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They all, sad in mind, would busy themselves about her:

Just so also the Buddhas in the world-systems in the ten directions
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The Buddha said, ‘It is as with a mother who has many children 
five, or ten, or twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, a hundred, a thousand. If 
she fell ill, they would all exert themselves to prevent their moth-
er from dying, to keep her alive as long as possible, and to keep 
pain and unpleasantness away from her body. Because they’re 
aware that to her they owe their existence, that in great pain she 
has brought them into this world, that she has instructed them in 
the ways of the world. They would therefore look well after her, 
give her everything they could to make her happy, protect her 
well, make much of her, and they would hope that she be free 
from pain—derived from contact with eye, ear, nose, tongue body 
or mind or coming from wind, bile, phlegm, or a disorder of the 
humors, of stinging insects, mosquitos, or crawling animals, from 
men or from ghosts, from anything falling upon her, or tearing 
her asunder, or from a disastrous crash. In this way those children 
honor their mother by giving her all that can make her happy, 
make much of her, cherish and protect her, because they’re aware 
that she is their mother and begetter and that in great pain she 
brought them into this world. In just the same way the Tathagatas 
bring this Perfection of Wisdom to mind, and it is through their 
might, sustaining power and grace that people write, learn, study, 
spread, and repeat it. 

And also the Tatagathas who dwell in other world systems just 
now—for the weal and happiness of the many, out of pity for the 
many, for the weal and happiness of the great body of people, 
from pity for Gods, humans and all beings—they also all bring 
this Perfection of Wisdom to mind, and they put forth zeal so 
that this Perfection of Wisdom can last long, so that it may not 
be destroyed, so that Mara and his host may not prevent this 
Perfection of Wisdom from being taught, written, and practiced. 
So fond are the Tathagatas of this Perfection of Wisdom, so much 
do they cherish and protect it. For she is their mother and beget-
ter, she showed them this all-knowledge, she’s instructed them 
in the ways of the world. From her have the Tathagatas come 
forth. For she has begotten and shown that cognition of the all-
knowing, she has shown them the world for what it really is. The 
all-knowledge of the Tatagathas has come forth from her. All 
the Tatagathas, past, future, and present win full enlightenment 
thanks to this very Perfection of Wisdom. It is in this sense that 
the Perfection of Wisdom generates the Buddhas and instructs 
them in this world.  

From The Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines

Pere Tubert Juhe
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The Perfection of Wisdom is the mother 
of all Buddhas. This passage from the 
sutra speaks about this directly, the 

unity of wisdom and compassion. How do we 
begin to reflect on and understand what is, by 
its very nature, boundless in space and time? 
How do we turn towards what is both form and 
formlessness, what is ordinary and mystical, 
functional and completely beyond any appli-
cation? From within our ordinary, grasping 
mind, this is very difficult for us to appreciate. 
We’re limited by our perceptions, beliefs and 
ideas, as well as our pervasive anxiety. We can 
be drawn to such a vision and possibility, but 
the very thought of such generosity, such self-
lessness, such ease can also frighten us. And so 
throughout the ages teachers have used meta-
phors to try and convey this perfect wisdom, 
just as the Buddha does in this sutra. 

Dogen says: “When we view the four direc-
tions from a boat on the ocean where no land 
is in sight, we see only a circle and nothing 
else. No other aspects are apparent. However 
this ocean is neither round nor square, and 
its qualities are infinite in variety. It’s like a 
palace, it’s like a jewel. It seems circular as far 
as our eyes can reach at that time. And like-
wise the ten thousand dharmas are like this. 
Though there are many aspects of the secular 
and the religious life, we can only recognize 
and understand what the power of our pene-
trating vision can reach. In order to appreciate 
these ten thousand dharmas we should know 
that although they may look round, they may 
look square, the other qualities of oceans and 
mountains are infinite in variety and further-
more other universes lie in every quarter.” 

Dogen is offering us a way to imagine 
Prajnaparamita, this mother of all Buddhas; 
we can imagine such universes, such selfless-
ness, such magnanimity, such wisdom, such 

patience. We can imagine seeing all beings as 
equal; having a great love, a great compassion 
for all beings; having a deep desire to be free of 
all suffering. We can imagine an enlightened 
society. But those imaginings will still, to some 
degree, be tethered to the same clinging mind 
that creates our sense of spiritual impoverish-
ment. 

Though there are many aspects, many worlds 
within the secular life and the religious life, we 
can only recognize and understand—we can 
only experience and know to be true—what 
the power of our liberating vision can show to 
us. This means there are always aspects of this 
present reality that we do not yet know. Yet 
having faith, hearing such teachings, and rais-
ing such an aspiration, we practice to realize 
it as true. And in order to do this we have to 
both be inspired by that vision and at the same 
time not grasp at it. Because when we grasp 
at it, it becomes something tangible and that 
tangible-ness is our grasping, object-making 
mind, not the liberating reality. What we con-
ceive in our mind will be limited by the reach 
of our vision until we realize the limitlessness 
of mind itself. So we have to both be inspired 
by and aspire towards that vision at the same 
time that we cannot hold it in front of us or 
hold on to it, and that’s a very dynamic kind 
of thing. 

So here the Buddha brings it down to a very 
basic level: mother. It is as with a mother who 
has many children. To her you owe your own 
existence and you know that it is through her 
own sacrifices that she brought you into this 
world, taught you, nurtured you, took care 
of you, gave what was needed. Being aware 
of this, we want to protect her, keep her 
healthy and strong, keep her alive and vital. 
Recognizing all she has given to us and that 
she has many more children to take care of, 
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we naturally want to keep her healthy and 
strong so she can continue to do the same for 
all of her children. The Buddha says, “In just 
the same way the Tathagatas, the Buddhas, the 
enlightened beings and those on the Buddha 
way bring this very Prajnaparamita to mind 
,so much do they cherish and protect it.” This 
mother of all wisdoms which has encour-

aged us, given us life, given us confidence, 
instructed us in how to be in the world, is 
freeing us from samsara. Of course this mother 
has given us life not just once but every day; 
in every moment that we have life we have 
been given life. So knowing this there’s a deep 
sense of gratitude, and we begin to understand 
our deep web of interdependence; that just as 
the mother of all Buddhas gives us life, we give 
life back to the mother of all Buddhas, and 
indeed, to all her many children. That’s what 
a living tradition is—it lives! It lives not just 
in this moment; there’s the next moment and 
successive moments in which other children, 
other Buddhas seeking Buddha will enter look-
ing for life, looking for instruction. In this way, 
by receiving life from Prajnaparamita—giving 
life to Prajnaparamita—we’re also giving life 
to our future ancestors.  

Now, we may not always appreciate our birth 
mother for all that she gave to us, all that she 
has sacrificed for us, and so we may have resist-
ed, fought back, argued, and disagreed with 

her, and certainly taken her for granted. We 
don’t always want to receive the form of love 
that she may be offering. I was thinking of my 
experience in high school where I was coming 
into my first inklings of independence and 
strength and having my own mind, and how I 
struggled against some of my teachers. I didn’t 
always recognize or  appreciate what they were 

trying to do for me. I didn’t recognize how 
they were caring for me by challenging me, by 
wanting more for me than sometimes I wanted 
for myself, by wanting me to work harder than 
sometimes I wanted to work. But hopefully, as 
we grow up and become more mature people, 
with a deeper and broader perspective on our 
lives, we will also have a natural and profound 
sense of gratitude towards those who gave us 
life and nurtured us into this world. 

