhism and others, present a
system of stages of progress on a path of realization. The
Dongshan stories present a deeper view and a critique of
the manner in which we imagine and engage such paths.
Implicit in these stories is an approach to spiritual practice
that is at once challenging and comforting, offering an
immediacy that can further unfold in diligent practice.
Dongshan Liangjie (807-69; Jpn.: Tozan Ryokai), one of
the most prominent teachers of Tang dynasty Chan, is
considered the founder of the Caodong lineage, one of the



Chan “five houses,” as they were described in later Chan.!
After it was transmitted to Japan by Eihei Dogen (1200-53),
this lineage was known as Soto Zen, and it is now a
significant factor in the transporting of Buddhism to the
West. But Dogen’s teachings, now widely studied in the
West, cannot be truly appreciated without realizing his
inspiration from Dongshan. As founder of one of the five
houses, Dongshan had a major impact in the classic
Chan/Zen literature attributed to the legendary Tang
dynasty masters. The colorful stories about Dongshan and
the verses attributed to him have been avidly studied by
practitioners through various approaches since at least the
Song dynasty in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when
Chan saw a literary flowering that celebrated and
commented on the legendary Tang figures. Dongshan’s
teachings present a subtle and stimulating view of spiritual
truth, and of modes of conveying and realizing its reality.
His teachings became important as a dialectical
underpinning for much of later Zen philosophical
speculations.

Colorful stories and images from Dongshan include that
of his early awakening upon seeing his reflection in a
stream soon after departing from his master. Dongshan’s
sayings inspired by that experience are subtle and
evocative lessons on the deeper reality of our cherished
self. Earlier important stories involve that of his quest to
hear the truth declared by inanimate objects, which led him
to find his teacher. Stories from later on, when Dongshan
became a noted master himself, show him challenging his
students by asking them to go beyond their comfort zones
to face extreme weather or see through the promise of
familiar roadmaps to a supposed success. He spoke of the
path of the bird, flying freely beyond any obvious road
signs. The “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” verse attributed to
Dongshan includes many seemingly enigmatic but actually



fertile phrases or images, such as a silver bowl filled with
snow, the danger of either turning away or grasping,
cowering rats, a battle-scarred tiger, and a stone woman
arising to dance when a wooden man breaks out in song.

Sources and Questions about History

Modern scholars generally accept that the various recorded
sayings and lamp transmission documents attributed to
Tang masters are often not historically reliable, as many of
these texts were not recorded until well after the teacher
lived.? The historical questions are not insignificant. How
Chan figures in that period saw basic issues including
transmission and lineage identities is uncertain, and our
traditional views may well have been molded later. The
source material about the Tang personages appears in
three genres: their recorded sayings; transmission of the
lamp texts; and later collections of koans, or paradigmatic
stories sometimes used as meditative objects. The many
recorded sayings (Ch.: yulu; Jpn.: goroku) purport to be
compilations of talks, dialogues, and activities of particular
masters. The lamp transmission texts (Ch.: chuandenglu;
Jpn.: dentoroku) instead usually present brief excerpts from
various masters, presented along with others in their same
contemporary generation following in sequence from the
accepted Chan founders.? There are exceptions to the gap
between the masters and the production of their recorded
sayings texts, such as the prominent masters Huangbo
Xiyun (d. 850; Jpn.: Obaku Kiun) and Yunmen Wenyan (864-
949; Jpn.: Unmon Bun’en), whose records were supposedly
compiled by direct students of the masters.* But the
questionable history is especially true in the case of
Dongshan, whose earliest extant Recorded Sayings was not
compiled until eight centuries after his death.® Some of the
stories we have about major figures from the Tang dynasty
might have been invented in the Song period, and many



were certainly embellished or significantly modified then.
However, many of the stories about Dongshan can be found
in earlier versions in the lamp transmission or classical
koan texts, and we may note that oral traditions carried on
through generations of monastic study might sometimes be
reliable, so the historical veracity of these records and
stories may be highly suspect, but not necessarily
disproved except where contradictions with reliable
historical records are found.

In this book, rather than analyzing questions of historical
accuracy of the information attributed to Dongshan, I will
consider not the literal historical personage of Dongshan,
but rather his position as an exemplary, iconic figure in
Chan lore, based on the material that has been conveyed
about him in his Recorded Sayings and in major koan
collections. Readers of this work are welcome to enjoy the
challenging and playful stories about Dongshan in the
chapters to follow without focusing on the information
about historical sources presented here. However,
historical investigation of Chan figures can be highly
valuable to both scholars and practitioners in deepening
our understanding of the context of the teachings. Although
scholars may legitimately question, for example, whether
the plays of William Shakespeare were actually written by
him or by somebody else using the same name, we
nevertheless examine and enjoy the works attributed to
him. Similarly, this study will consider the stories attributed
to the figure of Dongshan, as received (or partially
conceived) in Song Chan and consequently studied as a
whole in Japanese Zen. The stories and verses attributed to
Dongshan, whether or not reliable to the actual historical
person Dongshan, are vitally important to Zen philosophy,
lore, and practice teachings and have been studied by and
informed a millennium of Zen students. But, just to be
perfectly clear, none of the stories about Dongshan to be
recounted in this book can be verified as historically



reliable, and, similarly, none of the many other related
stories of his contemporaries can be factually verified. Still,
I find them worthy of extended discussion. I will hereafter
in this work generally speak of Dongshan as if the historical
person were responsible for all the teachings attributed to
him, although I will add some pertinent historical questions
where they apply. For the reader’s convenience, I will also
refer to him as “Dongshan” even in the early stories before
he settled to teach at Mt. Dong, or Dongshan, and received
that name. I hope that in the future, historical scholars of
Tang and Song Chan might clarify some of the relevant
historical issues.

The Recorded Sayings attributed to Dongshan include
many stories of encounter dialogues between Dongshan
and his teachers, and then with his students. Many of these
challenging stories from Dongshan and his contemporaries
became objects of awakening study for students, compiled
during the Song dynasty in the classic koan collections
(some of which were published before the various recorded
sayings anthologies). Along with the recorded sayings and
lamp transmission texts, these koan collections are the
third major source for stories about Dongshan. A great
many different koan collections were created in the Song,
and many others were created later in Japan, and some
even in modern times. But the three most important
collections, still studied today, are the Blue CIiff Record, the
Book of Serenity, and the Gateless Barrier. The Blue CIiff
Record was initiated with a hundred cases selected and
ordered with his own verse comments by Xuedou Chongjian
(980-1052; Jpn.: Setcho Juken) from the Yunmen lineage.
The Blue CIiff Record collection was created later by the
important Linji lineage master Yuanwu Keqin (1063-1135;
Jpn.: Engo Kokugon), who wrote introductions to the cases
and commentaries with added sayings to both the cases
and Xuedou’s verses. This collection was the model for the



later Book of Serenity, which was a product of the Caodong
lineage founded by Dongshan. The Book of Serenity was
based on a hundred stories selected in sequence with his
own verse comments by the important twelfth-century
Caodong master Hongzhi Zhengjue (1091-1157; Jpn.:
Wanshi Shogaku). The Book of Serenity includes
commentaries by a later Caodong teacher, Wansong
Xingxiu (1166-1246; Jpn.: Bansho Gyoshu), that are
formatted like the Blue CIiff Record, and includes a handful
of cases featuring Dongshan and numbers of others
referring to him.” The third major collection, the Gateless
Barrier, had less extensive commentary than the other two
and was created by Wumen Huikai (1183-1260; Jpn.:
Mumon Ekai). The Blue CIiff Record and the Gateless
Barrier generally followed the style of the Linji/Rinzai
lineage, named after Dongshan’s contemporary Linji Yixuan
(d. 867; Jpn.: Rinzai Gigen). The Book of Serenity presents
the approach of the Caodong/Soto tradition founded by
Dongshan, although certainly it is not the only koan
collection from that tradition.

In addition to encounter dialogues, Dongshan’s Recorded
Sayings includes various teaching verses attributed to
Dongshan. Dongshan is perhaps best known for the
teaching poem the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” (Ch.: Baojing
Sanmei; Jpn.: Hokyo Zammai), which is also considered the
first enunciation of the five degrees teaching that is the
dialectical philosophy underlying much of Caodong, and
indeed Chan discourse as a whole. However, the Baojing
Sanmei text does not appear in any source before around
1119 and is not mentioned in any earlier sources. Juefan
Huihong (1071-1128; ]Jpn.: Kakuban Keiko), who first
published the text, claimed it had been transmitted secretly
since Dongshan. Nevertheless, the text has circulated
widely and been studied as a work of Dongshan’s since the

early twelfth century.®



Most available discussions of Dongshan focus on the five
degrees teaching.? Often called the five ranks, this teaching
has also been translated as five positions or modes. One
modern Chinese commentator states astutely, “This
doctrine and others like it are not of central importance in
the teachings of Tung-shan’s school [Tung-shan is the older
Wade-Giles transliteration for Dongshan]. They are merely
expedient means or pedagogical schemata for the guidance
of the less intelligent students. It is regrettable that
historians of Ch’an have a tendency to treat these incidents
as essentials and to ignore the true essentials altogether.”10
Ironically, this commentary is presented just preceding an
extensive discussion of the five degrees and Dongshan’s
related teachings. Indeed, although the five degrees stand
as an important theoretical product of Dongshan, there is
much more to the practical unfolding of the stories
attributed to him. Later figures in his lineage, especially
Dogen, have sharply criticized excessive emphasis on the
five degrees, even while reverently celebrating Dongshan’s
teaching. For example, Dogen says, “Peasants or stray cats
who never understood the inner chamber of Dongshan, and
have not passed the threshold of buddha-dharma,
mistakenly say that Dongshan guided students with his
theory of Five Ranks of differentiation and oneness. This is
an inadequate view. You should not pay attention to it.” But
Dogen then proclaims that “the ancient ancestor
[Dongshan] has the treasury of the true dharma eye.”!1

The Dongshan Lineage

The “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” is still chanted as an
important part of the liturgy in modern Soto Zen. The
figure of Dongshan has been venerated and kept alive
historically through the Caodong/Soto lineage, in China and
Japan. The name Caodong is often suggested to be based
on Dongshan’s name combined with that of one of his main



disciples, Caoshan Benji (840-901; Jpn.: Sozan Honjaku).
While Caoshan was instrumental in developing five degrees
theory, he was not the successor whose line was
predominant in the Caodong development, and he appears
only once in all of Dongshan’s Recorded Sayings.'? More to
the point, the order of the name Caodong implies the “Cao”
preceding “Dong,” so it is more likely that the “Cao” in
Caodong actually refers to Caoxi, the teaching site and thus
a name used for the famed Chan Sixth Ancestor Dajian
Huineng (638-713; Jpn.: Daikan Eno), and so also the
source of Caoshan’s name. Therefore, the name Caodong
probably refers to Huineng and Dongshan.!3

Thus, the name Caodong may well be taken to refer to all
six teachers in the lineage between and including the Sixth
Ancestor Caoxi Huineng and Dongshan. All of the Chan five
houses descend from Huineng. But the official Caodong
lineage after Huineng passed to Qingyuan (d. 740; Jpn.:
Seigen Gyoshi), then to Shitou Xigian (700-790; ]Jpn.:
Sekito Kisen), Yaoshan Weiyan (745-828; Jpn.: Yakusan
Igen), and from Yaoshan to Dongshan’s own teacher,
Yunyan Tansheng (781-841; Jpn.: Ungan Donjo), about
whom much more will be said in the stories of Dongshan’s
training that follow. Such a list might be seen as a series of
Bible-like begettings, of interest in East Asian Zen only for
Confucian-influenced ancestor veneration. However, stories
that survive concerning each of these foundational figures
can be seen as informative of the emerging Caodong
teaching style and its approach to practice.

Of the early Caodong figures, Shitou is especially
important as author of two long teaching poems, “Harmony
of Difference and Sameness” (Ch.: Cantongqi; Jpn.:
Sandokai) and “Song of the Grass Hut” (Ch.: Caoanke; Jpn.:
Soanka).14 The latter poem presents a commentary on the
space of practice, while the former has been highly
influential in the Caodong/Soto lineage as presenting a



fundamental dialectical polarity of the universal, or
sameness, and the particular, or differentiations. This verse
can readily be seen as a direct precursor of Dongshan’s
“Jewel Mirror Samadhi.”

It is noteworthy, as many of the stories make clear, that
there was often more than one single teacher who was
formative to each successor, although the official lineages
designate single teachers and successors in each
generation. See the chart in the front of the book for names
and official lineage relationships of Caodong/Soto teachers

mentioned in this book.1®

Suchness and Its Teaching

The “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” begins, “The teaching of
suchness is intimately transmitted by buddhas and
ancestors.” The passages from this poem will be discussed
later in this work, as will the five degrees implied therein,
but the first line of the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” provides
two of the central issues that run throughout the writing
and stories attributed to Dongshan. The first theme is the
nature of suchness, and the Zen process of engaging this
reality through the practice of meditative attention and in
practice more generally. Many of the central stories about
Dongshan relate to recognizing, exploring, or expressing
reality, or the suchness of things. Known in Sanskrit as
tathata, this suchness is described in Indian Buddhism as
ultimate truth, reality, the source, or the unattainable.l6
Experientially, this suchness might imply the direct
apprehension of the immediate present reality, harking
back to early Buddhist mindfulness practices of bare
attention. So, in varying contexts suchness may refer to our
clear perception of reality, or else to the nature of that
reality itself.

Suchness might be seen as a more positive way of
describing the reality indicated also in Mahayana



Buddhism by the term for emptiness, sunyata in Sanskrit.
Emptiness as a technical term in Buddhism is not about
some abstract “nothingness,” but indicates the emptiness
or insubstantiality of all persons and entities, understood as
empty of inherent substantive existence. Things are empty
because of their interdependence, as each particular event
is the elaborate product of the dependent causation of
many conditions. Nothing exists as a separate entity unto
itself. But historically the teaching of emptiness, developed
in the branch of Indian Mahayana Buddhism called
Madhyamika, came to be seen by some as too negative in
its rhetorical style. The later Mahayana philosophical
branch called Yogacara instead discussed this reality more
positively as suchness. Both approaches of emptiness and
suchness are amply present in Tang period Chan discourse
and rhetoric. But the Buddhist teaching of suchness
becomes an important touchstone in the material related to
Dongshan. And in Dongshan’s usage, the sense of this
teaching is put into common conversation, or rather
expressed spontaneously not as theoretical teaching, but in
the immediacy of Chan inquiry and discourse.

I should note and emphasize here as an important
disclaimer, that although I am using the term suchness, in
reality there is no such thing as suchness. Speaking about a
Japanese term, immo, which will be discussed further in
chapter 9, the scholar Thomas Kasulis makes an astute,
important point. He adds, “This term is often improperly
construed substantially and metaphysically as ‘Suchness.’
[But it] is not a thing; it is a way things are experienced.”1”
I agree about this term, and generally about such things.
Suchness is not some thing to be acquired, any more than
emptiness is. Suchness is not a thing at all, and neither is
emptiness.

I would add that from a Buddhist perspective, ultimately
and in reality all things are not things, are not substantially



and inherently existent objects. In actuality, there are no
nouns, but all words and supposed entities are verbs or
adverbs. This is perhaps somewhat easier to express
grammatically in Japanese than in English. In English,
coherency requires the use of nouns. So regardless of
suchness not being such a thing, in the interest of
intelligibility I will use the term suchness throughout this
work, including in its title. In the East Asian Mahayana
philosophical tradition, going back to the Lotus Sutra, a
whole discussion of varieties of suchness did become
important, as will be further discussed in chapter 9.