And so it is with the mother of all Buddhas. 
In the same way we can argue with the 
Perfection of Wisdom, against the Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha. We can push against 
it, think it’s wrong, or think we’ve got it 
and don’t need it anymore. We can feel we 
are above it or beyond it. We can feel we’re 
oppressed by it, that it constrains us, that it 
is too tough on us, that it’s asking too much.

The ideal of a  mother’s love is selfless love, 
but mom lives in samsara too, and  so that love 
is not always free of self. But the great compas-
sion of Prajnaparamita is selfless all the way 

Adam Cohn

Although the teachings appeared in time and place and can be infused 
with various degrees of samsara in terms of their cultural context, the 
Dharma—this Mother of all Buddhas—is selfless all the way through. 

It is utterly about and for the liberation of you and me.
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through. Although the teachings appeared 
in time and place and can be infused with 
various degrees of samsara in terms of their 
cultural context, the Dharma—this Mother 
of all Buddhas—is selfless all the way through. 
It is utterly about and for the liberation of 
you and me. How is it when we encounter 

this? The Buddha said in the same sutra: “A 
bodhisattva who does not become afraid when 
this deep and perfect wisdom is being taught 
should be recognized as not lacking in perfect 
wisdom herself/himself and as standing at 
the irreversible stage of a bodhisattva stand-
ing firmly in consequence of not taking her 

Nate Edwards
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stand anywhere.” In meeting Prajnaparamita 
and not pulling away in fear, we are manifest-
ing Prajnaparamita by virtue of our standing 
firmly, which means not standing anywhere. 
To not stand in form, sensation, concepts, 
discrimination, awareness; to not abide in our 
eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body or mind. Do not  

stand in existing or non-existing, thinking or 
not thinking, in phenomena or emptiness, 
in self or selflessness. Make no place your 
abode; this is non-abiding within abiding.  
This requires us to see more deeply into the 
profound subtleties of attachment, that is, of 
standing, seeking solidity, and turning away 
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from what is real. So this is how we practice the 
vastness, magnanimity, and courage of the bod-
hisattva practicing Prajnaparamita. And I think 
it’s marvelous and important to really take into 

our heart what the Buddha is saying here about 
a Bodhisattva who does not become afraid. 
Why is he offering this teaching? Because we 
will be afraid, because we are afraid. 

philippe leroyer
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Every teaching about virtue, about the great 
qualities of an enlightened being, is being 
taught because we will need those virtues in 
the moment when they seem to be absent. 
These teachings are directly addressing our 
own fear, our own impatience, our own stingi-
ness. And so how do we practice such vast-
ness? The Paramitas, or the Great Perfections: 
giving, morality, the Sila, vigor, zazen, wisdom, 
patience. 

In the sutra it says: “It is because 
Prajnaparamita, the Mother of all Buddhas 
has dedicated wholesome roots to deep wis-
dom that the Perfection of Wisdom controls, 
guides and leads the five perfections.” So 
Prajnaparamita is what enables the other five 
perfections to be Paramitas, the wisdom prac-
tices of the bodhisattva. Otherwise it’s just giv-
ing, it’s just morality, it’s just patience, it’s just 
vigor, it’s just meditation. But it’s not Prajna 
giving, Prajna morality, Prajna patience. And 
so he’s saying that the Perfection of Wisdom 
is what guides and leads the five perfections 
to Prajnaparamita itself. The five perfections 
are thus contained in Prajnaparamita. And 
Perfection of Wisdom is just a synonym, just 
a way of talking or describing the fulfillment 
of these six perfections. It is the Perfection 
of Wisdom that guides the student when 
they give a gift, when we practice morality, 
when we guard our patience, when we exert 
ourselves with vigor, when we enter into 
Samadhi, when we gain insight. It’s the func-
tioning of Prajna that is functioning right in 
that moment, that is allowing that to happen. 
So we practice living Prajnaparamita, and 
gain life from the Mother of all Buddhas. And 
through our efforts, we give life so that this 
profound wisdom tradition may last long and 
not be destroyed, so that Mara and his host 
may not prevent this Perfection of Wisdom 

from being taught, from being written and 
practiced. So it is not cut off. 

In the same way that we can learn about 
love by being loved by our mother, the mother 
of all Buddhas teaches us how to have com-
passion by being given compassion, by being 
regarded with compassion, by the Perfection 
of Wisdom itself, by the teachings. We’re 
given practices and teachings that encourage 
us to practice giving in a new way, selflessly, 
without attachment, without suffering. But 
since Prajnaparamita is not perfectly realized, 
self arises as our attachments persist. This is 
okay, it’s not a problem. Be vast, contain the 
multitude, and practice giving when greedy, 
patience when impatient, and vigor when lazy.  
There is no hindrance in the mind when we 
don’t hold one thing against another. And so 
each and every moment of sincere practice is a 
moment of letting go, of awareness, of moving 
closer to selflessness, of living Prajnaparamita. 
Training together is just this: giving to self and 
other. 

We practice morality, affirming life, being 
generous, loving words, mutual respect, a clear 
mind—which is both a very compassionate 
way to be towards oneself and towards each 
other. When it’s based in non-duality—the 
unity of all things—it is Prajnaparamita. And 
then we realize we don’t have to defend 
and protect. We can fall down and we can 
stand up. We practice morality. We practice 
patience, allowing things to unfold in their 
own time. Without trying to control, without 
trying to force and yet being very diligent. Do 
your own work. Don’t be passive. Don’t sit and 
wait. Do your own work. Be patient, let time 
be your ally, not an enemy.

We practice vigor, which has a great spirit, 
a lightness and bright enthusiasm. It’s moving 
towards a natural love for the Dharma, an 
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interest in and for life, for people, for work, 
even for encountering barriers. Even when it’s 
difficult there’s an enthusiasm for encounter-
ing that barrier. There is a spiritedness, a sense 
of confidence that is building.

We practice zazen, manifesting Buddha 
mind, the “essential art,” as Dogen says.

We practice no suffering, no cause of suf-
fering, no extinguishing, no path, no wisdom 
and no gain. No gain and so it is the bodhisat-
tva lives Prajnaparamita, the Mother of all 
Buddhas, this great equality, this great compas-
sion, this great love which is not dependent 
upon emotion. It’s not dependent upon per-
sonality. It’s not dependent upon sentiments. 
But it’s not void of those either; it is complete 
with heart.

In reflecting on our presidential campaign 
and the onslaught of misogyny, the sexism, the 
hateful words, actions, views, and intentions, 
we can see how, within a hateful mind state, 
walls and boundaries are created and believed 
in. We can see how discriminating conscious-
ness and deluded views are a kind of insanity, 
a break from basic reality. Every man who is 
disrespectful or abusive towards women has a 
mother, has his life only because of a woman. 
How is it that a man can have a mother and 
love his  mother deeply, can have sisters, a 
wife and daughters, and at the same time – in 
the same mind—be hateful, misogynistic, and 
disregarding of women. What kind of love for 
one woman—one’s mother—is it, when one 
hates or is disrespectful towards other women? 
What kind of compassion is possible towards 
all people when I’m hateful towards certain 
groups of people? Is this real love and compas-
sion?

I was wondering how sexual attraction in 
a man could be mistaken as love for women 
when it may not be love at all. It may not even 

be liking women, much less respecting and 
valuing women as equals, as complete human 
beings, as powerful and wise beings. While 
all beings are equal in Buddha nature, we 
are not born equal into the world. We’re not 

AMISOM Public Information
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seen equally by the world which means we’re 
not treated equally by the world. Being equal 
doesn’t mean that we all have the same rela-
tive capacity. Everyone does not have an equal 
capacity to be a concert pianist, or to be a 

football linebacker, or mother of children. But 
each and every person is equal in having one 
nature, Buddha nature. Thus the bodhisattva 
has a vow to meet each person equally, and not 
just in some cold, abstract sense of equality, 
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but enthusiastically, joyfully, respectfully, and 
lovingly. This is the love or compassion of the 
Mother of All Buddhas; to want each person to 
be all and anything and everything they want 
to be so that they can realize Prajnaparamita. 
And so to have compassion for all beings, for 
men to have compassion for women means 
liking women, respecting women, enjoying 
their company as friends, as companions, as 
coworkers. Appreciating their minds, intel-
lects, insights, and perspectives. Respecting 
women as examples, as enlightened teachers 
and great sources of inspiration, as presidents, 
as heroes. It’s so natural. 

Then where does disrespect come from? If 
equality is our essential nature, and goodness 
our basic inclination, how does disregard, 
violence, and hatefulness arise? What are 
those walls and boundaries, those views, that 
create such madnesses that become a way 
of being, a culture, a legacy, a history. And, 
importantly,  how does that get transformed 
into enlightened compassion within a society, 
within a whole world? Well, how does our own 
individual delusion get transformed? Through 
every form of practice possible. Through every 
path that has both wisdom and intelligence, 
every upaya, every possibility. And so, if we 
only have access to the surface, work on the 
surface. If we have access to the middle, work 
in the middle. If you have access to the depths, 
work in the depths. To turn all of our anxiet-
ies, our insecurities, our madnessess, our delu-
sions into compassion and nondual wisdom.To 
understand that just as we are vast and contain 
the universe, so too does every being. 

In basic terms, this means working on both 
the inner and outer levels. If we try to culti-
vate compassion, calm the mind and realize 
prajna in our zazen practice, while our daily 
lives are filled with anger, agitation and fixed 

opinions, we are constantly fighting against 
ourselves. We need to let both inner and outer 
reflect each other more equally. So too with 
larger social issues, such as sexism and racism. 
We must work on our individual attitudes, val-
ues, and beliefs, while also changing our laws, 
schools, businesses and governments. 

What becomes so clear as we practice the 
Way is that we have to be courageous. We 
need to be brave so we can practice and mani-
fest wisdom and compassion not just for our-
selves but for every person and thing. The vow 
of the Mother of All Buddhas is a Great Vow. 
This means a deep, heartfelt desire for others’ 
well-being, which arises from the suffering we 
feel when others are suffering. Another way 
of saying this is that each and every person is 
just simply deserving of the entirety because 
they are the entirety. In our daily lives and in 
our society this means offering each and every 
being the essential dignity, respect, compas-
sion, and vastness of possibility that is equal 
to their basic nature. For me, this means that I 
make a personal commitment to seeing deeply 
within myself where I may hold back, obstruct, 
and not encourage all that is good in and for 
you and everyone. The Mother of all Buddhas 
is Dharma, is Woman, is Man, is Universe, is 
Earth, is you.

The Great Mother –
the giver of life –
she calls you home, 
so you might take your rightful place 
in intimate communication beyond all-knowing.

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei is the Head of 
the Mountains and River Order and the Abbot of 
Zen Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of 
New York City.
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ing to find a path through this terrain. Our 
human world includes poisonous disregard and 
abuses as well as clarity and healing, and the 
legacy of discrimination embedded in many of 
our religious and spiritual traditions is found 
in Buddhist sects as well. Contributors for this 
issue explore the tension created when women 
seek to ordain, embody the dharma, become 
spiritual teachers, or simply become visible as we 
step out of the boundaries of traditional female 
roles. Scholar Allison Goodwin looks to the 
Buddha’s teachings on Right View in an effort 
to dismantle persistent teachings of women’s 
inferiority in Theravada and Mahayana orders. 
We also look to words from an early Christian 
apostle, to practices of Buddhist tantra, and to 
Dogen’s view on women as spiritual teachers. 
Our own sangha’s women teachers, Hojin Osho 
and Zuisei, contribute a compelling discussion of 
the energies of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ within 
Zen practice, and sangha members offer their 
reflections on spiritual practice and the expand-
ed role of our female ancestors in our liturgy.

Our last excerpt from the Lotus Sutra tells 
the story of the Dragon King’s daughter, a 
realized being who turns herself into a male 
Buddha to achieve complete realization. I have 
wondered about this story—is it a multi-layered 
response to discrimination, a deftly camouflaged 
teaching on the non-duality of gender? Isn’t 
Buddha nature actually beyond gender to begin 
with? What is helpful for us to see here? As 
we practice and clarify the Perfect Wisdom of 
the Mother of all Buddhas, how does each of 
us manifest the wisdom and compassion of our 
enlightened nature in the world of dualities, for 
the benefit of all beings, in this body? 

Suzanne Taikyo Gilman
Mountain Record Editor

I arrived at the Monastery for the first time 
curious about Zen but prepared to stay on 
the sidelines. Organized religions of any kind 

were to me male-defined, patriarchal institu-
tions I was better off avoiding, and yet here I 
was. When I turned toward the monastic in 
the zendo for beginning instruction there was 
a woman—in black robes and distinctive bald 
head—and she spoke with a clear, soaring 
enthusiasm for the dharma. A sudden recogni-
tion, and a new picture came into view—this is 
my seat.

In this issue of the Mountain Record we 
open up a source text of the Heart Sutra, 
‘The Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines,’ 
exploring central teachings of the Mahayana 
school of Buddhism—of Prajnaparamita, 
the non-dual reality of wisdom and compas-
sion. Sometimes known as the Mother of All 
Buddhas, Prajnaparamita is the great “being” in 
this sense who we hold as our common ances-
tor, the compassionate one whose body nurtures 
and protects us. This ‘mother’ is the wisdom 
and compassion at the source of our awakening 
that the sutra expounds, the same qualities of 
awakening that relieve our suffering. Our birth 
mother, who brings us into our human form, 
is invoked as a metaphor to show how we can 
care for Perfect Wisdom as we care for our own 
mother, because her well-being is not separate 
from ours.

This issue begins with Shugen Sensei’s explo-
ration of the sutra and its teachings on encoun-
tering the world of dualities with the wisdom and 
compassion of our true nature. As the children 
of mothers ourselves, and as gender-identified 
people, we must inevitably navigate distinctions 
and inequality but as spiritual practitioners we 
can also call on our practice and understand-

Editorial: Who’s Your Mama?
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Translated by Edward Conze

Joselito Tagarao



The Venerable Subhuti, by the Buddha’s 
might, said to the Lord: The Lord has 
said, ‘Make it clear now, Subhuti, to 

the Bodhisattvas, the great beings, starting 
from perfect wisdom, how the Bodhisattvas, 
the great beings go forth into perfect wisdom!’ 