This grammatical disclaimer is most important in not
attaching to suchness as an object to grasp, but rather
seeing such reality as a mode of practice of meditative
awareness and activity. Ultimately, there is no such thing as
suchness and, similarlyy no such thing as emptiness.
Emptiness is not a thing to seek, but rather the way a thing
is, just as Kasulis says being such “is a way things are
experienced.” Emptiness itself is empty, and attachment to
emptiness is considered the most dangerous attachment.
Dongshan and Caodong lineage teachers emphasize the
ungraspability of suchness as they engage it.

The Teaching of Such

The second issue highlighted in the first sentence of the
“Jewel Mirror Samadhi” is the teaching itself, how this
reality is “intimately transmitted.” Many of the stories
about Dongshan concern his subtle style of teaching, the
Zen pedagogy for conveying the truth of suchness, or the
teaching as such. The approaches to teaching that
Dongshan experienced with his teacher Yunyan, and that
are later reflected in Dongshan’s own engagement with his
students, are especially subtle and slippery. This reflects
both the ephemeral nature of the reality to be conveyed
and the importance of the student’s own personal



experiential realization of this reality. This is not available
via some easily digestible presentation readily dispensed by
the teacher.

These two main issues of suchness and approaches to its
teaching will be addressed in three contexts through the
course of this book. First I will closely explore the intricate
narratives about Dongshan’s own training, his relationship
to his teachers, and the circumstances of his own
awakening and receiving of Dharma transmission or
teaching authorization. These stories focus explicitly on the
issues of the nature of reality and the complexity of the
relationship of Chan student and master. The second
section of the book will discuss a number of the encounter
dialogues about Dongshan and his own disciples that were
commemorated in his Recorded Sayings and in koan
collections. These dialogues deal with questions such as
how to escape hot and cold, where to find a place without
grass for ten thousand miles, and which embodiment of
Buddha goes beyond classifications. We will explore how
these often pithy narratives or dialogues elucidate the
issues of suchness and of Chan teaching. Finally, in the
third section I will comment on how these two issues of
suchness and approaches to its teaching are reflected in
evocative passages from the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi.” T will
also explore the incisive and influential five degrees
teachings about the process of the interactions between
our conventional reality and ultimate truth, and how these
issues of suchness and its transmission are relevant to
these five degrees presented by Dongshan.

A Tradition of Commentary

After presenting each of the stories or verses attributed to
Dongshan, I will be offering my own comments and
interpretations. These are certainly not intended to be the
final word on these teachings. Rather, I hope to provoke



further interest and reflection on these stories and
writings. The stories attributed to Dongshan have been
studied for close to a millennium or more because of their
range and profundity. At present there is no active field of
Dongshan studies, either among academic scholars or
among practitioners, but I hope that this volume might help
inspire such a focus, long overdue in Zen studies. I offer
these teachings not as mere historical artifacts, but
because they can be illuminating to current and ongoing
modes of practice, understanding, and the present
experience of the workings of spiritual reality. I do not wish
to merely create some hagiographical sanctifying account
of a great founding figure, but rather to promote inquiry
into the philosophical, practical teachings embedded in the
stories about Dongshan. My comments will include
practical application to Zen meditation and other aspects of
spiritual life. As an authorized successor in the spiritual
lineage of Dongshan and Dogen, I have a responsibility to
offer my own commentary on these stories and teachings.
As discussed further in chapter 2, Dongshan said that he
only half agreed with his own teacher, that “If I completely
agreed, then I would be unfaithful to my teacher.”'8 So to
be true to Dongshan, I offer my own perspectives on his
teachings.

The modes with which these traditional teaching stories
have been engaged by Chan and Zen people, including how
the stories were eventually incorporated into formal koan
collections, is a complex and controversial issue in Zen
history and studies. The panoramic Soto approach to koan
practice stands as an alternative to the more commonly
recognized Rinzai koan tradition, with both ancient
approaches still used in practice. At least since the
elaborations of these stories by Dogen, the thirteenth-
century transmitter of Dongshan’s tradition to Japan, the
style of koan practice in the ensuing Soto lineage has



involved playful amplification of the stories, including a
variety of potential associations that may evoke
illuminating perspectives on the spiritual issues involved.!?
Accordingly, my commentaries will sometimes suggest
provocative modern or Western comparisons so as to be
faithful as well to our own time and context.

In addition to my observations, I will offer commentaries
by various noted teachers in the lineage of Dongshan.
These will include especially the twelfth-century Chinese
master Hongzhi, best known for his silent or serene
illumination meditation teachings. But Hongzhi also
initiated koan collections, including the previously
mentioned Book of Serenity, which contains a handful of
cases featuring Dongshan and numbers of others referring
to him. Some of Hongzhi’'s comments, and those of the
Book of Serenity commentator Wansong, will be included
herein. In addition to Hongzhi’s and Dogen’s koan
collections, important early Caodong koan collections were
initiated by Touzi Yiqging (1032-83; Jpn.: Tosu Gisei) and by
Hongzhi’s teacher Danxia Zichun (1064-1117; Jpn.: Tanka
Shijun).

Later in the thirteenth century the Dongshan lineage was
transported to Japan by Eihei Dogen, who commented on
Dongshan frequently. Indeed, a notable story about Dogen’s
first meeting with his own Caodong lineage teacher in
China, Tiantong Rujing (1163-1228; Jpn.: Tendo Nyo0jo),
relates that Rujing quickly accepted the foreigner Dogen as
a close student because the night before Dogen arrived,
Rujing had a dream in which Dongshan Liangjie appeared
and foretold the Japanese monk’s coming.2? Given Dogen’s
founding of Soto Zen as a continuation and development of
Dongshan’s lineage, and the major impact now in the West
of Dogen’s writings, I will include many of his comments on
Dongshan. Scholars as well as practitioners now are
intensively studying Dogen’s teachings. While Dogen’s



writings encompass and comment on the whole of the
Chinese Chan tradition, and indeed the whole of the major
Indian and Chinese Buddhist literature, Dogen cannot be
fully understood without consideration of how his teaching
approach reflects Dongshan and the other Caodong lineage
founders, whom Dogen frequently cites. The stories about
Dongshan remain as family jewels within the Soto tradition.

Finally, I will add a few commentaries on Dongshan by
Shun-ryu Suzuki and other twentieth-century masters who
brought the Dongshan and Dogen lineage to America.
These modern commentaries will help illuminate the
contemporary relevance of the Dongshan teachings and
stories.

Dongshan Looking into the Stream (detail) by Mayuan (12th cent.; Jpn.:
Bayen).
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Dongshan’s stupa. The small original stupa was erected in 870; some
renovations were made in 1983. Photo by Henry Frummer, 2004.
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Dongshan’s temple; current buildings from the 1980s. Photo by Henry
Frummer, 2004.
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Dharma hall in back, reportedly from the early eighteenth century.
Photo by Henry Frummer, 2004.
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CHAPTER ONE
Nonsentient Beings Expounding Dharma

Dongshan’s Childhood Eyes and Ears

The first story in Dongshan’s Recorded Sayings describes
him receiving a basic Buddhist lesson as a child. Reading
the Heart Sutra with his tutor, he came to “There is . . . no
eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind.” He
immediately felt his face and said, “I have eyes, ears, a
nose, a tongue, and so on. Why does the sutra say they
don’t exist?” The instructor appreciated the depth of the
question and said the youth needed to find a more able
teacher. The future Dongshan then went to a Chan temple
and received novice precepts, later taking full monk
ordination at age twenty-one.!

The Heart Sutra contains a recapitulation of all the
fundamental teachings of Buddhism. But it describes them
by means of negation, from the context of emptiness
teaching. All beings and all teachings, as well, are
essentially empty of inherent separate reality because of
their radical interconnectedness and mutual inter-causality.
In a famous statement of this approach, the Heart Sutra
says, “Form does not differ from emptiness, emptiness does
not differ from form. Form itself is emptiness, emptiness
itself form.” Emptiness is not some thing that actually
exists somewhere outside form, but emptiness is the way
form is. All forms are empty, lacking any inherent
existence. This is true for all other categories besides form
and its various aspects, including sense perceptions,
faculties, and organs such as eyes and ears.



But the very young Dongshan’s response recognized that
from the reality of conventional and phenomenal truth, he
certainly did have eyes and ears. Thus, this early, first story
of the boy who would become Dongshan anticipates key
issues concerning the nature of perception itself and of the
complex relationship between the particulars, or
phenomenal reality, and the ultimate, universal reality to
which the Heart Sutra points. Just these issues of
perception and the interaction between the phenomenal
and the wultimate are central to the pivotal story of
Dongshan’s awakening, discussed in the next chapter, and
also to his lifelong teaching of suchness.

Dongshan’s Dharma Inquiry

The story of Dongshan’s first meeting with his teacher
Yunyan involves his questioning as to whether nonsentient
beings could expound the Dharma. The story, as presented
in Dongshan’s Recorded Sayings, is extensive and rather
elaborate, and somewhat eccentric in how it emphasizes
the issues of the nature of Dharma, or reality, and the
strategies for conveying it. The story can be summarized as
follows: Dongshan first inquired about this question with
the great teacher Guishan Lingyou (771-853; Jpn.: Isan
Reiyu), who came to be considered a founder of one of the
other five houses of Chan. Dongshan repeated to Guishan a
story he had heard about a lengthy exchange with a
student by National Teacher Nanyang Huizhong (d. 776;
Jpn.: Nan’yo Echu), who maintained that nonsentient
beings did indeed expound the Dharma, constantly,
radiantly, and unceasingly.? In the story, Huizhong states
that all the sages can hear this nonsentient Dharma. But
then, perhaps ironically, he avers that fortunately he
himself could not hear the nonsentient beings expounding,
because otherwise human students could not hear his
teaching. The national teacher then provides a scriptural



source for the expounding by nonsentient beings from the
Avatamsaka Sutra (Flower Ornament; Ch.: Huayan; Jpn.:
Kegon), citing the passage “The earth expounds Dharma,
living beings expound it, throughout the three times,
everything expounds it.”3

After narrating this story, Dongshan asked Guishan to
comment, and Guishan raised his fly-whisk. When
Dongshan failed to understand and asked for further
explanation, Guishan proclaimed, “It can never be
explained to you by means of one born of mother and
father.” Dongshan would later refer to such nonexplanation
with deep appreciation, even though he seems to be
grasping for clear elucidation at this point. Guishan finally
suggested that Dongshan visit the teacher Yunyan for
further illumination on this question. Yunyan had practiced
with Guishan under the famed teacher Baizhang Huaihai
(794-814; Jpn.: Hyakujo Ekai) and now lived in some linked
caves in a cliff face.* What would happen between
Dongshan and Yunyan, whom Dongshan would recognize as
his teacher, both resolved Dongshan’s question and shaped
his whole teaching career.

The Chinese Buddha Nature Background

This issue of nonsentient beings’ relation to the Dharma
had arisen over the previous couple of centuries in Chinese
Buddhist thought in relationship to the teaching of Buddha
nature, which describes the potentiality for awakening in
beings. This potentiality of Buddha nature had also come to
be presented as an aspect of the very nature of reality
itself, a radical innovation. A century before Dongshan,
Tiantai school scholar Zhanran (711-82; Jpn.: Tannen)
articulated the teaching potential of grasses and trees,
traditionally seen as inanimate and thus inactive objects.?
Zhanran devoted an entire treatise to explicating the
Buddha nature of nonsentient things. Previously, the



scholar Jizang (549-623; Jpn.: Kichizo) from the Chinese
Sanlun school (derived from the Indian Madhyamika
tradition that emphasized emptiness teaching) had argued
that the distinction between sentient and nonsentient was
false, or empty, and not viable.® Jizang said that if one
denies Buddha nature to anything at all, “then not only are
grasses and trees devoid of buddha-nature, but living
beings are also devoid of buddha-nature.””

The Tiantai school of Zhanran was the first native
Chinese school, and it had developed an inclusive synthesis
of all Buddhist teachings, including systems for classifying
all the scriptures and schools that had arrived from India.
In the Tiantai classification, the Lotus Sutra was the
highest teaching. But Zhanran’s view of nonsentient
beings’ dharmic capacity reflected in part his interest in
Huayan school cosmology, with its vision of the world as a
luminous ground of interconnectedness and of the mutual
nonobstruction of particulars. The Huayan school is based
on the Avatamsaka Sutra, which features lofty visionary
descriptions of the awareness and activity of awakening
beings, or bodhisattvas. The Huayan patriarchs, such as
Fazang (643-712; Jpn.: Hozo), developed a sophisticated
philosophical system that includes discussions of the
dialectic interrelationship of the world’s particulars with
the universal, ultimate reality.?® This Huayan dialectical
philosophy is the direct precursor for the Caodong
examination and writings about the interrelationship of
particular and universal, which began in the eighth century
with Shitou’s teaching poem, “Harmony of Difference and
Sameness.” Dongshan would continue to develop this study
in his “Song of the Jewel Mirror Samadhi” and his teaching
of the five degrees, which became the philosophical
underpinning for Caodong/Soto teachings.

Zhanran’s Huayan influence echoes the National Teacher
Huizhong’s citation of the Huayan Avatamsaka Sutra in the



story cited by Dongshan. Zhanran had discussed the
Huayan school patriarch Fazang’s dynamic view of
“suchness according with conditions” to support his own
teaching of the Buddha nature of nonsentient beings and
was the first to connect “the co-arising of suchness and the
essential completeness of Buddha nature.”? For Zhanran,
“the very colors and smells of the world around us
constitute the Assembly of the Lotus [Sutra]; they are the
immediate and undefiled expression of buddhahood.”!? A
central inference of the discussion of nonsentient beings
expounding the Dharma presented in Dongshan’s stories is
the limitation, and wultimate inaccuracy, of usual
conventional human notions of sentient and nonsentient,
and of human awareness generally. But the wonder and
splendor of the suchness of the phenomenal world we
inhabit is also celebrated, with important consequences for
how to see and practice in this world.

The suchness teaching involved in this story about
Dongshan meeting his teacher is not a matter of mere
human psychological or perceptual realities, but is
grounded in ontological, existential reality as a primal
expression of Buddha nature. We might also hear, in this
question about the dharmic capacity of nonsentient beings,
modern concerns about our human relationship to the
environment, and even ecological consciousness. What is
the role of the phenomenal world and the world of nature
in human spirituality? How might one discern the value of
supposedly nonsentient elements of the natural order to a
vision of spiritual wholeness and awakening? If supposedly
nonsentient beings can expound the Dharma, then the
world of nature and phenomena itself merits deep respect
as an expression and active agent of ultimate
transcendence.

A noteworthy implication of the historical background
context to this story is the degree to which Chan discourse



responds and comments on scholarly Buddhist teaching.
This is so despite the widely proclaimed Chan slogan of
“going beyond words and letters,” attributed to the
legendary sixth-century Chan founder Bodhidharma,
though long after his lifetime. This Chan/Zen slogan has at
times been taken literally, so that Zen students sometimes
have even been discouraged from reading the sutras,
teaching stories, and commentaries on them. Certainly,
Chan functioned in China as a postgraduate movement to
bring Buddhist theory into everyday experience and
application, beyond the abstract discourse of learned
Buddhist scholars and monks. However, it is very clear that
the masters in the Chan traditions almost without
exception have been very well versed in Buddhist
literature, and commonly refer to the sutras, even in their
colloquial talks and dialogues.