When one speaks of a ‘Bodhisattva,’ what 
dharma does that word ‘Bodhisattva’ denote? 
I do not Lord, see that dharma ‘Bodhisattva’ 
nor a dharma called ‘perfect wisdom.’ Since I 
neither find, nor apprehend, nor see a dharma 
‘Bodhisattva,’ nor a ‘perfect wisdom,’ what 
Bodhisattva shall I instruct and admonish 
in what perfect wisdom? And yet, O Lord, 
if, when this is pointed out, a Bodhisattva’s 
heart does not become cowed, nor stolid, does 
not despair nor despond, if he does not turn 
away or become dejected, does not tremble, 
is not frightened or terrified, it is just this 
Bodhisattva, this great being who should be 
instructed in perfect wisdom. It is precisely 
this that should be recognized as the perfect 
wisdom of that Bodhisattva, as his instruc-
tion in perfect wisdom. When he thus stands 
firm, that is his instruction and admonition. 
Morever, when a Bodhisattva courses in per-
fect wisdom and develops it, he should so train 
himself that he does not pride himself on that 
thought of enlightenment [with which he has 
begun his career]. That thought is no thought, 
since in its essential original nature thought is 
transparently luminous.

Sariputra: That thought which is no 
thought, is that something is?

Subhuti: Does there exist, or can one 
apprehend in this state of absence of 
thought either a ‘there is’ or a ‘there is not’?

Sariputra: No, not that.
Subhuti: Was it then a suitable ques-

tion when the Venerable Sariputra asked 
whether that thought which is no thought 
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is something which is?
Sariputra: What then is this absence of 

thought?
Subhuti: It is without modification or 

discrimination.
Sariputra: Well do you expound this, 

Subhuti, you whom the Lord has declared to 
be the foremost of those who dwell in Peace. 
And for that has declared to be the foremost 
of those who dwell in Peace. And for that 

reason [i.e. because he does not pride himself 
on that thought of enlightenment] should 
a Bodhisattva be considered as incapable of 
turning away from full enlightenment, and as 
one who will never cease from taking perfect 
wisdom to heart. Whether one wants to train 
on the level of Disciple, or Pratyekabuddha, 
or Bodhisattva—one should listen to this 
perfection of wisdom, take it up, bear it in 
mind, recite it, study it, spread it among others 
and in this very perfection of wisdom should 
one be trained and exert oneself. In this very 
perfection of wisdom should one endowed 
with skill in means exert himself, with the 
aim of procuring all the dharmas which con-
stitute a Bodhisattva. In just this perfection 
of wisdom all the dharmas which constitute 
a Bodhisattva, and in which he should be 
trained and exert himself, are indicated in full 
detail. He who wants to train for full enlight-
enment should also listen, etc., to this perfec-
tion of wisdom. One who is endowed with skill 

in means should exert himself in just this per-
fection of wisdom, with the aim of procuring 
all the dharmas which constitute a Buddha.

Subhuti: I who do not find anything to 
correspond to the word ‘Bodhisattva,’ or the 
words ‘perfect wisdom,’ —which Bodhisattva 
should I then instruct and admonish in which 
perfect wisdom? It would surely be regrettable 
if I, unable to find the thing itself, should 
merely in words cause a Bodhisattva to arise 

and to pass away. Moreover, what is thus des-
ignated is not continuous nor not continuous, 
not discontinuous or not-discontinuous. And 
why? Because it does not exist. That is why it 
is not continuous nor not-continuous, not dis-
continuous, not-discontinuous. A Bodhisattva 
who does not become afraid when this deep 
and perfect wisdom is being taught should 
be recognized as not lacking in perfect wis-
dom, as standing at the irreversible stage of 
Bodhisattva, standing firmly, in consequence 
of not taking his stand anywhere. Moreover, 
a Bodhisattva who courses in perfect wisdom 
and develops it, should not stand in form, 
etc. Because, when he stands in form, etc., he 
courses in its formative influence, he cannot 
gain perfect wisdom, nor exert himself upon it, 
nor fulfill it. When he does not fulfill perfect 
wisdom, he cannot go forth to all-knowledge, 
so long as he remains one who tries to appro-
priate the essentially elusive. For in perfect 
wisdom form is not appropriated. But the 

A Bodhisattva who courses in perfect wisdom and develops it should 
consider and meditate on what that perfect wisdom is...When these 
considerations do not make him afraid, then he is to be taken as a 

Bodhisattva who possesses perfect wisdom.
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non-appropriation of form, etc., is not form, 
etc. And perfect wisdom also cannot be appro-
priated. It is thus that a Bodhisattva should 
course in this perfect wisdom. This concen-
trated insight of a Bodhisattva is called ‘the 
non-appropriation of all dharmas.’ It is vast, 
noble, unlimited and steady, not shared by any 
of the Disciples or Pratyekabuddhas. The state 
of all-knowledge itself cannot be taken hold 
of, because it cannot be seized through a sign.
Further, a Bodhisattva who courses in perfect 
wisdom and develops it, should consider and 
meditate on what that perfect wisdom is, on 
him who has it, and on this prefect wisdom as 
a dharma which does not exist, which cannot 
be apprehended. When these considerations 
do not make him afraid, then he is to be taken 
as a Bodhisattva who possesses perfect wisdom.

Sariputra: How can a Bodhisattva known 
as possessing perfect wisdom, when the very 
form does not possess the own-being of form, 
etc.; when perfect wisdom does not possess the 
own-being of perfect wisdom; when the very 
all knowledge does not possess the own-being 
of all-knowledge.

Subhuti: It is so, Sariputra. Form itself does 
not possess the own-being of form, etc. Perfect 
wisdom does not possess the mark (of being) 
‘perfect wisdom.’ A mark does not possess the 
own-being of a mark. The marked does not 
possess the own-being of being marked, and 
own-being does not possess the mark of [being] 
own-being.

Sariputra: Nevertheless, the Bodhisattva 
who trains in this will go forth to all-knowl-
edge?

Subhuti: He will. Because all dharmas are 
unborn, and do not go forth. When he courses 
thus, a Bodhisattva comes near to all-knowl-
edge. To the extend that he comes near to 
all-knowledge, his body, thought and marks 

shall become perfectly pure, for the sake of 
maturing beings, and he shall meet with the 
Buddhas. It is thus that a Bodhisattva who 
courses in perfect wisdom comes near to all-
knowledge.

Subhuti said further concerning the 
Bodhisattva: He courses in a sign when he 
courses in form, etc., or in the sign of form, 
etc., or in the idea that ‘form is a sign,’ or in 
the production of form, or in the stopping or 
destruction of form, or in the idea that ‘form 
is empty,’ or ‘I course,’ or ‘I am a Bodhisattva.’ 
For he actually courses in the idea ‘I am a 
Bodhisattva’ as a basis. Or, when it occurs to 
him ‘he who course thus, courses in perfect 
wisdom and develops it,’ –he courses only in a 
sign. Such a Bodhisattva should be known as 
unskilled in means.

Sariputra: How then must a Bodhisattva 
course if he is to course in perfect wisdom?

Subhuti: He should not course in the skand-
has, nor in their sign, nor in the idea that ‘the 
skandhas are signs,’ nor in the production of 
the skandhas, in their stopping or destruction, 
nor in the idea that ‘the skandhas are empty,’ 
or ‘I course,’ or ‘I am a Bodhisattva.’ And 
it should not occur to him, ‘he who courses 
thus, courses in perfect wisdom and develops 
it.’ He courses but he does not entertain such 
ideas as ‘I course,’ ‘I do not course,’ ‘I course 
and I do not course,’ ‘I neither course nor do 
I not course,’ and the same [four] with ‘I will 
course.’ He does not go near any dharma at 
all, because all dharma are unapproachable 
and unappropriable. The Bodhisattva then 
has the concentrated insight ‘Not grasping 
at any dharma’ by name, vast, noble, unlim-
ited and steady, not shared by any of the 
Disciples or Pratyekabuddhas. When he dwells 
in this concentrated insight, a Bodhisattva will 
quickly win the full enlightenment which the 
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Tathagatas of the past have predicted for him. 
But when he dwells in that concentration, he 
does not review it, nor think ‘I am collected,’ 
‘I will enter into concentration,’ ‘I am enter-
ing into concentration,’ ‘I have entered into 
concentration.’ All that in each and every way 
does not exist for him. 

Sariputra: Can one show forth that concen-
tration?

Subhuti: No, Sariputra. Because that son of 
good family neither knows or perceives it.

Sariputra: You say that he neither knows nor 
perceives it?

Subhuti: I do, for that concentration does 
not exist.

The Lord: Well said, Subhuti. And thus 
should a Bodhisattva train therein, because 

then he trains in perfect wisdom.
Sariputra: When he thus trains, he trains in 

perfect wisdom?
The Lord: When he thus trains, he trains in 

perfect wisdom.
Sariputra: When he thus trains, which dhar-

mas does he train in?
The Lord: He does not train in any dharma 

at all. Because the dharmas do not exist in 
such a way as foolish untaught, common people 
are accustomed to suppose.

Sariputra: How then do they exist?
The Lord: As they do not exist, so they 

exist. And so, since they do not exist [avidya-
mana], they are called [the result of] ignorance 
[avidya]. Foolish, untaught, common people 
have settled down in them. Although they 

Tinou Bao
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The Lord: What do you think, Subhuti, is 
that notion ‘Bodhisattva,’ that denomination, 
that concept, that conventional expression, in 
the five grasping skandhas?

Subhuti: Yes, it is. Because a Bodhisattva 
who trains himself in perfect wisdom should 
train himself like an illusory man for full 
enlightenment. For one should bear in mind 
that the five grasping aggregates are like an 
illusory man. Because the Lord has said that 
form is like an illusion. And that is true of 
form, is true also of the six sense organs, and 
of the five [grasping] aggregates.

Subhuti: Will not Bodhisattvas who have 
newly set out in the vehicle tremble when 
they hear this exposition?

The Lord: They will tremble if they get into 
the hands of bad friends, but not if they get 
into the hands of good friends.

Subhuti: Who then are a Bodhisattva’s good 
friends?

The Lord: Those who instruct and admonish 
him in the perfections. Those who point out to 
him the deeds of Mara, saying ‘this is how the 
faults and deeds of Mara should be recognized. 
These are the faults and deeds of Mara. You 
should get rid of them after you have recog-
nized them.’ These should be known as the 
good friends of a Bodhisattva, a great being, 
who is armed with the great armor, who has 
set out in the great vehicle, who has mounted 
on the great vehicle. 

FromThe Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines 
& Its Verse Summary. Copyright 1973 by Edward 
Conze. Published by Four Seasons Foundation.

Edward Conze (1904-1979), translator, was 
a Buddhist scholar and a leading authority on the 
Prajnaparamita Sutra. 

do not exist, they have constructed all the 
dharmas. Having constructed them, attached 
to the two extremes, they do not know or see 
those dharmas [in their true reality]. So they 
construct all dharmas which yet do not exist. 
Having constructed them, they settle down 
in the two extremes. They then depend on 
that link as a basic fact, and construct past, 
future and present dharmas. After they have 
constructed, they settle down in name and 
form. They have constructed all dharmas 
which yet do not exist, they neither know nor 
see the path which is that which truly is. In 
consequence they do not go forth from the 
triple world, and do not wake up to the reality 
limit. For that reason they come to be styled 
‘fools.’ They have no faith in the true dharma. 
But a Bodhisattva does not settle down in any 
dharma.

Sariputra: When he trains thus, is a 
Bodhisattva trained in all-knowledge?

The Lord: When he thus trains himself, a 
Bodhisattva is not even trained in all-knowl-
edge, and yet he is trained in all dharmas. 
When he thus trains himself, a Bodhisattva 
is trained in all-knowledge, comes near to it, 
goes forth to it.

Subhuti: If, O Lord, someone should ask, 
‘Will this illusory man be trained in all-knowl-
edge, will he come near it, will he go forth to 
it?’—How should one explain it?

The Lord: I will ask you a counter-question 
which you may answer as best you can.

Subhuti: Well said, O Lord. 
And the Venerable Subhuti listened to the 

Lord.
The Lord: What do you think, Subhuti, is 

form, etc., one thing, and illusion another?
Subhuti: No Lord. Because it is not so that 

illusion is one thing, and form, etc., another; the 
very form is illusion, the very illusion is form.



The Tibetan understanding of the femi-
nine principle as mother was drawn from 
a variety of sources within the Buddhist 

tradition. The most important source was the 
Prajnaparamita-sutras of Indian Mahayana, 
which date from the second century B.C.E. and 
continued their influence in Tibet until the 
present day. Prajnaparamita refers to wisdom or 
“penetrating insight” (prajna) that is perfected 
or has “gone beyond” (paramita), which means 
that it has transcended concept, expectation, 
or conventionality of any kind. The earliest 
of these sutras, the Astasahasrika, proclaimed 
Prajnaparamita to be the “mother of all the 
buddhas” in the following verses:

The Buddhas in the world-systems in the ten 
directions
Bring to mind this perfection of wisdom as their 

mother.
The Saviours of the world who were in the past, 

and also those that are in the ten directions,
Have issued from her, and so will the future ones 

be.
She is the one who shows the world (for what 

it is), she is the genetrix, the mother of the [con-
querors],
And she reveals the thoughts and actions of other 

beings.

The theme of the motherhood of 
Prajnaparamita was carried throughout the 
Mahayana sutras, though it was not until a late 
date that she was personified as a deity.  She 

The Great Mother 
Prajnaparamita

by Judith Simmer-Brown
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was lauded as the “mother of the tathagatas,” 
“their nurse to all-encompassing wisdom,” and 
their “transmitter of the realization of all the 
buddhadharmas, and the creator of the world.” 
However, at this early date she was not par-
ticularly personalized and had no identifiable 
anthropomorphic form. These epithets were 
primarily metaphorical until roughly 400 C.E., 
when she began to appear as a female bodhisat-
tva in the Buddhist pantheon.  Although in 
the early Prajnaparamita texts she was not per-
sonalized, from the Sanskrit conventions she 
was always referred to by feminine pronouns.