Buddhist scholar Robert Sharf claims that the Chinese
native philosophical concern with human “nature”
contributed to this discussion in Chinese Buddhism. “I do
not know of any Indian references to mundane objects such
as roof tiles or stones becoming buddhas and preaching the
dharma. In other words, the extension of buddha-nature to
the insentient appears to have been a distinctively Chinese
innovation.”!! The tathagatha garbha (or Buddha-womb or
matrix) teachings from developing Indian Mahayana
sources formed the roots of Chinese Buddha nature theory,
although even a cursory discussion of that extensive
literature goes beyond the scope of this work.!? The related
aspect of the innovative Chinese view of plants as imbued
with buddha nature is supported as well in Lambert
Schmithausen’s detailed study of possible early Indian
Buddhist antecedents.!3 Interestingly, current scientific
observation and experimentation with intelligent behavior
in plants has led to fascinating speculation about plant
communication and even “plant neurobiology,” challenging



anthropocentric prejudices about the nature of intelligence

and consciousness.!4

Buddha nature teaching and its application to supposedly
nonsentient beings became important fairly early in
Chinese Buddhism, even though nonsentient beings were
not included in the Indian tathagatha garbha sources.
According to documents recovered in the early twentieth
century from the Dunhuang caves along the Silk Road in
what is now Western China, as early a Chan figure as the
fourth patriarch, Dayi Daoxin (580-651; Jpn.: Dai-i Doshin)
proclaimed that walls, fences, tiles, and stones preach the
Dharma and so must possess buddha nature.!® But the
buddha nature of nonsentient beings was much disputed in
early Chan, with many prominent teachers denying the
awakening capacity of nonsentient beings, and others
seeing the phenomenal world as an expression of the
ultimate, with the buddha field or land not separate from
the Buddha.'® Nanyang Huizhong, the national teacher
cited by Dongshan, was considered the greatest Chan
exponent of the Buddha nature of nonsentient beings.
When asked whether “mind” and “nature” were different,
he replied, “To the deluded mind they are different; to the
enlightened they are not different.”!” Eventually, this view
generally prevailed in Chan, and endures.

This Chinese view of Buddha nature including
nonsentient beings was extremely important to the thought
of Dongshan’s Japanese successor Dogen. Dogen held in
the highest esteem Nanyang Huizhong, the great Chan
exponent of the Buddha nature of nonsentient beings.!8
Dogen wrote an entire Shobogenzo essay, “Mujo Seppo”
(“Insentient Beings Speak the Dharma”), in which he
discusses the story about Huizhong cited by Dongshan.!?
Near the beginning of this essay, Dogen says, “Speaking
dharma is neither sentient nor insentient,” and he goes on
to comment extensively on how nonsentient beings do and



do not expound the Dharma. Furthermore, one of Dogen’s
earliest and most foundational writings about the meaning
of his zazen practice, “Bendowa” (“Talk on Wholehearted
Study of the Way”), celebrates the  mutual
incomprehensible guidance and support of zazen
practitioners with “earth, grasses and trees, fences and
walls, tiles and pebbles.” Such nonsentient beings are
intimately involved in the process of awakening practice for

Dogen.20

Yunyan Raises His Whisk

Returning to Dongshan’s story, when he finally arrived at
Yunyan’s cave after leaving Guishan, he asked who was
able to hear the Dharma expounded by nonsentient beings.
The ensuing mind-bending dialogue began when Yunyan
said, “Nonsentient beings are able to hear it.” When asked
if he could hear it, Yunyan told Dongshan that if he could,
then Dongshan could not hear him, Yunyan. Then Dongshan
asked why he could not hear it himself. Yunyan raised his
fly-whisk, and then asked if Dongshan heard it yet. When
Dongshan replied that he could not, Yunyan said, “You can’t
even hear when I expound the Dharma; how do you expect
to hear when a nonsentient being expounds the
Dharma?”2!

Although there is no indication of any communication
between Guishan and Yunyan aside from the person of
Dongshan inquiring before them, Yunyan intriguingly
performed the same action as Guishan, raising his fly-
whisk. Rather than seeing this as an exotic example of
mystical accord or extra-sensory perception between
Guishan and Yunyan (they had no e-mail available), this
exemplifies simply using what was at hand, literally. Such
whisks were symbols of teaching authority and Dharma,
commonly carried by Chan masters. But more directly, the
whisk was the conventionally inanimate object most



immediately at hand. If all nonsentient beings proclaim the
Dharma, there was no need to look further.

After the above exchange, Yunyan gave as scriptural
citation for Dongshan not the Huayan Sutra, as did
Nanyang Huizhong, but, interestingly for a Chan teacher,
from the Pure Land Amitabha Sutra, “Water birds, tree
groves, all without exception recite the Buddha’s name,
recite the Dharma.”?2 Dongshan reflected on Yunyan'’s
response and composed a verse that he presented to
Yunyan:

How marvelous! How marvelous!

The Dharma expounded by nonsentient beings is
inconceivable.

Listening with your ears, no sound.

Hearing with your eyes, you directly understand.?3

This verse, as will be discussed in the next section, relates
the teaching to be gleaned from the inanimate worldly
environment to the processes of human perception.

A slightly different version of this exchange than the one
from the Recorded Sayings, given above, occurs in the
Jingde Transmission of the Lamp, the most prominent lamp
transmission text, compiled by Daoyuan in 1004, and is
cited by Dogen in his Extensive Record with his own
comment. In this version, the whisk and the citation to the
Amitabha Sutra are not included, suggesting they might
perhaps have been colorful accretions for the later
Recorded Sayings text.?* However, Yunyan initially states
that if he could hear nonsentient beings, Dongshan would
not hear him. But then Dongshan, in this version, rather
than asking why he himself could not hear them, responds
that then he, Dongshan, could not hear Yunyan. This
implies that Dongshan is admitting that he could indeed
hear the expounding of nonsentient beings, contrary to the
other version. Such hearing might have impelled



Dongshan’s related questions in the first place. Further, the
awareness expressed by Dongshan as “Hearing with your
eyes, you directly understand” might be seen as an
example of going beyond self-clinging, our usual sense of
self as related to and separate from the perceptual world,
in accord with the traditional Buddhist teaching of non-self.
Dongshan’s awareness of inconceivable Dharma
represented by the totalistic apprehension of sensations
demonstrates both non-self and the experience of suchness
discussed in the next chapter.

Dogen comments at length on this story in his essay
“Mujo Seppo,” affirming the Dharma capacity of
nonsentient beings and the depth of Dongshan’s verse.
Dogen states, “Insentient beings hearing insentient beings
speak dharma is essentially all buddhas hearing all
buddhas speak dharma.”2®> He allows no separation at all
between nonsentient beings and buddhas. Dogen also
points to the underlying question in the story and in
Dongshan’s response as to the very nature of sentience,
perception, and consciousness, and their relationship to the
teaching. With his characteristically challenging wordplay,
Dogen proclaims that Dongshan “revealed his towering
determination to speak dharma for insentient beings. He
not only experienced insentient beings speaking dharma,
but he thoroughly took hold of hearing and not hearing
insentient beings speaking dharma.”?% In light of such clear
affirmation, what does it mean to be a sentient being or a
nonsentient being, and what is the difference? How do such
beings connect to awareness of suchness?

Chan and Interacting Perceptions

In Dongshan’s closing verse commentary, the same in both
renditions of the story, he goes beyond merely inquiring
into whether or how nonsentient beings might expound the
Dharma and demonstrates his own comprehension of this



Dharma. “Hearing with your eyes, you directly understand”
provides a description of synesthesia, the mingling of
senses so that sensation in one mode occurs from stimulus
in another sense mode. This synesthesia has been
described as a subtle and skillful mode of apprehension in a
great number of contexts, both in Buddhism and in other
human cultural traditions. Synesthesia might be correlated
with the Buddhist dharani, incantations commonly chanted
in Sanskrit, or in East Asia with transliterations of the
Sanskrit into Chinese or Sino-Japanese. While the meaning
and functions of dharani are complex, often the particular
sounds in dharani are supposed to have particular,
beneficial spiritual results.?’” Signified meaning is not
necessarily the point, but the active aural invoking of
Dharma effects is useful. The actual ritual experience of
proclaiming these sounds is said to have somatic benefits,
and also to aid memory and analytic faculties, fostering
eloquent expounding, and so to connect the senses of
speech or sound with mind.?8

A number of examples of sense mingling have appeared
in Chan lore. One involves a story about Yunyan and his
Dharma brother and biological brother Daowu Yuanzhi
(769-835; Jpn.: Dogo Enchi). Their relationship will be
discussed in more detail in chapter 3, but many stories of
dialogues between them are recorded. In one story, cited
by Hongzhi as case 54 in what became the Book of
Serenity, Yunyan asked what the bodhisattva of compassion
does with so many hands and eyes, and Daowu responded,
“It’s like reaching back for your pillow in the middle of the
night.”2? This image from Daowu expresses the active
workings of compassion as immediately responsive and
uncalculated, with the hand able to see even in total
darkness. This is represented iconographically as one of
the prominent forms of Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of
compassion, having one thousand hands, each with an eye



in it.30 Wansong comments on the Book of Serenity case,
“When reaching for a pillow at night, there’s an eye in the
hand; when eating there’s an eye on the tongue, when
recognizing people on hearing them speak there’s an eye in
the ears.”3! Wansong goes on to tell of someone who wrote
when conversing with a deaf man and was amused that he
used his hands for a mouth while the deaf man used his
eyes for ears. Wansong adds, “The Buddha spoke of the
interchanging functions of the six senses—it is true without
a doubt.” Here we see a new model of apprehension for
sentient beings, with awareness flowing through the
interactivity of various senses.

A modern example of synesthesia is the nineteenth-
century French symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud seeing the
sound of the vowels and consonants in his own writing as
colors. For Rimbaud, particular sounds corresponded with
particular colors. In his “Season in Hell,” he writes, “I
invented the color of the vowels!—A black, E white, I red, O
blue, U green.—I regulated the form and movement of each
consonant, and, with instinctive rhythms, I prided myself
on inventing a poetic language accessible some day to all
the senses. I reserved translation rights. It was at first a
study. I wrote out silences, and the nights. I recorded the
inexpressible.”32 But Rimbaud talks about this sensory
mingling as one of his follies. He did not have a meditative
practice tradition or psycho-spiritual container in which to
explore or use beneficially this awareness. He had some
experience of seeing the colors of the sounds of his poems,
but this came in the context of his “season in hell,” which
he described as a kind of derangement. His rejection of
such seeing and vision might have been part of his
abandonment of his own poetry and writing after only a few
intense, adolescent years.

Dongshan uses synesthesia to present experiential
evidence of an awareness of suchness beyond the



conventional limitations of sensation and the familiar
routines of human conceptualization. Rather than a
derangement, this description may also be taken as a
meditation or samadhi instruction. A quality of presence is
indicated, often defined in Zen practice traditions in terms
of uprightness and qualities of mudra, or postures. The
practitioner’s openness to the phenomenal world is not
narrowly defined in terms of particular sense media or from
verbal understanding based on “hearing” the Dharma, but,
rather, awareness of phenomena occurs within a more
primal wholeness, not separated into visual, aural, smell,
taste, tactile, or thought. All of the senses might be seen as
part of a single instrument for perceiving, engaging, and
practicing suchness. This multifaceted embrace of
sensation also suggests radical awareness and acceptance
of the phenomenal world of karma, the causes and
conditions that allow one’s presence. The rejection of the
sense perception world is sometimes promoted in Buddhist
and Zen meditative teachings. However, Zen includes
strong cautions against seeing ultimate awareness as a way
of rejecting this world and all its suffering. The bodhisattva
tradition, of which Zen is one expression, involves
remaining present in the world, even while informed by
deeper awareness. This also fits the Chinese, and perhaps
even more the Japanese, cultural appreciation of the beauty
of this world of phenomena.

While commenting on the Lotus Sutra, Dogen offers
testimony to the mingling of senses as a mode of
communion with Buddha. About naturally accepting
Buddha and entering his wisdom, Dogen says, “Having
heard the Buddha’s teaching is like already seeing the
Buddha’s body. . . . Furthermore, seeing Buddha’s body
with your ears, hearing Buddha’s preaching with your eyes,
and similarly for all six sense objects, is also like entering
and residing in Buddha’s house, and entering buddhahood



and arousing the vow, exactly the same as in the ancient
vow, without any difference.”33

The lengthy story about Dongshan’s meeting with
Yunyan, and its background, demonstrates aspects of the
subtlety of teaching that is characteristic of the tradition
that extends from Dongshan and on past Dogen. Guishan’s
statement to Dongshan that, “It can never be explained to
you by means of one born of mother and father,” as well as
the instructions by the national teacher and from Yunyan,
all indicate that this realm of teaching is beyond the usual
human conceptual categories, and challenges the student
to his own experiential realization, beyond any theoretical
explanations.

Speaking with Silence

There is a later story from Dongshan in his Recorded
Sayings that is related to the story of hearing or not
hearing nonsentient beings expounding Dharma through
which he met Yunyan. This story also relates to the practice
of receiving the awareness of suchness. Dongshan
instructed his assembly, saying, “Experiencing the matter
of going beyond Buddha, finally capable we can speak a
little.” An intrepid monk inquired, “What is speaking?”
Dongshan said, “At the time of speaking you do not hear.”
The monk asked, “Master, do you hear or not?” And
Dongshan replied, “Just when I do not speak, then I
hear.”34

Even though he previously recommended hearing with
the eyes, Dongshan here recommends not using the tongue
as a way to hear. This implies silence and the practice of
silent meditation as the context for “going beyond Buddha.”
Such going beyond signifies not attaching to prior
awareness or conceptions of awakening, but fully and
ongoingly sensing and simply meeting the present
suchness. And yet there is still the suggestion of eventually



speaking “a little” to subtly convey this awareness. Silence
alone is not sufficient to go beyond Buddha. And suchness
is an unending and shifting, not static, reality.

Commenting on this dialogue from Dongshan later in
Japan,

Dogen says in the koan verse commentaries in his
Extensive Record:

Seeing words we know the person like seeing his face.

Three direct pointers are tongue, sharp wit, and
writing.

Fulfilling the way, wings naturally appear on the body.
Since meeting myself, I deeply respect him.3>

Dogen here is praising Dongshan. Since meeting the
constructed illusory self, his own “myself,” Dogen says he
deeply respects this teaching, and the so-called other.

Dongshan’s Recorded Sayings includes numerous subtle
stories about how to convey this silence, or hearing with
the eyes, that is the engagement and practice of suchness.
Dongshan and Dogen are both concerned here with how
one meets this Dharma of suchness; how one might hear,
taste, touch, enjoy its fragrance; and then how one engages
this sensing of reality. Still, despite its illusiveness,
Dongshan says one must “speak a little” to convey this
reality. And Dogen is even willing to praise “tongue, sharp
wit, and writing.”

In another reference to this story in his Extensive Record,
Dogen emphasizes the commonplace prevalence of the
deep relationship between the nonsentient and the
Dharma. After relating Dongshan’s verse about hearing
with the eyes, and Huizhong’s dialogue about sages
hearing the nonsentient teaching, Dogen comments, “The
National Teacher said that all the sages can hear it, and
Yunyan said that nonsentient beings can hear it. Although
they said it like that, why did they not say that ordinary



beings can hear it?”3% For Dogen, this Dharma expounded
by nonsentient beings that was so important to Dongshan is
ever present and available, even to ordinary people and
beings. When we consider the complexities of perception
and sense faculties, and how awareness works through
such sense gates, the very meaning of sentience and non-
sentience opens and shifts.



CHAPTER TWO

Depicting This Reality

Recognizing the Companion

In an earlier story about Dongshan when he was still a
young monk studying under Nanquan Puyuan (748-835;
Jpn.: Nansen Fugan), the complex relationship of student
and teacher is already prefigured. In the story, Nanquan
was preparing for the memorial service for his own teacher,
Mazu Daoyi (709-88; Jpn.: Baso Doitsu), a great, important
teacher sometimes said to have had 139 enlightened
disciples. Nanquan said to his assembly, “Tomorrow we will
pay homage to Mazu. Do you think he will return or not?”
When nobody else responded, young Dongshan came
forward and said, “He will come as soon as he has a
companion.”! Already Dongshan realized that the reality of
a teacher was in the interaction with a worthy student.
Nanquan then complimented the young monk as being
suitable for training. Dongshan said, “Master, do not crush
what is good into something mean.” Here Dongshan
rejected the view of Zen teaching as being a matter of
molding, perfecting, or improving the student. Of course,
Zen practice ideally transforms and develops qualities of
character, but the implication here is that insight and
compassionate caring are fundamental capacities already
present, perhaps fostered but not instilled by some
fashioning from the teacher. In his later meeting with
Yunyan, as we will see, Dongshan would realize the reality
of teaching as the mutual recognition of suchness and the



complex relationship that intimately expresses the full
dynamic of the practice of suchness.

It Now Is Me; 1 Am Not It

Probably the most pivotal and emblematic story about
Dongshan occurred with his departure from Yunyan, rather
than in their first meeting discussed in the previous
chapter, which was concerned with nonsentient beings
expressing Dharma. After some period of practice with
Yunyan (its duration unspecified in extant records, as far as
I know), just before departing to visit other teachers,
Dongshan asked Yunyan, “Later on, if I am asked to
describe your reality [or teaching], how should I respond?”?2
After some pause, Yunyan said, “Just this is it.”

The narration states that Dongshan was then lost in
thought, and Yunyan said, “You are now in charge of this
great matter; you must be most thoroughgoing.” Dongshan
departed without further comment. Later while wading
across a stream, he looked down, saw his reflection, and
“awakened to the meaning of the previous exchange.”3 He
then wrote the following verse:

Just don’t seek from others, or you’ll be far estranged
from self.

I now go on alone; everywhere I meet it.

It now is me; I now am not it.

One must understand in this way to merge with
suchness.*

This story is highly revealing about the nature of this
suchness, or reality, and also for the teaching about it.
Yunyan’s “Just this is it” evokes meditative or mindfulness
practices of bare attention from early Buddhism.® “This”
certainly might be envisioned in the context of their
dialogue as referring simply to the presence together of



Yunyan and Dongshan, that just the interactive presence of
teacher and student is it. “This” might also refer to
Dongshan’s directly prior inquiry, that the student’s asking
about the teacher’s reality is the point. But “just this” also
refers more universally to the simplicity and immediacy of
reality here now, beyond human conceptualizations. Such a
sterling utterance of the ultimate neither requires nor
suggests any quick rejoinder from Dongshan, and none was
forthcoming. But Yunyan sealed his conveyance of the
Dharma to Dongshan by then saying, “You are now in
charge of this great matter; you must be most
thoroughgoing.”

Dongshan’s subsequent revelation upon gazing at his
reflection in the stream presents an inner dynamic
overcoming the familiar subject-object division, a primary
hindrance to the apprehension of suchness. His verse
response does not merely concern discerning a description
of some external reality. Dongshan speaks to the complex
dialectic that goes beyond the estrangement of self and
other and integrates his personhood with the omnipresence
of the reality of suchness. This reality is unavoidable:
“Everywhere I meet it.” Saying, “Just don’'t seek from
others, or you’ll be far estranged from self,” Dongshan
understands that he needs to realize this for himself, that
Yunyan cannot just tell him this, or give it to him. Similarly,
just hearing about this, the present reader does not
automatically realize its import.

The provocative and profound key line that suggests the
inner nature of this interrelationship is “It now is me; I now
am not it.” This dynamic interaction may be viewed from
many perspectives. Gazing at his reflection in the stream,
Dongshan could see that this image was him, yet he could
not be reduced to the representation in the water. The
relationship of true reality to image, reflection, or depiction
is at work in various ways here. These reflections are not
themselves this ultimate reality, but suchness fully includes



all images or depictions of it. Our experience of suchness
and any expression of it can be in accord with suchness,
but do not fully capture the suchness of the world.

The “it” of “just this” is totally inclusive, incorporating
everything. So “it” truly was him, the totality of his being,
yet he could not personally claim to encompass it all. This
depicts the relationship of the limited “I,” including its
egoistic self-clinging, to the all-encompassing universal
nature, of which any individual “I” is simply a particular
partial expression. This dialectic echoes the Huayan
Fourfold Dharmadhatu with its development of the
universal, the particular, the mutual nonobstructive
interaction of universal and particular, and finally the
mutual nonobstructive interaction of particulars with
“other” particulars.® This dialectic between universal and
particular would be developed as the Caodong five degrees
teaching, introduced by Dongshan in his “Jewel Mirror
Samadhi.” In that teaching poem, this line from Dongshan’s
awakening verse celebrating the stream reflection, “It now
is me; I now am not it,” would be echoed as “You are not it;
it truly is you.”

This story helps illuminate the traditional Buddhist
teaching of non-self and the issue of identity. Non-self, or
anatman in Sanskrit, is one of the most fundamental
Buddhist teachings. The Buddha declared that all selfs are
illusory constructions, not real as separate entities but
mutually interdependent. Our attachment to our cherished
self and its patterns of grasping and confusion obstructs
seeing into deeper reality and the possibility of an
awakened awareness that compassionately expresses the
deep interconnection of oneself and supposed “others.”
Dongshan’s “It now is me; I now am not it” provides a rich
tapestry with which to look at the subtle interrelationship
of this self with the wholeness of totality, of which the small
self is an integral part. While “I now am not it” informs



about the teaching of non-self, “It now is me” provides a
deeper context for seeing the full reality in which we
engage phenomena and have capacity to act responsibly.

I Is an Other

The complex dynamic expressed in Dongshan’s “It now is
me; [ now am not it” might be further illuminated with the
similarly challenging statement made a millennium later in
an 1871 letter from the French symbolist poet Arthur
Rimbaud, already mentioned in the previous chapter in
connection with synesthesia. Rimbaud claims, “Je est un
autre,” or “I is an other.”” Rimbaud’s “I is an other”
provides a viewpoint into the axiomatic Buddhist teaching
of anatman, or non-self. This teaching expresses the
illusory, constructed nature of our conventional “self,”
based on the usual human way of thinking and seeing
separation between self and other, between subject and
object. This might be considered the Buddhist fundamental
ignorance, or even the Buddhist version of “original sin.”
The world appears to be “out there,” not connected to
oneself, and the things out there are also seen as
unconnected to each other, a mere collection of dead
objects. Deep in our language and mode of thinking is the
sense of separate self and others, in which one is a self
verbing others, or else being verbed by others “out there.”
In the Yogacara Buddhist psychological classification of
eight levels of consciousness, this sense of separation
between self and others is sometimes described in terms of
manas, a seventh consciousness that acts to separate our
self as observer from the objects of awareness, observed
via our usual five sense objects but also in a sixth
awareness of thoughts as sense objects.?

When Rimbaud says, “I is an other,” he is describing
experientially the construction of a self, necessary to
survive the adolescence from which he speaks as a



seventeen-year-old. He sees his own “I” as an other, just as
any other “other” is an other. In fact, “I” is indeed an other
when one sees clearly the process of the construction of an
“I.” Whenever we are not fully engaging the body of
suchness, we have bunches of others, including this “I.”
Just as we see fences and walls as others, we can see “I1” as
an other; indeed, “I” becomes an other whenever we
imagine an “I.” One approach to practicing with anatman,
or non-self, is gently to see though this construction—not to
get rid of the “I,” or ego, but to see its illusory quality. By
holding on to it, by trying to define and limit it and see it in
some rigid way, one shuts off the possibility of fully
engaging the body and mind of self and other and of all
things of this world in their context of the immediacy of
suchness. In his letter, Rimbaud’s “I is an other” follows
upon his stating, “It is wrong to say: I think. One ought to
say: people think me.”? The constructed ego self is not
one’s own private property but is a co-creation by all events
in the universe. Seeing this, one might well view his
illusory self, created by everything, by the people who
“think me,” in terms of the mutual nonobstructive
interaction of particulars with “other” particulars, with
one’s self as simply a reflection of it all. Indeed, “It now is
me.” But probably Rimbaud, in his season in hell in process
when he wrote this letter, saw only that “I am not it,” as
opposed to also appreciating that “it actually is me,” and
felt deeply the sense of estrangement between “I” and the
world of “other.”

The figure of Rimbaud appears as one of the characters
inspired by the life of Bob Dylan in the 2007 movie I’'m Not
There by Todd Haynes, in which six different actors
(including Cate Blanchett, Richard Gere, Heath Ledger, and
Christian Bale) play complex figures expressed at seven
different periods in the long, brilliant, and famously shifting
career of Bob Dylan.!® Dylan presents an example of the



complexity of identity, which includes all his different forms
of expressing himself and totally changing his persona,
often contrary to the wishes of fans who wanted him to
remain as some certain, definable “I.” Dylan’s whole life-
work is a monument to the “I” constantly shifting to
become an other, as the “I” is not It, even though Dylan
seems to be ever searching for that It, or perhaps for the
ultimate suchness, which actually is him. “I'm Not There,”
the Dylan song for which the movie is named, is an eerie,
haunting, mysterious song drenched with yearning and
regret, seemingly sung about a lost, abandoned love.!l
Apparently incomplete and recorded only once, in the
basement tapes with The Band, the singer confesses in the
final refrain, “I wish I was there to help her, but I'm not
there, I'm gone.” Yet even the lyrics of the song, hard to
decipher amid the pathos of the singer, seem themselves to
evaporate, are not there. As Greil Marcus comments, “As
you listen, words are precisely as irretrievable as the plot
of a fading dream, the moment of certainty offered by the
title phrase when it occurs seems priceless; superseded in
the next movement by a line that has no more shape than
water in your hands, that certainly seems worthless.”12
Even as the identity of the song seems to hesitate into the
ephemeral and is itself not there but gone, the mysterious
intensity of the singing becomes a quality that actually is
us, the listeners. And any identifiable “I” is indeed not
there, a mere phantom.

Dylan has throughout his career often played with the
illusion of identity, changing his persona as well as singing
style, often changing his appearance, including performing
in white face during his Rolling Thunder tour in the 70s.
This concern with the unreality of identity is further
apparent in his cinematic appearances—for example,
playing a character called Alias in Pat Garrett and Billy the
Kid. Then Dylan and his wife, Sarah, played Renaldo and



Clara in the film of that name, in which two other actors
play “Bob Dylan” and his wife. In his brilliant film Masked
and Anonymous, Dylan displayed and celebrated the
complex fluidity of personal identity in the context of the
failure of our American societal identity.

Dongshan’s “I now am not it” similarly reveals that there
is no real “I” here—“l is an other.” Rimbaud’s “I is an
other” and Dylan’s “I'm not there I'm gone” both open up
this teaching of non-self contained in Dongshan’s “I am not
it.” But Dylan’s explorations of the illusory nature of
identity shares with Dongshan’s “It now is me” a reflection
on the other side from “I am not it,” and the manner in
which this illusory self indeed performs as a piece of
suchness. Dongshan’s “It now is me” balances the whole by
indicating the inquiry into how one might care for the
reality of suchness, the rich reality of the world that is us,
and of which we are totally part.

The Self Carried Forward

Returning to traditional Caodong/Soto expressions of the
complexity of identity, and its relationship to ultimate
reality, one of the seminal writings of Eihei Dogen includes
a line that might be taken as a revealing commentary to
Dongshan’s “It now is me; I now am not it.” In his essay
“Genjokoan” (“Actualizing the Fundamental Point”) from
one of his masterworks, Shobogenzo (True Dharma Eye
Treasury), Dogen says, “To carry the self forward and
experience myriad things is delusion. That myriad things
come forth and experience the self is awakening.”!3 In this
case the “You are not it” is amplified as the self carrying
forward or projecting some constructed self on to one’s
experience, defined by Dogen as delusion. The constructed
“you” is not it, or true reality.

Dongshan’s “It now is me,” on the other hand, is
expressed by Dogen as the myriad things of the



phenomenal world interdependently co-arising and
mutually experiencing the self, identified as awakening.
This mutual arising of all would, of course, include the
particular self, but now seen as merely one of the ten
thousand particular aspects of reality, rather than imposing
its desires and human presuppositions onto reality. The
total interconnected dependent co-arising is exactly you.
This description from Dogen of the dynamic process of self,
the projection of the constructed egoistic self, and non-self
as the wholeness of reality, including the provisional
person, illuminates the dynamic of Dongshan’s five degrees
and its integration of the particular, including each and
every self, with the ultimate universal, as will be further
discussed later in this book. Dogen, like Dongshan, realizes
both sides of “I am not it” and “It now is me” in terms of
carrying forward a self but then seeing all things, including
the constructed self, as experiencing the larger self.

Dogen, perhaps more explicitly than Dongshan,
emphasizes not the theoretical aspect of this dynamic but
its actual practice and application to meditative forms.
Through meditative practice and its expression in everyday
activity we may find some relationship of awareness of
totality to the world of the senses, the phenomenal world.
In upright meditative sitting we can become intimate with
our human habit of carrying forward into our world the
patterns and habits familiar to our constructed self. As we
relax these habits, we can also glimpse the underlying
reality of all things mutually arising together, and simply
feel this open self. Dongshan, too, in his concern not to
seek outside or become estranged from self but to merge
with suchness, suggests that one may breathe in suchness
and exhale suchness.

“Just this is it” is not static, but just this is alive. Just this
is constantly changing. Even if you experience some
thorough, deep realization about just this, you need to keep
paying attention. Upright sitting is alive. Sometimes we



feel inhale, sometimes exhale, sometimes the space after
inhale, sometimes the space after exhale. You are not it,
but, honestly, it is you, and practicing it is dynamic. A
danger in the phrase “Just this” is that it may sound
passive, like if I just accept everything as it is, then that
would be it. But that is one of the classic four traps of
spiritual practice: Just accepting things as they are, just
going with the flow, and then “whatever happens” is fine.14
That does not work and is not the “Just this” that Dongshan
is describing, because you are not it, but it actually is you,
and involves and requires your response. In the stories
about Dongshan to be discussed further on in this work he
explores how practitioners receive and express intimations
of suchness.

Meeting Him Everywhere

In addition to its relevance to issues concerning the nature
of suchness and the self, Dongshan’s verse and Yunyan'’s
primary response pertain to the student-teacher
relationship and the “intimate transmitting” of this truth. In
both Yunyan’s statement “Just this is it” and the middle
lines in Dongshan’s verse above, there is a different
indefinite pronoun that could be read as either “it” or as a
personal pronoun (e.g., “him”). So Yunyan’s response to
Dongshan about describing his teaching might be
understood as “Just this person.” And the reading of
Dongshan’s verse might be “I now go on alone, but
everywhere I meet him. / He now is me; I now am not him.”

Yunyan’s statement and this verse are often translated in
this way, and both the readings of “it” to imply “suchness”
and of “him” as the teacher are certainly implicit and valid
interpretations in these lines of Dongshan’s verse, as well
as in his “Jewel Mirror Samadhi.”!> The Chinese character
in Yunyan’s statement is more commonly read as “it,” while
the different character in Dongshan’s “I am not him” is



more often a personal pronoun, but each might be either
“it” or “him.” Clearly, some of the comments on this story
by Dongshan himself imply reading this as a personal
pronoun, indicating the intricacy of his relationship to his
teacher. But whichever meaning Dongshan initially
intended for this word, whether “it” or “him,” both
meanings can evoke rich, illuminating, and relevant
interpretations. We are concerned here with the text itself
as a revelatory, enduring inspiration attributed to the iconic
characters Yunyan and Dongshan, not primarily with the
historical figures supposed to have proclaimed these
utterances, and whatever they might have intended.