The epithet “Mother of All the Buddhas” 
became a theme in renaissance Indian 
Buddhism and in Tibet. How is Prajnaparamita 
the mother of all the buddhas? The answer can 
be found in her association with emptiness, 
or sunyata, and with penetrating insight, or 
prajna. First, she is called emptiness, under-
stood through the realization that all phe-
nomena are unborn, unproduced and without 
end. There has never been an abiding essence 
in any phenomenon, hence no phenomena 
have even a fleeting existence. All phenom-
ena (which have arisen from emptiness, the 
mother) are empty of any designations attrib-
uted to them or any nature or characteristics. 
Put differently, phenomena are completely 
free of concepts, and hence they are said to be 
completely pure. Because of this, experience is 
said to be dreamlike, radiantly clear and trans-
parent; and nowhere in the dream is there any 
true existence.

The effect of such a realization is a transfor-
mation of the practitioner’s naive beliefs about 
the nature of reality. Experience is not negated; 
Buddhism carefully refrains from the nihilis-
tic position that the nature of experience is 
delusory. Instead, assumptions concerning the 
ontological status of one’s experience are ques-

tioned, which affects the entire framework of 
mental constructs. According to the Buddhist 
path, taking phenomena to be existent in any 
independent, abiding way conceals from the 
practitioner the true nature of things as they 
are (yatha-bhutam). When this obscuration is 
removed, there is tremendous freedom, joy, and 
fearlessness.

When emptiness is realized in this way, all 
phenomena are found to be pure, just as their 
source, their mother, is pure. Since phenomena 
have arisen from emptiness, they have never 
actually arisen: they are considered unborn. 
This is akin to the analogy of the dream: 
although we know that dreams are merely 
dreams, their vividness and clarity remain. 
When the concept that dreams are true is 
abandoned, dreams are seen as they really 
are. Dreamlike phenomena have never been 
produced, and they also have no end. They 
are similar to all beings in that their nature 
is indestructible emptiness. Emptiness is the 
ultimate essence of all phenomena, all beings, 
and all buddhas. 

Interpreting emptiness as the unborn 
nature of all phenomena seems to contradict 
Prajnaparamita as the mother. But it is pre-
cisely because all phenomena are unborn that 
she is the mother. As Sariputra praised her, 
“she does nothing about all phenomena .... She 
never produces any phenomena, because she 
has forsaken the residues relating to both kinds 
of obscurations...She does not stop any phe-
nomena. Herself unstopped and unproduced is 
the perfection of wisdom.” Because the nature 
of all phenomena is ultimately found to be 
emptiness, the Prajnaparamita, which is empti-
ness itself, is the mother.

Prajnaparamita is also explicitly stated to 
be the mother of buddhas and bodhisattvas. 
As the passage above continues, “she is the 
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mother of the Bodhisattvas, because of the 
emptiness of her own characteristics.” This is 
related to her second aspect, that of penetrat-
ing insight, prajna. Since emptiness is not an 
object of knowledge—since it is not a thing—
Prajnaparamita is associated with the dynamic 
way in which one directly realizes the unborn 
nature of phenomena. One sees or realizes 
emptiness through the penetrating power of 
insight, which carefully examines phenomena 
and finds no inherent essence. This prajna 
is supremely excellent because it has gone 
beyond (sherap) any concept or reference point 
or an inherent existence of any kind. Because 
of this, penetrating insight is not different from 
that which it sees: emptiness.

Prajnaparamita is the symbolic mother of 

all those who realize this nature; that is, this 
insight is the beginning of the practitioner’s 
uncovering of awakened nature. Finding no 
inherent essence in phenomena awakens non-
dual wisdom in the practitioner, and this is the 
seed of buddhahood. For this reason, “prajna 
which has gone beyond,” or Prajnaparamita, is 
an experiential discovery that becomes at that 
moment the Mother of All Buddhas. So, she 
who manifests as Prajnaparamita is the Great 
Mother of the buddhas of the past, present, 
and future.

In the sutras, the Mother is called the “gen-
etrix” or progenitor of the Tathagatas, the one 
who actually gives birth to buddhas. But she 
is also called the “instructress in cognition” 
of all qualities of the Buddha. Only through 

penetrating insight is buddhahood achieved, 
and only through penetrating insight can it be 
perceived. For this reason, it is said that the 
Tathagatas hold the Mother in their minds and 
work on her behalf. They feel great gratitude 
toward her and are said to “look well after their 
mother, protect her well, and hope that she 
will meet with no obstacle to her life, ... make 
much of her and cherish her, because they are 
aware that she has instructed them in the ways 
of the world.” 

Late in the Prajnaparamita tradition, in what 
is considered the transitional “tantric phase” of 
its teaching, the presentation of these sutras 
was condensed into mantra (ngak), which 
expressed the central truth of the genre direct-
ly, without referential language. This reflected 

the movement in Vajrayana Buddhism toward 
language that did not rely on inference, con-
ventional meaning, or logic. Instead, potent 
reverberating sounds were used to elicit under-
standing directly, through a kind of transmis-
sion that bypassed the conceptual mind.

The most condensed of these suttras, dated 
sometime between 600 and 1200 C.E., is 
the Perfect Wisdom in One Letter, a classical 
Prajnaparamita sutra whose entire teaching was 
contained in the seed syllable A (pronounced 
Ah). The Buddha said, “Ananda, do receive, 
for the sake of the welfare and happiness of all 
beings, this perfection of wisdom in one let-
ter: A .” This seed syllable continued to be of 
importance in Mahayana literature, especially 
in the early A -RA -PA -CHA -NA  syllabary, said to 

Since emptiness is not an object of knowledge—since it is not a thing—
Prajnaparamita is associated with the dynamic way in which one directly 

realizes the unborn nature of phenomena.
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express the essence of the Prajnaparamita. The 
letter A was said to be an abbreviation of the 
entire syllabary and symbolized emptiness; in 
fact, it was called the “empty letter door that 
displays emptiness.” This is important for the 

later Tibetan tradition, in which the seed syl-
lable A  is one of the identifying marks appear-
ing on the tongue, hands, or other parts of the 
body and one of the resonant sounds heard by 
the parents of an incarnate dakini. 

Kevin Schoenmakers
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The meaning of the Prajnaparamita
Is not to be looked for elsewhere: it exists within 
yourself.
Neither real nor endowed with characteristics,
The nature [of the mind] is the great clear light.  

The great clear light (ösel chenpo) refers to 
the essence of the mind as emptiness, its nature 
as clarity or luminosity, and its manifestation as 
limitlessness. These are not existent qualities 
attributed to an existent thing, however, but 
attributes designed to evoke the experience 
of the practitioner. This tradition of describ-
ing the nature of the mind as Prajnaparamita 
became important in Tibetan tantra.

The Prajnaparamita-sutras became a power-
ful foundation for understanding the feminine 
principle in late Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, 
and their influence is evident in a wide variety 
of ways. In her various forms in tantric tradi-
tions, the dakini is closely associated with 
Prajnaparamita. She is often given that epithet 
or associated with it directly or indirectly.

Judith Simmer-Brown is Distinguished Professor 
of Contemplative and Religious Studies at Naropa 
University.

From Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle 
in Tibetan Buddhism by Judith Simmer-Brown. 
Copyright © 2001 by Judith Simmer-Brown. 
Reprinted by arrangement with The Permissions 
Company, Inc., on behalf of Shambhala Publications, 
Inc. www.shambhala.com 

In any case, the tantric Prajnaparamita-
sutras foretell the symbolic expressions of 
emptiness that appear in ritual practice in 
Vajrayana Buddhism. The best examples of 
this can be found on three levels: on a body 
level, this realization is expressed in gestures 
and body postures, called mudras. On a speech 
level, essential syllables are used that bypass 
intellectual interpretation and directly express 
the realization. On a mind level, one visualizes 
a fully enlightened deity in prescribed form, 
the vividness and details of which express 
realization. When these three are used simul-
taneously, a fully developed symbolic world 
is manifested that expresses nonconceptually 
the experience of emptiness from a luminous, 
enlightened perspective. All of these expres-
sions probably developed in the late Indian 
tradition of the Prajnaparamita, pointing to 
the possibilities for meaningful ritual life in the 
Vajrayana.

One remarkable example of the tantric 
expression of the Prajnaparamita can be seen 
in the development of the Chö meditation 
tradition of India. Chö or “cutting through 
grasping,” is an important lineage of prac-
tice that was transmitted by Tampa Sanggye 
to Machik Lapdrön (1055-1154), the great 
Tibetan yogini.  While it is unclear how the 
Chö tradition developed in India, its basis 
in the Prajnaparamita-sutras is clearly indi-
cated by the “Grand Poem on the Perfection 
of Wisdom,” composed by Aryadeva the 
Brahmin (ninth century C.E.). He professed 
to teach “the actual meaning of the pro-
found Prajnaparamita,” a tantric expression 
in nonceptual and direct method of the great 
Mahayana sutras. His poem suggests that there 
was probably a meditation tradition associated 
with the Prajnaparamita-sutras that was carried 
into the later period of Indian Buddhist tantra.
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Few people today are acquainted with 
the Gospel of Mary. Written early in 
the second century CE, it disappeared 

for over fifteen hundred years until a sin-
gle, fragmentary copy in Coptic translation 
came to light in the late nineteenth century. 
Although details of the discovery itself are 
obscure, we do know that the fifth century 
manuscript in which it was inscribed was 
purchased in Cairo by Carl Reinhardt and 
brought to Berlin in 1896. Two additional 
fragments in Greek have come to light in 
the twentieth century. Yet still no complete 
copy of the Gospel of Mary is known. Fewer 
than eight pages of the ancient papyrus text 
survive, which means that about half of the 
Gospel of Mary is lost to us, perhaps forever.

Yet these scant pages provide an intrigu-
ing glimpse into a kind of Christianity lost 
for almost fifteen hundred years. This aston-
ishingly brief narrative presents a radical 
interpretation of Jesus’ teachings as a path 
to inner spiritual knowledge; it rejects his 
suffering and death as the path to eternal 
life; it exposes the erroneous view that Mary 
of Magdala was a prostitute for what it is—a 
piece of theological fiction; it presents the 
most straightforward and convincing argu-
ment in any early Christian writing for the 
legitimacy of women’s leadership; it offers 
a sharp critique of illegitimate power and 
a utopian vision of spiritual perfection; it 
challenges our rather romantic views about 
the harmony and unanimity of the first 
Christians; and it asks us to rethink the 

basis for church authority. All written in 
the name of a woman.

The story of the Gospel of Mary is a simple 
one. Since the first six pages are lost, the 
gospel opens in the middle of a scene por-
traying a discussion between the Savior 
and his disciples set after the resurrection. 
The Savior is answering their questions 
about the end of the material world and the 
nature of sin. He teaches them that at pres-
ent all things, whether material or spiritual, 
are interwoven with each other. In the end, 
that will not be so. Each nature will return 
to its own root, its own original state and 
destiny. But meanwhile, the nature of sin 
is tied to the nature of life in this mixed 
world. People sin because they do not recog-
nize their own spiritual nature and, instead, 
love the lower nature that deceives them 
and leads to disease and death. Salvation 
is achieved by discovering within oneself 
the true spiritual nature of humanity and 
overcoming the deceptive entrapments of 
the bodily passions and the world. The 
Savior concludes this teaching with a warn-
ing against those who would delude the 
disciples into following some heroic leader 
or a set of rules and laws. Instead they are 
to seek the child of true Humanity within 
themselves and gain inward peace. After 
commissioning them to go forth and preach 
the gospel, the Savior departs.

But the disciples do not go out joyfully 
to preach the gospel; instead controversy 
erupts. All the disciples except Mary have 

From The Gospel of Mary of Magdala
 by Karen L. King
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failed to comprehend the Savior’s teaching. 
Rather than seek peace within, they are 
distraught, frightened that if they follow 
his commission to preach the gospel, they 
might share his agonizing fate. Mary steps in 
and comforts them and, at Peter’s request, 
relates teaching unknown to them that she 
had received from the Savior in a vision. 
The Savior had explained to her the nature 
of prophecy and the rise of the soul to its 
final rest, describing how to win the battle 
against the wicked, illegitimate Powers that 
seek to keep the soul entrapped in the world 
and ignorant of its true spiritual nature.

But as she finishes her account, two of 
the disciples quite unexpectedly challenge 
her. Andrew objects that her teaching is 
strange and he refuses to believe that it 
came from the Savior. Peter goes further, 
denying that Jesus would ever have given 
this kind of advanced teaching to a woman, 
or that Jesus could possibly have preferred 
her to them. Apparently when he asked 
her to speak, Peter had not expected such 
elevated teaching, and now he questions 
her character, implying that she has lied 
about having received special teaching in 
order to increase her stature among the dis-
ciples. Severely taken aback, Mary begins to 
cry at Peter’s accusation. Levi comes quickly 
to her defense, pointing out to Peter that he 
is a notorious hothead and now he is treat-
ing Mary as though she were the enemy. We 
should be ashamed of ourselves, he admon-
ishes them all; instead of arguing among 
ourselves, we should go out and preach the 
gospel as the Savior commanded us.

The Gospel of Mary was written when 
Christianity, still in its nascent stages, was 
made up of communities widely dispersed 

around the Eastern Mediterranean, commu-
nities which were often relatively isolated 
from one other and probably each small 
enough to meet in someone’s home with-
out attracting too much notice. Although 
writings appeared early—especially letters 
addressing the concerns of local churches, 
collections containing Jesus’ sayings, and 
narratives interpreting his death and resur-
rection—oral practices dominated the lives 
of early Christians. Preaching, teaching, 
and rituals of table fellowship and baptism 
were the core of the Christian experience. 
What written documents they had served 
at most as supplemental guides to preach-
ing and practice. Nor can we assume that 
the various churches all possessed the same 
documents; after all, these are the people 
who wrote the first Christian literature. 
Christoph Markschies suggests that we have 
lost 85% of Christian literature from the 
first two centuries—and that includes only 
the literature we know about. Surely there 
must be even more, for the discovery of 
texts like the Gospel of Mary came as a 
complete surprise. We have to be careful 
that we don’t suppose it is possible to recon-
struct the whole of early Christian history 
and practice out of the few surviving texts 
that remain. Our picture will always be par-
tial-—not only because so much is lost, but 
because early Christian practices were so 
little tied to durable writing.