In Dongshan’s Recorded Sayings, in the story
immediately preceding the narrative in which Yunyan tells
Dongshan, “Just this is it” or “Just this person,” Dongshan
is already described as taking his leave from Yunyan.
Yunyan said, “After your departure, it will be hard to meet
again.” Dongshan replied, “It will be hard not to meet.”!6
Even before he gazed at his reflection in the stream,
Dongshan felt the enduring imprint of his teacher Yunyan'’s
presence: “everywhere [ meet him.” So in addition to subtly
commenting on the suchness of reality, this story and
Dongshan’s verse response present a subtle expression of
the role of the teacher.

Whichever version of Yunyan’s statement and the
pronoun involved is considered, “Just this is it” or “Just this
person,” his follow-up comment refers to the process of
conveying teaching about suchness. After that statement of
reality to Dongshan, Yunyan paused and added, “You are
now in charge of this great matter; you must be most
thoroughgoing.” This admonition to take care of and
preserve this teaching is at the heart of the tradition of Zen
Dharma transmission, ever since Dongshan. In some
elemental sense, the teaching about suchness is itself
inextricably involved with how this teaching is maintained



and passed along. Issues of teaching style and the subtle
process of conveying and sustaining this awareness of
suchness are not separate from engagement with the
suchness of reality. In the stories about Dongshan and in
the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” to be considered later in this
book, approaches to revealing and imparting awareness of
suchness are central concerns.

How Could He Be Willing?

The story that Hongzhi later used as case 49 of the koan
collection that would become the Book of Serenity is a
follow-up story commenting on Yunyan’s stating, “Just this
is it.” In the Book of Serenity text, the original story and
Dongshan’s verse after seeing his reflection in the stream
appear only in Wansong’s later commentary on the case.
The main story featured in the case, highly revealing of the
relationship of the master and apprentice, involves
Dongshan some time later as leader of an assembly making
offerings to an image of Yunyan as his teacher. He may
have been making offerings to Yunyan on the occasion of a
monthly memorial service for a teacher or temple founder,
still part of Soto ritual. A monk came forward and asked,
“When Yunyan said ‘Just this is it,” what did he mean?”

Dongshan responded, “At that time I nearly
misunderstood my late teacher.”

The monk then asked, somewhat impudently, “Did Yunyan
himself know it is, or not?”

Dongshan said, “If he didn’t know it is, how could he be
able to say this? If he did know it is, how could he be
willing to say this?”1”

The first half of this comment is clear. Yunyan had to have
personally experienced the suchness of “just this” in order
to be able to state as the heart of his teaching, “Just this is
it.” However, rather than presuming, it is significant that
Dongshan responded to the monk with a question, “If he



didn’t know it is, how could he be able to say this?” The
other half of the question expresses the problem of stating
this directly. To really see “just this” includes the
awareness that such realization cannot be “intimately
transmitted” simply through verbiage. Dongshan needed to
himself gaze into the reflection in the stream to realize “It
now is me; I now am not it.” Dongshan asked that if Yunyan
really knew just this, how could he have been willing to say
“just this” so nakedly and explicitly? Dongshan presented
an unanswerable question about whether Yunyan could
really have known suchness. And this deep questioning is
what is most helpful toward provoking the student’s own
realization of the dynamics of suchness. Dongshan refused
to give any direct answer to the monk questioning about
Yunyan. My comments on this story here similarly provide
the reader with no simple solution.

In the Recorded Sayings, immediately after the preceding
exchange, presumably on a different occasion of Dongshan
making offerings for Yunyan, another monk inquired as to
why Dongshan so honored Yunyan, who was fairly obscure,
as opposed to other renowned teachers Dongshan had
studied under, such as Nanquan. Dongshan replied, “I do
not esteem my late teacher’s virtues or his Buddhist
teaching; I only value the fact that he didn’t explain
everything for me.”'8 Here Dongshan strongly emphasizes
a pedagogic style of indirectness, and the crucial
importance of the student’s personal experience rather
than intellectual or ideological presentations of inner truth.
At the end of this dialogue Dongshan evinced his own
indirectness by replying to the monk’s further questioning
by saying that he only half agreed with Yunyan because, “If
I completely agreed, then I would be unfaithful to my
teacher.”!” Just as Yunyan did not explain everything (or
especially the most important things) for Dongshan,
Dongshan would not be willing to blindly agree with



Yunyan about everything. This is a retrospective
nonexplanation aimed toward and honoring the memory of
his teacher. Even if Yunyan now is Dongshan, and
Dongshan meets Yunyan everywhere, Dongshan cannot
fully be, and indeed is not, Yunyan. Thus, in such a way,
Dongshan becomes Dongshan.

The Jade Works

Hongzhi offers a provocative verse commentary to case 49
with Dongshan’s “If he didn’t know it is, how could he be
able to say this? If he did know it is, how could he be
willing to say this?” Hongzhi’s verse commentary follows:

How could he be able to say this?

In the third watch the cock crows—Dawn for the forest
of homes.

How could he be willing to say this? The thousand-year
crane grows old with the pine in the clouds.

The jewel mirror, clear and bright, shows upright and
inclined:

The jade works spin—see them both show up together.

The Way of the school is greatly influential, its
regulated steps continuous and fine:

Father and son change and pass through—oceanic is

their fame.20

The two key lines of the verse are “The jewel mirror, clear
and bright, shows upright and inclined: / the jade works
spin—see them both show up together.” Here Hongzhi
evokes Dongshan’s later “Jewel Mirror Samadhi,” and the
dynamic interaction of ultimate and provisional, in the
original literally upright and inclined. The jewel mirror
here refers not only to Dongshan’s teaching poem, but also
and more deeply to the luminous insight expressed by
Dongshan. He balances and subtly integrates the universal,



expressed as “upright,” and the conventional phenomenal
realm, expressed as “inclined,” as in the compassionate
response of the bodhisattva, leaning out to express
sympathy and assistance to all suffering beings trapped by
the grasping, anger, and confusion of the phenomenal
world.

The “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” includes the line “Like
facing a jewel mirror; form and reflection behold each
other.” Facing the jewel mirror is followed by the line “You
are not it, but in truth it is you,” echoing Dongshan’s verse
after looking into the stream, “It now is me; I now am not
it.” This evocative, pregnant line is itself the potent jewel
mirror, which Hongzhi clarifies as clear and bright,
displaying upright and inclined.

Hongzhi’'s next complex image of the jade works is
intriguing, and instructive. The highly complex Chinese
character translated here as “works,” and by Cleary as
“machine” (Ch.: ji; Jpn.: Kki) also connotes energy,
opportunity, function, capacity, occasion, a mechanism, a
loom, or even the moving power of the universe. The “Jewel
Mirror Samadhi” includes this character in the line “The
meaning does not reside in the words, but a pivotal
moment brings it forth.” This pivotal moment is literally the
“arrival” of this working, capacity, function, opportunity, or
mechanism arising immediately in response to the
student’s intent inquiry. This is indeed a working pivot,
turning with energy, curiosity, and potential.

Hongzhi’s point is that this pivot is actually working,
revolving, functioning effectively in the story and in
Dongshan’s utterances “It now is me; I now am not it” and
“If he did know it is, how could he be willing to say this?”
Thanks to the pivot of this precious jade device, Hongzhi
proclaims, both upright and inclined, the universal and its
particular phenomenal expressions “show up together” and
immediately. This jade works is a great mystery that is
working right now, in operation in the world, and in our



life. In the following stories about Dongshan I will explore
how they are effective in disclosing the suchness of this
interaction between upright and inclined.

In the rest of Hongzhi’s verse comment on case 49, he
celebrates the depth and power of the transformative
interaction between Dongshan and Yunyan, “Father and
son change and pass through— oceanic is their fame.”
Hongzhi appreciates the legacy he has received. In
response to Dongshan’s intriguing question, “How could he
be willing to say this?” Hongzhi states, “The thousand-year
crane grows old with the pine in the clouds.” Cranes are
ancient Chinese symbols of wisdom and longevity, and
Dongshan’s legacy has indeed weathered a millennium, still
up in the clouds, and studied by “clouds and water” monks
and practitioners, ever pining for universal liberation.

Modern Turnings of the Pivot of Studying Self

Shunryu Suzuki (1904-71) was a Japanese monk who
started the San Francisco Zen Center in the 1960s and
founded Tassajara, the first Zen monastery in the West,
thereby introducing the Dongshan and Dogen lineage to
America. Suzuki provided another reinterpretation of
Dongshan’s key verse after seeing his reflection in the
stream. Various readings of the lines “Just don’t seek from
others, or you’ll be far estranged from self. / I now go on
alone; everywhere I meet it” are discussed above. Just as
the final pronoun might be read as “everywhere I meet
him,” instead of meeting “it” or “just this,” Suzuki
discussed it as the practice of everywhere meeting oneself.
In a talk to his students at Tassajara, he emphasized the
importance of warm-hearted kindness, to oneself as well as
others. He paraphrased the first two lines of Dongshan’s
verse upon crossing the stream, and about being far
estranged from self, as Dongshan saying, “Don’t try to
figure out who you are. If you try to figure out who you are,



what you understand will be far away from you. You will
have just an image of yourself.” Suzuki commented further,
“Actually you are in the river. You may say that is just a
shadow or a reflection of yourself, but if you look carefully
with warm-hearted feeling, that is you.”?! Here is another
spin on how the self is informed by its reflection, and how I
am not it, or him, or even myself, but they actually are me,
or “with warm-hearted feeling, that is you.” These are all
approaches to deep study of the relationship between the
illusion of self and the reality of non-self.

In another talk Suzuki criticizes his students’ attitude of
seeking some self-improvement from their practice. He
quotes Dongshan as saying, “Don’t try to see yourself
objectively” and renders his lines after seeing his reflection
as “I go my own way. Wherever I go, I meet myself.”22
Suzuki makes the Dongshan story personal and practical,
about “meeting myself.” Everywhere and everything in the
universe, when we intimately engage it, is suchness, is the
teacher, is actually yourself.

Suzuki’s disciple Tenshin Reb Anderson has elaborated
on this further. He reads Yunyan’s saying as “Just this
person” and Dongshan’s verse as “Everywhere I meet him.”
But like Suzuki, Anderson uses this to point at the study of
“myself.” He comments, “When we wholeheartedly practice
the teaching of ‘just this person,’ all beings come forth to
meet us, and we realize that they are ‘now no other than
myself.”” He emphasizes this study as the heart of
compassionate awareness. He adds, “Our compassionate
ancestors studied, understood and taught completely how
self-delusion arises and how it is the source of all our
misery. Buddhas are those who deeply enter into learning
about self-delusion and are greatly awakened in the midst
of studying self-delusion.”?3

So this story about Yunyan saying, “Just this is it”
(however the pronoun is read), and Dongshan’s realization



that “It now is me; I now am not it” provide a profound and
practical entryway to studying the suchness of oneself, and
of one’s own experience.



CHAPTER THREE

Yunyan’s Journey to Suchness

Yunyan’s Role in Dongshan’s Teaching

In the introduction to the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” in
Dongshan’s Recorded Sayings, Dongshan says to his
disciple Caoshan that Yunyan “secretly entrusted me with
the Jewel Mirror Samadhi, thoroughly conveying its
essence.”! However, nowhere else in the writings about
Dongshan or Yunyan is there any suggestion that the verse
text itself of the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” was composed by
Yunyan. So this reference might well be taken as signifying
Dongshan’s appreciation of the heart of its teachings
having been conveyed by Yunyan. As described in the
introduction, no text of the “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” was
published until the early twelfth century, and no extant
copies date from before 1632.2 Although its historical
context is uncertain, this important teaching poem has long
been studied and considered a product of Dongshan
himself, rather than of Yunyan.

Yet Yunyan Tansheng is clearly an important figure,
deeply appreciated by Dongshan, as revealed in the stories
about Dongshan’s training. Yunyan was not well known in
his own time. We see in the later stories of Dongshan being
questioned about Yunyan, on the occasions when Dongshan
made offerings and honored him, that Yunyan was not
highly regarded except by Dongshan. Before considering
stories about Dongshan’s teaching, an interlude to further
consider a few significant stories about Yunyan’s own
studies and teaching is appropriate.



Yunyan as Chan Failure

Many stories about Yunyan include his Dharma brother and
older biological brother, Daowu Yuanzhi. Daowu and
Yunyan studied together under and became successors of
Yaoshan Weiyan. However, there are different stories about
Yunyan and Daowu studying together prior to Yaoshan.
These include study with the very prominent Chan teacher
Baizhang, the teacher of Guishan, who would direct
Dongshan to Yunyan, as described in chapter 1, and then
with Nanquan, whom Dongshan visited later on as a young
monk, as related in the beginning of chapter 2. In both sets
of stories, Yunyan is depicted as a complete failure, despite
these eminent teachers’ reputations for skillfulness.

Baizhang is renowned in Chan lore for many sayings and
anecdotes. He reputedly originated the Chan monastic
guidelines and said, “A day without work is a day without
food,” when he was old and his disciples hid his tools to
prevent him from working in the fields.3 Baizhang is also
famous for giving a formal monk’s funeral to a fox, a
creature of malevolence in East Asia. Supposedly, the fox
body was the remains of an ancient master who had
incorrectly answered a question by dismissing the
importance of karma, thereby incurring the destiny of
becoming a fox for five hundred lifetimes, until Baizhang
saved him.* In the story about Yunyan and Baizhang,
Yunyan is said to have been Baizhang’s personal attendant
for twenty years without understanding Dharma. According
to the Lamp Transmission literature, Daowu studied under
Baizhang for only a year, then went to study with Yaoshan
and strongly encouraged Yunyan to follow him.°> Yunyan
was finally persuaded by Daowu and departed to study with
Yaoshan.

Yaoshan once asked Yunyan, “What do you do about the
birth and death right in front of you?” Yunyan responded,
“There is no birth and death in front of me.” Yaoshan said,



“You were with Baizhang for twenty years and still have not
gotten rid of your commonness.”® Yunyan here seems to be
attached to some view of transcendence as separate from
phenomenal reality, with birth and death merely
nonexistent. Perhaps he had actually seen beyond birth and
death and realized emptiness in some sense. This may
indicate a worthy meditative accomplishment, but that is a
very small part of true awakening practice. Expression of
awakening cannot be separated from the causes and
conditions that lead to spiritual practice, and that may
trigger opening experiences. One can actually see through
life and death and express something that goes beyond life
and death, right in the midst of the situations of life and
death, and within the particular times and conditions of the
phenomenal world. Yunyan in this exchange seems to seek
evasion from such worldly conditions, or even to be rid of
birth and death altogether.

Another time Yaoshan inquired of Yunyan again about
Baizhang’s teaching. Yunyan mentioned how Baizhang once
entered the hall to teach and drove the monks away with
his staff, then called out, “O monks!” When they turned
around, Baizhang asked abruptly, “What is it?” Hearing
this, Yaoshan said to Yunyan, “Why didn’t you say that
before? Now thanks to you, I have finally seen brother
[Baizhang Huailhai.” When Yaoshan said this, Yunyan
finally awakened.’” Yaoshan appreciated how Baizhang had
been able to sharply elicit and bring forth the monks’
attention. And Yunyan then realized what Baizhang had
been pointing at. It is not that Yaoshan was a better teacher
than Baizhang, or vice versa. And perhaps Yunyan had not
wasted his twenty years with Baizhang. But conditions
were finally right, and Yunyan was ready to really hear
Baizhang’s “What is it?” through Yaoshan’s response.

Yunyan’s Failure with Nanquan



In another story Yunyan and Daowu were studying with
Nanquan before reaching Yaoshan. As is often the case
with these accounts, any actual history is obscure. These
may be two stories, perhaps written much later, intended to
show how hopeless Yunyan was before awakening while
studying with Yaoshan. But perhaps after leaving Baizhang,
and after studying under Yaoshan for some period, Daowu
and Yunyan went to practice with Nanquan for a while.
Yaoshan’s response to Yunyan indicating that Yunyan had
returned from visiting Nanquan, discussed below, would
seem to support that scenario. Aside from questions about
their historical sequence, these narratives all point to
Yunyan'’s ineptitude.

The story of Yunyan and Daowu studying with Nanquan
appears in the commentary to case 69 of the Book of
Serenity koan collection. Wansong’s commentary states
that later, after returning to Yaoshan’s temple, Daowu was
listening outside the abbot’s room and was so mortified at
his brother Yunyan’s failure to understand his previous
exchange with Nanquan that, “unconsciously [Daowu] bit
his finger so hard it bled.”® We will return to Daowu’s
bleeding finger as the ultimate statement of Yunyan’s
failure.

The main story of this case, selected by Hongzhi, is
simply Nanquan proclaiming to his assembly, “The buddhas
of past, present, and future do not know it is; cats and cows
know it is.”? The subject of this story, as in the story of
Dongshan later departing from Yunyan, concerns the
nature of suchness, just that “it is.” Nanquan declares that
cats and cows immediately know this suchness, but humans
are confused by their discriminating consciousness. Even
the buddhas do not know it, perhaps due to their very
efforts to convey this truth to confused humans. Nanquan
himself had a complicated relationship to both cats and
cows. In a very famous and controversial Zen story,



Nanquan is said to have cut a cat in two when the monks
from the left and right sides of the hall had fought over it
and then could not respond to Nanquan’s request for an
ultimate statement to save the cat.! Nanquan also once
claimed that after his death he would become a cow or ox
down the mountainside from his temple. He added that
whoever wanted to follow him, “must come with a blade of
grass in your mouth,” perhaps to feed him.!! Later, in the
“Jewel Mirror Samadhi,” Dongshan commented, “Because
some [students] are wide-eyed, cats and white oxen.”

In Wansong’s commentary to this story about buddhas
“not knowing it is” in the Book of Serenity, he relates a
fairly complicated story about Yunyan and Daowu’s practice
with Nanquan, before they returned to Yaoshan.!?

When Daowu arrived, Nanquan asked him, “What is your
name?”

Daowu said, “Zongzhi” (Jpn.: Sochi), another of his
names, which means “source knowledge.”

Nanquan asked, “Where knowledge doesn’t reach, how
can you take it as source?”

Daowu said, “Just don’t speak of it.”

Nanquan responded, “Clearly, if you speak of it, then
horns grow on the head.”

Here Daowu says, “Just don’t speak of it,” to indicate the
source when knowledge does not work. Nanquan’s “horns
grow on the head” is a Chan expression for being less than
human, a beastly animal, or even a demon, and therefore
lacking capacity for understanding. Nanquan says this
perhaps ironically, as he had proclaimed that cats and cows
know it is, rather than buddhas and ancestors. In Buddhist
imagery even horned demons are sometimes depicted as
converted into guardians of the teaching. This whole story
and set of dialogues concern how to speak without
speaking and how we can say or express anything at all
about suchness.



Three days later, Nanquan passed by Daowu and Yunyan
as they were mending and asked Daowu, “The other day we
said where knowledge doesn’t reach, just don’t speak of it.
If you speak of it, horns grow on the head. How do you put
it into practice?” He is asking how the inconceivable is
truly practiced.

Daowu immediately got up and went into the meditation
hall. He responded completely. And Nanquan just left.

This is a story about actually putting into practice
understanding beyond mere knowledge, and about how to
cut through speech with speech. These stories involve a
different kind of language, beyond Chinese or English. And
yet this language is pointing at something about the deep
experience of suchness and how to express that in practice.
So Daowu just went to take his seat, and Nanquan just got
up and left. But Yunyan did not see Daowu’s complete
response.

A little later Yunyan asked Daowu, “Brother, why didn’t
you answer the teacher just then?” Daowu simply said,
“You are so sharp.” Yunyan still did not get it and instead
went and asked the teacher, Nanquan, “Why didn’t Daowu
answer that issue just then?”

Nanquan said, “He is acting within different kinds.”

Yunyan said, “What is acting within different kinds?”

Nanquan said, “Haven’t you been told where knowledge
doesn’t reach, just don’t speak? If you speak of it, then
horns grow on the head. You must go act within different
kinds.”

This complicated story includes a number of aspects. But
at this point, clearly Yunyan still did not understand. And if
even the great Dongshan’s teacher Yunyan did not
understand, the reader need not feel bad to also fail to
comprehend. All students of the Way may be encouraged
hearing how much difficulty and how long it took for
Yunyan to realize suchness. Daowu knew that Yunyan did
not get the point, and he recognized that Yunyan’s affinity



was not with Nanquan, so they went back together to
Yaoshan. Daowu was taking his brother around to different
teachers to help him toward realization. And apparently,
even after they had been back at Yaoshan’s for a while,
Yunyan still had not gotten it.

Acting within Different Kinds

There might well be different kinds of understandings of
this phrase, but “acting within different kinds” can refer to
activity while immersed in all the varied particularities and
concrete phenomena of the conventional world. This is
contrary to Yunyan’s having told Yaoshan, “There is no
birth and death in front of me.” There is an appropriate
time to just not speak of it. In that mode Daowu went back
to the meditation hall, perhaps for more immersion in such
a state of realizing sameness. But only not speaking, a
practitioner might become stuck in sameness and attached
to emptiness or abstractions, as seems to have been the
case with Yunyan.

How do we act appropriately within different kinds,
within the particularities of our own situation? How do we
see the difference between situations, and between the
particular person we are meeting with and some other
person we may encounter? Each situation is a different
kind. These teachers are discussing how to practice within
the different kinds of difficulties in the world, too. This is
language about going beyond language. Nanquan just
responded. So when Yunyan asked again, “What is acting
within different kinds?” Nanquan said, “Haven’t you been
told?” and he kindly added, “Where knowledge doesn’t
reach, just don’t speak of it. If you speak of it, then horns
grow on your head.” Awakening practice requires activity
within differences.

Nanquan and Daowu acted out a scene to demonstrate
the usefulness of the fullness of this practice. Bodhisattva



practice expresses the dynamic interaction of sameness
and difference that Yaoshan’s teacher Shitou had written
about in his teaching poem “The Harmony of Difference
and Sameness.” There is a time when it is necessary to act
in different kinds, and even allow horns to grow on the
head. When the brothers went back to Yaoshan, Yunyan
related this story of Nanquan speaking of acting within
different kinds, which then was reenacted.

Yunyan’s Failure with Yaoshan

When Yunyan related the story of the exchange with
Nanquan, Yaoshan said, “How did you understand this time
that you have come back?”

Right at that point Yunyan might have expressed
something that would have shown that his returning was
actually an understanding, a way of acting within different
kinds. At any moment he might have somehow expressed
that.

But Yunyan had no reply. Yaoshan then laughed.

Yunyan persisted and asked, “What is acting within
different kinds?”

Yaoshan said, “I'm tired today, come ask another time.”
There are a number of stories like this, where a monk asks
a teacher or another monk for some answer, and the
teacher says, “I have a headache today, go ask so-and-so.”
Or perhaps he responds, “I'm sorry; I'm too sleepy now.”
The point is that the questioner has to see it for himself.
These stories or dialogues are about pointing to something
that you need to see yourself.

Yunyan said, “I have come back especially for this.”

Yaoshan said, “Go away for now.” So Yunyan simply
departed.

It was during this exchange that Daowu was outside the
abbot’s room, listening in on Yunyan’s failure.
Unconsciously, he bit his finger so hard that it bled. The



image of Daowu listening in to his brother’s responses
while lurking outside the teacher’s room is somewhat
comical. And yet the scene is also sad, even tragic. Poor
Daowu was trying so hard to help Yunyan see for himself,
aided by a few of the greatest teachers in Tang China. And
Yunyan remained clueless. But Yaoshan and Daowu did not
abandon him.

Later comes a fresh reenactment of the story with
Nanquan. Daowu and Yunyan were attending to Yaoshan,
and Yaoshan said, “Never speak of where wisdom doesn’t
reach. If you speak of it, horns will grow on your head.
Practitioner [Daowu Yuan]zhi, what about this?”13

Daowu immediately left.

Yunyan asked Yaoshan, “Why did [Daowu] not respond to
the teacher?”

Yaoshan replied, “My back hurts today. He understands;
go and ask him.”

Then Yunyan went and asked Daowu, “Brother, why
didn’t you respond to the teacher just now?”

Daowu just said, “I have a headache today. You should go
ask the teacher.”

According to this story, Yunyan apparently did not
understand, even with Yaoshan. Yaoshan and Daowu were
trying to get Yunyan to actually put his practice into active
expression, to simply not speak of the place where
knowledge does not reach. Sometimes in these stories
there are responses with words, and sometimes there are
complete responses with headaches and sore backs.

Much later, the story goes, after Yunyan had become a
teacher and instructed Dongshan—when he was about to
pass away, Yunyan sent someone with a letter of farewell to
Daowu. (According to the traditionally accepted dates of
their lives, Yunyan actually outlived Daowu, so either this
anecdote 1is apocryphal, or the recorded dates are
incorrect, which is less likely. Nevertheless, this is a



revealing story about how Yunyan was viewed in the lore
about him.) Supposedly, Daowu read the letter and said,
“Yunyan did not know ‘it is.” I regret I didn’t tell him back
then. Although this is so, actually, he was nonetheless a
successor of Yaoshan.”14

Of course, this does not fit with the story about
Dongshan’s departing from Yunyan, when Yunyan said
clearly, “Just this is it.” But as Dongshan said much later to
an inquiring monk, as decribed in the previous chapter, “If
[Yunyan] did know ‘it is,” how could he be willing to say it?”
Throughout the stories of Daowu trying to coax his brother
Yunyan to awakening, as well as in the stories about
Dongshan talking about his teacher Yunyan much later, the
issue remains about Yunyan’s relationship to suchness and
how to express and enact its ineffability. If Daowu was
correct in the story when he said, “Yunyan did not know ‘it
is’,” how could Yunyan know to say, “Just this is it” to
Dongshan? Even Daowu acknowledged that Yunyan was
nevertheless a worthy successor to Yaoshan.

Yunyan remains an icon of a paradoxical enigma, a long-
time failed student who became teacher of the founder of a
major Chan lineage. Yunyan serves as a good example of
how much sustained effort it may take to understand our
own life and practice, and a good reminder of the practice
of patience. He finally did awaken, when he heard
Yaoshan’s appreciation for Baizhang’s ability to elicit his
monks’ attention by calling to them after driving them out
of the hall with his staff. Eventually, while he did not
become famous in his own age like Baizhang or Nanquan or
Yaoshan (to a lesser extent), Yunyan did express the
teaching of suchness and became the teacher of Dongshan,
the founder of Caodong or Soto Zen.

Later Dogen expressed a different view about the
relationship of Daowu and Yunyan. In his Shobogenzo essay
“Kannon,” Dogen discusses a dialogue between them



(mentioned in chapter 1) concerning the bodhisattva of
compassion and how he uses the thousand hands and eyes
in one of his main iconographic forms. Daowu invokes the
image of reaching back for a pillow in the middle of the
night as an expression of the workings of that compassion.
But rather than Daowu being awakened and Yunyan the
clueless brother, Dogen proclaims them as completely
equal. “Yunyan and Daowu had practiced shoulder to
shoulder as co-practitioners under Yaoshan, and after that
they practiced together for forty years. . . . They cut off
each other’s understandings when these were not right and
verified each other when their understandings were
right.”1> For Dogen the two Dharma brothers were simply
working together to fully express the true teaching.

Yunyan’s One Who Is Not Busy

The earlier stories established Yunyan in Chan lore as a
notable “Chan failure” who, despite great teachers, took a
very long time to realize the Way, if, indeed, he ever did. On
the other hand, a number of other encounter dialogues
establish Yunyan’s keen, deep insight. Many of these
anecdotes, enshrined in the koan collections, involve
Yunyan and his brother Daowu. In the following story,
Yunyan provides an extraordinary expression of going
beyond mere theoretical nonduality.

Case 21 of the Book of Serenity starts with Yunyan
sweeping the ground. Cleaning the temple is a common
activity of monks, and apparently this was when Daowu and
Yunyan were students together. Daowu saw Yunyan
sweeping and said, presumably with a critical tone, “Too
busy.”

But Yunyan responded, “You should know there is one
who is not busy.”

Daowu said, “If so, then there’s a second moon.”



Yunyan held up the broom and said, “Which moon is
this?”16

I've considered this brief story periodically for a great
many years, and it remains one of my very favorites in all of
Zen lore.l” It is highly pertinent to current spiritual
concerns. In our modern age many of us are preoccupied
with multitasking. We can be inundated with information
from all over the world, thanks to the Internet and other
increasingly speedy technologies. And some contemporary
occupations and activities require responding at a pace
that is measured in nanoseconds. So we all can easily feel
“too busy.”

Of course, sweeping the ground is not something that can
be accomplished once and for all. New dust or falling
leaves land on our path, and it must be swept afresh. No
end to dust, and no end to sweeping. We may be
unbothered by the dust and allow it to pile up for a while.
But eventually spring cleaning will come around, and we
will need to pick through and brush away the detritus. And,
hopefully, there will be another spring.

In our busy present-day context, we might consider
sweeping the ground as a soothing, relaxing, and even
pastoral pastime. We may all reflect on whether we are too
busy to appreciate the natural, organic rhythms of our life,
of the world, and of reality itself. Zen meditative
attentiveness and settling offer communion with inherent,
underlying deep awareness. The question is how to fully
occupy and engage our lives. During our busy worldly life,
we might check whether we also know that there is one
who is not busy. The one not busy is not something to
discover or create but is already right here.

Daowu was concerned that his brother monk was
distracted by his work from inquiry into the great matter of
life and death, and from expression of fundamental reality.
However, Yunyan responded unhesitatingly to Daowu, “You



should know there is one who is not busy.” This is a brilliant
utterance, expressing complete freedom and awareness.
Even in the middle of engaging our active responsibilities,
one may be somehow connected with something that is not
“too busy” and serves as an ever-present inner resource.

We might see the primary work of Dongshan, and of
Yunyan, as the full integration of awareness of underlying
suchness with its compassionate expression in the midst of
the world. In Wansong’s commentary to this case, he says,
“Yunyan and Daowu were illustrating the active conditions
of the Dongshan progression.” The one who is not busy
need not be passive and dormant. Wansong instructs, “As
you eat, boil tea, sew, and sweep, you should recognize the
one not busy—then you will realize the union of mundane
reality and enlightened reality; in the Dongshan
progression this is called simultaneous inclusion, naturally
not wasting any time.”!® Tenshin Reb Anderson has said
that we waste time whenever we do not know that there is
one who is not busy. But how does the one who is not busy
function in the world?

The great American Zen pioneer Gary Snyder says that
Zen comes down to two activities, meditation and cleaning
the temple, and it is up to each of us to decide how widely
the temple boundaries stretch. While not busy, still we may
extend our aware, helpful activity to respond to a range of
situations in the world, even beyond our immediate
surroundings. Going back to the time of Yunyan and
Dongshan, this is the challenge of all awakening
bodhisattva activity; and in the present situation of our
world, it is all the more challenging.

Yunyan’s Moon

Daowu’s response to the one who is not busy, “If so, then
there’s a second moon,” expresses his concern that Yunyan
is imagining a second, separate reality. Is the one not busy



something special other than or outside of taking care of
the practical responsibilities of phenomenal reality? Is our
life bifurcated into calmness and busyness, with suchness
as a secondary, separate event merely lurking in the
background of everyday activities? Daowu wondered
whether Yunyan might be establishing an alternate,
peaceful experience, a second wholeness, as an escape
from the world of phenomenal particularities. In terms of
the previous story, was Yunyan busy acting within different
kinds in a dualistic manner that was separated and
estranged from just not speaking of it?

Yunyan met Daowu’s challenge directly by holding out his
broom, and asking, “Which moon is this?” Is Yunyan merely
indulging in rhetoric, assuming that there is only one moon
or that we cannot distinguish between various moons? It is
skillful and appropriate that Yunyan responds with a
question. He is not making any assertion, but posing an
extraordinarily revealing inquiry. He does not take any side
but provokes our deep investigation.

Wansong comments on Daowu’s line “If so, then there’s a
second moon” with the added saying, “Only two? There’s
hundreds, thousands, myriads.”!® Once we enter the
different kinds, there may be innumerable activities, and
our lives can become fragmented. Might there be one not
busy on each of those different moons? Wansong comments
on Yunyan'’s response “Which moon is this?” with upraised
broom by saying, “This expression originally comes from
the Heroic March Scripture [Surangama Samadhi Sutral],
which says, ‘Like the second moon, who will say it is the
moon, who will deny it? For Manjusri only one moon is real
—in between there is naturally nothing that is or is not the
moon.’”29 The bodhisattva of wisdom, Mafjusri, represents
the teaching of emptiness, and the related teaching of
oneness or sameness. Emptiness teaching is about the
insubstantiality and the nonseparation of all entities or



events. Another way to speak of this is in terms of the
insight into wholeness or sameness, to see the true
commonality and interconnectedness of all the different
kinds.

In East Asia speaking of the moon usually refers to the
full round moon, a glowing image of wholeness. As the
moon reflects the light of the sun, it is also indicated as a
reflection of the inner light of wholeness and the inner
serenity of the Buddha, or of those who through meditative
awareness have realized the one who is not caught up in
busyness. Holding up his broom as a moon pointer, Yunyan
is invoking the perfect round moon beyond all separation.
Can there really be two moons? Is there even one moon?
Are there any moons at all?

These questions are implied in a verse comment on this
story by Dogen as case 12 in his ninety-case koan collection
in volume 9 of his Extensive Record. Interestingly, while
citing the exact same dialogue as in Hongzhi’s version in
the Book of Serenity, Dogen here identifies the questioner
not as Daowu but as Guishan, the founder of one of the five
houses, who had first directed Dongshan to Yunyan in the
story about nonsentient beings expounding the Dharma.
This alternate identification further exemplifies the
confused history about the traditional koans or teaching
stories in the Chan tradition. It is not uncommon to have
similar stories or even, as here, the same story attributed
to different characters from the iconic Chan pantheon. In
another citation of this story, however, Dogen does identify
it with Daowu and Yunyan. At any rate, we have Dogen’s
verse comment on the basic dialogue:

Who sweeps the ground and also sees the moon?
Holding up the moon, his sweeping is truly not in vain.
Within tens of thousands of moons is placed this moon.

Although called the second, how could there be a first?
21



For Dogen, Yunyan was clearly holding up the moon with
his broom and saw the moon not busy as he swept. This
moon exists within all the myriad different kinds of moons.
And in reality, can any of these truly be labeled as a moon?
Furthermore, it is impossible to segment the moon into
pieces, slicing into it as if it were merely a big pizza pie.

Full and Crescent Moons

One of the commentaries to another Book of Serenity case
contains a further illuminating story about Yunyan and
Daowu and varied aspects of the moon. The featured main
case, number 37, is not directly pertinent, but another
story about Yunyan and Daowu and the moon appears in
Wansong’s commentary to the following verse commentary
by Hongzhi:

One call and he turns his head—do you know the self or
not?

Vaguely, like the moon through ivy, a crescent at that.

The child of riches, as soon as he falls

On the boundless road of destitution, has such
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The last two lines refer to a famous parable from the
Lotus Sutra that will be discussed in detail in chapter 5 of
this work, concerning Dongshan’s encounter with a white
rabbit. The story of Dongshan and the white rabbit, which
is the topic of Book of Serenity case 56, is also related in
full by Wansong in his commentary to this verse.

Statements from Yunyan and Daowu about the moon are
recorded by Wansong in response to Hongzhi’s line about
the self being known only “vaguely, like the moon through
ivy, a crescent at that.” In many East Asian paintings or
poems depicting the moon, rather than a full, round moon,
it is visible only partially, with wispy clouds, reed grasses,



or a flying heron, for example, in front of the moon. An
ancient, common practice in East Asia, still done, is to go
out in the evening to gaze at the full moon. But the
wondrous round moon is appreciated more completely
when not quite fully revealed or when highlighted by some
foreground phenomena. Wansong refers to Huayan school
teachings about how highly advanced bodhisattvas “see
nature like looking at the moon through a gauze net.” But
Wansong says that ivy provides a stronger image than
gauze and quotes the great Chinese poet Li Bo (701-62),
“There is the moon through the ivies crossing the mirror of
the morning, a wind in the pines strumming the harpstrings
of night.”?3

In addition to whether the full moon is seen completely,
or through a faint screen of ivy, Wansong raises the issue
about the full moon becoming partial through its monthly
phases. He relates a story about Yangshan Huiji (807-83;
Jpn.: Gyosan Ejaku), subject of the main case and
cofounder of one of the Chan five houses, along with
Guishan, mentioned above.?* Once Yangshan was gazing at
the moon with Shishi Shandao (n.d.; Jpn.: Sekishitsu
Zendo), a Dharma brother of Yunyan’s teacher Yaoshan.
Yangshan asked, “When the moon is a crescent, where does
the round shape go? And when it is full, where does the
crescent shape go?” These questions are about the phases
of round wholeness signifying complete awakening and the
partial state of the crescent moon implying incomplete
realization of awakening, if not delusion. Through imagery
of the moon, this question is really about the nature of
enlightenment and of full realization of suchness. When the
moon is full, what happens to delusion? When it is a
crescent, or only partial realization, where is suchness, or
awakening? Yangshan’s inquiry concerns Buddha nature,
and whether it is actually omnipresent in all beings or not,



a major issue in Chinese Buddhism, as discussed in chapter
1.

Shandao responded to Yangshan, “When it’s a crescent,
the round shape is concealed; when it’s full, the crescent
shape remains.” He is partial to the partial state, implying
the prevalence of delusion. Amid delusion, no Buddha
nature appears. When realization arises, still delusion ever
lurks, ready to create harm. Shandao seems pessimistic
about the manifestation of enlightenment.

Apparently Daowu and Yunyan heard about this
exchange, as Wansong presents their responses to
Yangshan’s question immediately after presenting that of
Shandao. Daowu commented, “When it’s a crescent, yet it
is not a crescent; when it’s full, it’s still not round.” Here
Daowu emphasizes emptiness, and the conditioned, illusory
nature of both enlightenment and delusion. Neither
enlightenment nor delusion 1is absolute; both are
interrelated and imply each other. Whether full or crescent,
it is the same moon.

Yunyan’s response was “When it’s a crescent, the round
shape remains; when it’s full, the crescent does not exist.”
In this exchange, Dongshan’s teacher Yunyan favors
fullness, emphasizing the presence of awakening whether it
is apparent or concealed. There is no secondary moon. The
true, complete full moon is always present, in all phases of
the moon. Of course, even when the moon is but a crescent,
looking skyward we can still discern the faint outline of the
full moon. We divide ourselves when we fall for and prefer
some idealized version of the perfect round moon. Seeking
or holding to some ideal of perfection, we miss the
wholeness of the moon and of our practice, ever present in
all aspects of the moon. Even partial awakening can be
wonderful, and even amid incompleteness we can know the
one who is not busy.



Dogen’s Appreciation of Yunyan Sweeping the
Moon

Dogen has an essay on the moon, “Tsuki,” in his
Shobogenzo. He says, “The moon is not one moon or two
moons, not thousands of moons or myriads of moons. Even
if the moon itself holds the view of one moon or two moons,
that is merely the moon’s view.”?> Here Dogen discounts
Daowu’s concern about a second moon. The moon’s
radiance is beyond enumerations.

Dogen comments specifically in a few places concerning
the story about Yunyan’s one who is not busy and the
second moon. Traditionally, the mid-autumn October full
moon is considered the most exquisite. In a 1249 Dharma
hall discourse on the occasion of the mid-autumn full moon,
Dogen quotes a mid-autumn talk by Hongzhi, who said,
“The clear body and mind disperses appearances and
embraces the moon at midnight. It is spiritually self-
illuminated, vast and always empty.” Dogen celebrates this
as an incitement to sustained practice. He closes by saying,
“Why has our ancestor Yunyan’s ‘Which moon is this?’
suddenly appeared as a round sitting cushion?”?® For
Dogen, the realization of total nonduality and wholeness,
represented by the moon, glows when expressed in upright
sitting practice.

On the occasion of the 1252 mid-autumn full moon,
Dogen’s last before his passing, he celebrated at length the
wholeness of the moon. He begins by asserting the power
of the moon, whether full or crescent: “The moon is neither
round nor lacking, how could it wax or wane?” He refers to
a number of stories about the moon, including stating that
“Yunyan’s ‘which is this?’” moon does not flourish,” before
adding an old story about the Buddha preserving the moon.
Dogen closes by expressing his wish to support Buddha and
“increase the radiance of the moon palace and illuminate
the darkness of delusion.” In a closing verse he proclaims,



Because of Buddha’s majestic power, the palace is
bright,

A thousand glorious rays appear at once.

Even if humans love the moon in mid-autumn,

The brightness of the half moon is boundless in the

heavens.2”

Here Dogen agrees with Yunyan that the round moon
remains, whether crescent or full. The whole Buddha
nature is bright and boundless, even in the partial half
moon.

Keizan’s Second Moon

Keizan Jokin (1264-1325)] was a Dharma successor three
generations after Dogen and is considered the second
founder of Japanese Soto Zen, along with Dogen. Keizan
adds a new spin to the story of a second moon. Like
Yangshan and Shandao almost five centuries earlier, once
Keizan was out gazing at the full moon with one of his
disciples, Gasan Joseki (1276-1366). Keizan asked, “Do you
know that there are two moons?” When Gasan said he
didn’t, Keizan told him, “If you don’t know there are two
moons, you are not a seedling of the S6td succession.”28
The story goes on that Gasan was perplexed but then went
and sat with great determination “like an iron pole” for
years, before finally realizing that there are two moons.
Almost all of the surviving Japanese Soto school derives
from Keizan. He was an energetic and imaginative teacher
remains one of the two headquarter temples of Soto Zen,
along with FEiheiji, founded by Dogen. Keizan and his
successors in the next couple of generations helped spread
Soto Zen in the Japanese countryside such that it became
one of the most popular denominations of Japanese
Buddhism. Gasan became one of Keizan’s six major



disciples, and of the two disciples whose lineages
flourished and still survive, Gasan’s is the more
prominent.?? Keizan’s admonition to Gasan about the
second moon illustrates how these old family stories remain
vital in the Zen tradition and are developed and
transformed at times. In this story Keizan turns around the
image of the second moon critiqued by Daowu.

In traditional Buddhist terms, two moons may represent
the two truths of Madhyamika teaching, that reality
includes the ultimate dimension but also conventional
reality. Our conditioned conventional reality is a delusion,
mere fantasy based on the web of causes and conditions.
Nevertheless, this is a kind of reality, with beings fooled by
conditions and thereby suffering. Those who are awake to
suchness and yet willing to “act within different kinds”
honor rather than ignore conventional reality and its
effects, even if it may sometimes seem only a faint
reflection of suchness.

Yunyan proclaimed that we should know there is one who
is not busy. In the original case in the Book of Serenity,
Hongzhi added a couple of commentaries by later masters
about Yunyan’s sweeping question “Which moon is this?” In
one of these comments, Xuansha Shibei (835-908; Jpn.:
Gensha Shibi) said, “This is truly the second moon.”
Xuansha was later celebrated by Dogen for proclaiming,
“The entire universe is one bright pearl,” like the full
moon.3% And much later, Keizan indicated to his student
Gasan that he must know there are two moons. Keizan
thereby clarified that the one who is not busy must also
know that there is one who is busy.
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CHAPTER FOUR
No Grass for Ten Thousand Miles

Among the numerous encounter dialogues or stories
attributed to Dongshan in his Recorded Sayings, 1 will
discuss a small selection that are revealing of his
considerations of the nature of suchness and of skillful
approaches to its teaching and presentation. Developing
from these themes and their dynamics, some of the stories
focus through varied situations on the interrelationship of
the ultimate, unconditioned truth with the particulars of
the phenomenal, conditioned world (the focus of the five
degrees teaching), and approaches to the practice of that
intricate relationship. The ensuing comments and partial
exegeses of these koans, as well as of the stories discussed
earlier, hardly explain much less exhaust the complexities
and vital spiritual challenges they present. Readers might
beneficially find their own way to explore further the
various contexts for these stories in their own lives.

The Long Search

The following story occurred at the end of a traditional
three-month summer monastic practice period led by
Dongshan, called a time for peaceful abiding (anju in
Chinese, ango in Japanese). Dongshan seems to criticize
sensory engagement with suchness when he enigmatically
recommends that his departing monks now go where there
is no grass for ten thousand miles (Ii). This story appears as
case 89 in the Book of Serenity, framed by Hongzhi
Zhengjue with later comments from two other teachers:



Dongshan spoke to the assembly, “It’s the beginning of
autumn, the end of summer, and you brethren will go, some
to the east, some west; you must go where there’s not an
inch of grass for ten thousand miles.”

He also said, “But where there’s not an inch of grass for
ten thousand miles, how can you go?”

Later Shishuang said, “Going out the gate, immediately
there’s grass.”

Dayang added, “I'd say, even not going out the gate, still
the grass is boundless.”!

This is an example of Dongshan’s difficult, demanding
teaching. What does it mean to go where there’s not an
inch of grass for ten thousand miles? Could the monks ever
find such a place? The ten thousand grass-tips are a
conventional Chan expression for the whole phenomenal
world—all the myriad things of the world. All of the sense
objects, our possessions, and all of our physical
experiences are all just so much grass, or, in effect, weeds,
as neatly trimmed grass lawns are not at all a feature of
traditional East Asian culture.

Dongshan’s instructions seem to imply a place beyond
conditions, beyond karma, beyond this phenomenal world
and its struggles. He apparently encourages travel into the
realm of the unconditioned, beyond desires and aversion
and habitual patterns of seeing things and of reacting. The
unconditioned nirvanic realm 1is juxtaposed with the
realities of the temporal world in which the grasses grow.
But could one also see suchness as grasses, or grasses as
suchness?

Dongshan asks how one could go where there is not an
inch of grass for ten thousand miles. I am reminded of Joni
Mitchell’s refrain: “They paved paradise, and put up a
parking lot.”? That might be one way to get rid of all the
grass. In our time the very mountains and rivers are under
threat with climate change damage and mountaintop



removal to harvest coal. But I do not think that is what
Dongshan had in mind when he talked about this. He was
concerned with suchness and how we meet the world. He
and his students had just finished a three-month period of
deep, peaceful abiding in the mountain monastery,
presumably steeping in meditative awareness and calm.
How would Dongshan’s students fare as they proceeded out
into the world?

The Growth Right Outside the Door

The version of this story in the Recorded Sayings includes
the later response from Shishuang Qingzhu (807-88; Jpn.:
Sekiso Keisho), a Dharma heir of Yunyan’s Dharma brother
Daowu, prominent in the previous chapter. In this version,
Shishuang’s statement criticizes Dongshan’s monks, as he
said, “Why didn’t someone say, ‘As soon as one goes out the
door, there is grass’?” Of course, there is no place in the
world without the thick grasses of conditioning and
phenomena; weeds are sprouting everywhere. How could
Dongshan’s students not have said so promptly after his
request? Dongshan heard of Shishuang’s comment and
approved, saying, “Within the country of the Great Tang
such a man is rare.” In a version in the Book of Serenity
commentary Dongshan added, “These are the words of a
teacher of fifteen hundred people.”3 Indeed, Shishuang
eventually led a congregation of over a thousand monks
who sat so still, upright as tree stumps, that his monastery
was called the “Dead Tree Hall.”

In his challenge to go where no grass grows for ten
thousand miles, Dongshan is tricky, a challenging teacher.
Even though students may glimpse or imagine a realm
beyond the phenomenal sense world, his encouragement
may help them to see that the unconditioned is not the
whole reality of suchness that he saw in the stream after
departing from Yunyan. Dongshan asks, “Where there’s not



an inch of grass for ten thousand miles, how can you go?”
In all our activity, our whole practice, whether walking,
driving, or bicycling, we inevitably move through the
grasses of our life. Without such phenomena, how could
anybody proceed on their way, or even express the path
toward awakening?

Both Yunyan’s statement “You are now in charge of this
great matter; you must be most thoroughgoing” and
Dongshan in his “Jewel Mirror Samadhi” conclusion, “Just
to do this continuously is called the master among
masters,” to be discussed further in the last section of this
work, are encouraging engagement with suchness to be
sustained long term, right amid the realm of sense
awareness and the wunavoidable grasslands, but
unobstructed by attachments. How to move through the
grasses and weeds without being obstructed is a truly
serious matter.

Overgrowth and Mowed Grass

As indicated in the Book of Serenity case 89, a later
teacher in Dongshan’s lineage, Dayang Qingxuan (d. 1027;
Jpn.: Taiyo Kyo-gen), commented, “Even not going out the
gate, still the grass is boundless.” The phenomenal world is
ever present, even within the monastic container and its
enterprise of turning within and going beyond to deepen
our current self-awareness. One may sit in monastic
seclusion in remote spaces with few distractions and a
pristine setting designed for settling into serene meditative
awareness, but even in such a place, through memories,
patterns of attachments, awareness informed by all those
we have ever met, as well as from our fellow practitioners,
the wild grasses of the world may readily sprout and poke
through our sitting platforms to intrude on inner calm.
Sustained meditative engagement often confronts one with
the patterns of conditioning, not allowing any escape from



human limitations. And even finding a place of illumination
may become a sterile trap. As Wansong, the commentator
of the Book of Serenity, says, “Don’t stay by the green of
the unusual plants on the cold cliff; if you keep sitting in
the clouds, the source is not marvelous.”* Relief and some
sense of space may come only from willingness to uprightly
face the grasses of worldliness and step out from some
imagined safety zone. It is necessary to engage the world.

The investigation and balancing of a fundamental
practice polarity is implicit here. Intuitive insight or
wisdom is usually seen in Mahayana or Chan practice as
the product of meditative turning within, at least glimpsing
the unconditioned realm, empty of all grasses, a realm
beyond striving. Traditionally, this is balanced in practice at
some point with going out into the realm of diverse
suffering beings, the myriad grass-tips, extending
awareness with compassion. Dongshan’s initial admonition
to the departing monks in this case might suggest that they
retain their meditative insight as they travel. Is it really
possible, or even desirable, to try to maintain some
connection to clear awareness and the one not busy while
venturing into the turmoil of the world? But if not, what is
the value of immersion into serene awareness and
communion with wholeness beyond attachments?

This story might be seen as Dongshan subtly suggesting
the suchness that encompasses both luminous awareness
beyond conditions and the many grasses sprouting in
particular fields. Yet in another related story, Dongshan
seems more emphatic about going where there is no grass.
His disciple Huayan Xiujing (n.d.; Jpn.: Kegon Kyujo)
confessed to Dongshan that he was still caught by “the
vicissitudes of feelings and discriminating consciousness,”
and that he wished to escape them. Dongshan told him to
go to the place without an inch of grass for ten thousand
miles. Xiujing humbly asked if it was all right to go to such



a place, perhaps concerned not to disregard the grasses, or
wondering if such was even possible. Yet Dongshan replied,
“You should only go in such a way.”> Here Dongshan
uncompromisingly insists that his student experience fully
on his own. He seems to urge that even while trudging
through the tall grasses, Huayan proceed without being
caught by discriminations.

The Spring Wind Fanning the Burning Scars

In the Book of Serenity case 89, in which Dongshan speaks
at the end of the summer practice period, Hongzhi offers
his verse comment to the story. He poses the challenge of
setting out from meditative settling and entering the
suffering of the world. Hongzhi says,

Grass boundless;

Inside the gate, outside the gate, you see by yourself.

To set foot in the forest of thorns is easy,

To turn the body outside the luminous screen is hard.

Look! Look!

How many kinds?

For the while going along with the old tree, with the
same emaciation in the cold,

About to follow the spring wind into the scars of the

burning.®

The “forest of thorns” might be a reference to the monastic
setting, sometimes referred to as a forest of monks (Ch.:
senglin; Jpn.: sorin), and here in context that seems
indicated. But with thorns this image might also evoke the
outside world with its painful barbs. Turning outside the
luminous screen indicates leaving the vision of radiance
from meditative immersion. Once leaving the monastery,
the monk must confront the variety of the “different kinds,”
as discussed in the previous chapter. The old tree and the



emaciation also reference the archetypal ascetic sitting of
Sakyamuni Buddha preliminary to his awakening. But the
challenge for the monks departing after their practice
period involves how to follow and support the energy that
has emerged as they enter into the world of suffering,
vividly described as the “scars of the burning.” Hongzhi
seems to be encouraging practitioners to go ahead into the
thick grasses, even while clarifying the tensions and
challenges involved in this proceeding, but also in some
way still informed by the experience of engagement with
the luminous screen.

Grass Teachers

In the Chan background before Dongshan, as well as in the
older Mahayana lore, we can find hints as to how to see the
grasses outside the gate as well as inside the gate as
entryways to the clear space for ten thousand miles. In the
century before Dongshan, the famed Chan Layman Pang (d.
808) cited as an old saying, “The bright clear hundred
grass-tips are the bright clear mind of the ancestral
teachers.”’ Appropriately for an adept who chose to remain
a layman amid the phenomenal world, and who saw his
everyday activities of chopping wood and carrying water as
his miraculous power, Pang saw the grass-tips themselves
as the great ancestral teachers. The traditional Buddhist
study of consciousness describes how awareness of the
phenomenal world arises through the sense gates, through
sights, eye function, and eye consciousness; sounds, ear
function, and ear awareness; and similarly for smell, taste,
touch, and mental objects, or thoughts. Layman Pang
suggests that these sense objects and our gates of
perception of them are exactly the bright clear mind of the
buddhas, or all the teachers who have kept alive the
teaching and practice of awakening and compassion. Thus,
these sense gates are themselves Dharma gates, or



entryways into reality. The third of the fundamental four
vows of bodhisattvas is that Dharma gates are boundless;
the bodhisattva vows to enter them all. Thus, the
monastery gates involved in the story about Dongshan’s
departing monks become doorways swinging in both
directions toward liberation.

Dogen in his Extensive Record comments on Layman
Pang’s line about the hundred grass-tips and the ancestral
teachers’ minds. Dogen’s verse commentary clearly refers
to this story about Dongshan:

Although wanting it all tied up, for tens of thousands of
miles nothing holds.

Staying within the gate, do not wait for the brightness
of others.

Without your caring, it is easy to lose the path of active
practice.

Even those hard of hearing are moved by the sound of

evening rain.®

Dogen’s first line suggests a possible reason for
Dongshan telling his departing monks to “go where there’s
not an inch of grass for ten thousand miles.” After a period
of intensive meditation and retreat, they might imagine or
wish that they had their practice and awakening “all tied
up.” But for ten thousand miles they cannot find a clear
space without the wild grasses of desire and aversion
growing. In much of his teaching, Dogen encourages active
expression of practice in everyday activity, as well as in
meditative retreat. Here he warns practitioners who have
completed a period of intensive practice not to wait for or
depend on the brightness of others. This echoes
Dongshan’s line after leaving Yunyan and seeing his
reflection in the stream, “Just don’t seek from others, or
you’ll be far estranged from self.” Dogen emphasizes the
need for the practitioners’ caring, or sustained intention.



And finally he proclaims the virtue of sound, a traditional,
highly recommended Buddhist meditation object. Listening
to the world, and especially even to the suffering of the
world, whether inside or outside the gates, is one definition
of compassion in Buddhism, the meaning of a name of the
bodhisattva of compassion, Guanyin in Chinese, Kannon or
Kanzeon in Japanese. Dogen says that even those who
cannot listen well, perhaps tired out from scouring the
ground for some grassless wasteland, are still moved and
brought back to awareness by the sound of rain in the
evening, a familiar subject of Chan/Zen poetry. Along with
hearing with eyes, as Dongshan recommended, the wetness
of raindrops can encourage deep listening.

In 1248, on the occasion of the annual memorial service
for his own Chinese teacher, Tiantong Rujing, Dogen said to
his assembly, “On this day Tiantong [Rujing] mistakenly
made a pilgrimage, not to Mount Tiantai or Wutai. How sad
that for ten thousand miles there is not an inch of grass.”?
Death is often referred to as a pilgrimage in the Mahayana,
and Mount Tiantai and Mount Wutai are two of the
traditional Chinese sacred mountains, often the destination
for pilgrims. But here Dogen evokes this saying by
Dongshan as heralding a pilgrimage by his monks
departing the summer practice period and says that sadly,
Rujing by dying has found the space without grass for ten
thousand miles. But the path of active practice requires
seeing that even within the gates there is no end to the
grass. Dogen another time referred to Dongshan’s “not an
inch of grass for ten thousand miles” in a talk at the very
beginning of one of his summer monastic practice periods,
encouraging the monks to stay put amid the assembly and
not wander off on such a personal quest. “Our vitality must

be the strength of the assembly.”19

A Grass Shack in Dongshan’s Background



One of Layman Pang’s main teachers was Shitou Xiqgian,
teacher of Yunyan’s teacher Yaoshan, and thus three
generations before Dongshan. Shitou is best known for a
teaching poem, “Harmony of Difference and Sameness,”
which describes the harmonizing interaction between
sameness or oneness and differences or particularity. This
verse is apparent as a precursor to Dongshan’s “Jewel
Mirror Samadhi” and its presentation of the dialectic
between the universal and the phenomenal. Shitou also
composed a long teaching verse called “The Song of the
Grass Hut,” which describes the dynamic of settling
practice, as opposed to the more philosophical dynamic of
the “Harmony of Difference and Sameness.”!! Dongshan
would certainly have known both these poems, and Shitou’s
teachings may serve as a backdrop context for all of the
Dongshan stories.

“The Song of the Grass Hut” starts with Shitou saying, “I
have built a grass hut with nothing of value. After eating, I
relax and enjoy a nap. When the hut was completed, fresh
weeds appeared. Now it’'s been lived in—covered by
weeds.” Here is a teacher outside the monastery gate,
though his grass hermitage was near the temple where he
taught. But he is happily covered in grasses, nothing to
avoid. He avows, “Though the hut is small, it includes the
entire world.” Shitou is not trying to pave over any of the
grasses, as he recognizes the deep interconnectedness of
all phenomena and their presence in each bit of
phenomena. This clearly relects his inluence from Chinese
Huayan Buddhism’s philosophy of mutual interpenetration
of all things, another manner of describing the truth of
dependent co-origination and its deep implications. Later in
this poem Shitou says, “Bind grasses to build a hut and
don’t give up. Let go of hundreds of years and relax
completely.” Shitou indicates that the goal is to let go of
centuries of overgrown karma, and relax completely, or as



DNgen would describe it much later, to “drop body and
mind.” In the Zen tradition that would later be regarded as
stern and stoic, or even expressed at times in martial or
macho tones, Shitou’s goal of practice as complete
relaxation is notable. For Shitou the way to realize this
complete letting go is fully to take on or bind up all the
grasses of conditioning and not give up immersion in them.

Shitou ends his grass hut song, “If you want to know the
undying person in the hut, don’t separate from this skin
bag here and now.” The undying or totally unconditioned
person, alive in the space where there is not an inch of
grass for ten thousand miles, as Dongshan would put it,
must not separate at all from this present skin bag and all
its foibles. Perhaps Dongshan gave his admonition to find
some grassless space because he did not want any of his
departing monks to settle into a grass hut and get too
comfortable. But he must have known that despite such
efforts they could not avoid the grasses of the world and
would find their own grass hut of practice out beyond the
monastery gates.

Grasses and Medicine

There are images from Mahayana lore that help illuminate
Dongshan’s “not an inch of grass for ten thousand miles.”
DNgen cites a story about ManjuBri, the great legendary
bodhisattva of wisdom, asking the pilgrim Sudhana to bring
him one stalk of medicinal herb. Sudhana is the pilgrim
hero of the Gandavyuha Sutra, which is the large final
chapter of the massive, colorful Avatamsaka SKtra. But,
although ManjuBri is prominent therein as one of
Sudhana’s fifty-three great bodhisattva teachers, this
particular story does not appear in any of the extant
Chinese translations of this Sanskrit sutra. In the story,
which also appears in a commentary in the Blue CIiff
Record koan anthology, after ManjuBri’s request, Sudhana



departed and searched through the entire earth, but he
could find nothing that was not medicine. Sudhana
returned to ManjuBri and said, “The whole great earth is
medicine. Which one should I pick and bring back to you?”
ManjuBri asked him to bring back one stalk, so Sudhana
immediately plucked a blade of grass and handed it to
ManjuBri. ManjuBri held up the grass for the assembly and
announced, “This one blade of grass can both kill a person
or give them life.”!2

Whereas Dongshan encouraged his monks to find a place
without any grass for ten thousand miles, in this story
Sudhana sees that there is no place, inside or outside any
gate, where there is no grass. But Sudhana’s quest is to
look for a space where there is healing grass, and he sees
that every grass stalk is also medicine, just as Layman Pang
appreciated that every grass provides an entryway to the
truth of the Dharma. ManjuBri insists that Sudhana bring
him some medicine, and so Sudhana plucks the blade of
grass at hand. ManjuBri holds up the grass and proclaims
that this medicine can both kill and give life. Indeed, we
know that good medicines are lethal when taken in
overdose. So when Dongshan requested that his departing
monks go where there was not an inch of grass for ten
thousand miles, he probably knew that such a place could
kill as well as give vital life, and also that the abundant
grasses right outside the gate would be lethal if grasped as
attachments but might also heal the monks from any
attachment to emptiness.

A Grass Sanctuary

Another story about the power of a blade of grass reaches
back all the way to the Buddha Sakyamuni. As related in
case 4 of the Book of Serenity, one day the Buddha was out
walking with his students. The Indian creator deity Indra
was one of the heavenly beings who attended Buddha’s



teachings, along with many other kinds of beings, including
ordinary humans. Buddha pointed to the ground and said,
“This spot is good to build a temple.” Indra reached down
and picked a blade of grass, stuck it in the ground, and
said, “The temple is built.” Buddha smiled.!3

In this story even a single blade of grass not only affords
healing, as demonstrated by Sudhana, but can form an
entire grass hut and 