Translation Excerpts
Papyrus Berolinensis 8502.1

(Pages 1-6 are missing.)

The nature of matter
“...Will matter then be utterly destroyed 

or not?”
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The Savior replied, “Every nature, every 
modeled form, every creature, exists in and 
with each other. They will dissolve again 
into their own proper root. For the nature of 
matter is dissolved into what belongs to its 
nature. Anyone with two ears able to hear 
should listen!”

The nature of sin and the Good
Then Peter said to him, “You have been 

explaining every topic to us; tell us one 
other thing. What is the sin of the world?”

The Savior replied, “There is no such 
thing as sin; rather you yourselves are what 
produces sin when you act in accordance 
with the nature of adultery, which is called 
‘sin.’ For this reason, the Good came among 
you, pursuing (the good) which belongs to 
every nature. It will set it within its root.”

Then he continued. He said, “This is why 
you get sick and die: because you love what 
deceives you. Anyone who thinks should 
consider (these matters)!

“Matter gave birth to a passion which has 
no Image because it derives from what is 
contrary to nature. A disturbing confusion 
then occurred in the whole body. That is 
why I told you, ‘Become content at heart, 
while also remaining discontent and dis-
obedient; indeed become contented and 
agreeable (only) in the presence of that 
other image of nature.’ Anyone with two 
ears capable of hearing should listen!”

The Savior’s farewell
When the Blessed One had said these 

things, he greeted them all. “Peace be with 
you!” he said. “Acquire my peace within 
yourselves!

“Be on your guard so that no one deceives 
you by saying, ‘Look over here!’ or ‘Look 

over there!’ For the child of true Humanity 
exists within you. Follow it! Those who 
search for it will find it.

“Go then, preach the good news about 
the Realm.  Do not lay down any rule 
beyond what I determined for you, nor pro-
mulgate law like the lawgiver, or else you 
might be dominated by it.”

After he had said these things, he depart-
ed from them.

Mary comforts the other disciples
But they were distressed and wept greatly. 

“How are we going to go out to the rest of the 
world to announce the good news about the 
Realm of the child of true Humanity?” they 
said. “If they did not spare him, how will they 
spare us?”

Then Mary stood up. She greeted them 
all, addressing her brothers and sisters, “Do 
not weep and be distressed nor let your 
hearts be irresolute. For his grace will be 
with you all and will shelter you. Rather we 
should praise his greatness, for he has pre-
pared us and made us true human beings.”

When Mary had said these things, she 
turned their heart toward the Good, and 
they began to debate about the words of 
the Savior.

Peter asks Mary to teach.
Peter said to Mary, “Sister, we know that 

the Savior loved you more than all other 
women. Tell us the words of the Savior that 
you remember, the things which you know 
that we don’t because we haven’t heard 
them.”

Mary responded, “I will teach you about 
what is hidden from you.” And she began 
to speak these words to them.

Mr. Curiosity



Vision and mind
She said, “I saw the Lord in a vision and 

I said to him, ‘Lord, I saw you today in a 
vision.’”

“He answered me, ‘How wonderful you 
are for not wavering at seeing me! For where 
the mind is, there is the treasure.’

“I said to him, ‘So now, Lord, does a per-
son who sees a vision see it with the soul or 
with the spirit?’

“The Savior answered, ‘A person does not 
see with the soul or with the spirit. Rather 
the mind, which exists between these two, 
sees the vision and that is what…’”

(Pages 11-14 are missing.)

The ascent of the soul
“And Desire said, ‘I did not see you go 

down, yet now I see you go up. ‘So why do 
you lie since you belong to me?’

“The soul answered, ‘I saw you. You did 
not see me nor did you know me. You mis-
took the garment I wore for my true self. 
And you did not recognize me.’

“After it had said these things, it left 
rejoicing greatly.

“Again, it came to the third Power, which 
is called ‘Ignorance.’ It examined the soul 
closely, saying, ‘Where are you going? You 
are bound by wickedness. Indeed you are 
bound! Do not judge!’

“And the soul said, ‘Why do you judge 
me, since I have not passed judgment? I 
have been bound, but I have not bound 
(anything). They did not recognize me, but 
I have recognized that the universe is to be 
dissolved, both the things of earth and those 
of heaven.’

“When the soul had brought the third 
Power to naught, it went upward and saw 
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the fourth Power.  It had seven forms. ‘The 
first form is darkness; the second is desire; 
the third is ignorance; the fourth is zeal for 
death; the fifth is the realm of the flesh; the 
sixth is the foolish wisdom of the flesh; the 
seventh is the wisdom of the wrathful per-
son. These are the seven Powers of Wrath.

“They interrogated the soul, ‘Where are 
you coming from, human-killer, and where 
arc you going, space-conqueror?’

“The soul replied, saying, ‘What binds 
me has been slain, and what surrounds me 
has been destroyed, and my desire has been 
brought to an end, and ignorance has died. 
In a world, I was set loose from a world and 
in a type, from a type which is above, and 
from the chain of forgetfulness which exists 
in time. From this hour on, for the time of 
the due season of the aeon, I will receive 
rest in silence.’”

After Mary had said these things, she was 
silent, since it was up to this point that the 
Savior had spoken to her.

The disciples’ dispute over Mary’s teaching
Andrew responded, addressing the broth-

ers and sisters, “Say what you will about the 
things she has said, but I do not believe that 
the savior said these things, for indeed these 
teachings are strange ideas.”

Peter responded, bringing up similar 
concerns. He questioned them about the 
Savior: “Did he, then, speak with a woman 
in private without our knowing about it? 
Are we to turn around and listen to her? Did 
he choose her over us?”

Then Mary wept and said to Peter, “My 
brother Peter, what are you imagining? Do 
you think that I have thought up these 
things by myself in my heart or that I am 

telling lies about the Savior?”
Levi answered, speaking to Peter, “Peter, 

you have always been a wrathful person. 
Now I see you contending against the 
woman like the Adversaries. For if the 
Savior made her worthy, who are you then 
for your part to reject her? Assuredly the 
Savior’s knowledge of her is completely reli-
able. That is why he loved her more than us.

“Rather we should be ashamed. We should 
clothe ourselves with the perfect Human, 
acquire it for ourselves as he commanded 
us, and announce the good news, not laying 
down any other rule or law that differs from 
what the Savior said.”

“After he had said these things, they 
started going out to teach and to preach.”

The Gospel according to Mary.

Karen L. King is a scholar of early Christianity and 
Gnosticism, and in 2009 was appointed the Hollis 
Professor of Divinity at Harvard University, the first 
woman to hold this chair.

From The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and 
the First Woman Apostle, by Karen L. King, © 
Copyright 2003. Reprinted by permission of 
Polebridge Press.
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all human beings. Thus, one defines Buddhism 
itself.

 
At present, the vast majority of Buddhist 
orders throughout Asia teach that women are 
inferior to men and have more weaknesses and 
“karmic obstructions.” These orders also dis-
criminate against women in rituals and poli-
cies and so, through their words and actions, 
teach their cultures to do the same. This is 
true even in the most liberal Buddhist sects in 
Taiwan and Korea, where nuns generally enjoy 
higher standing than in other Asian countries. 

In monastic orders that accept members of 
both genders in these countries, nuns generally 
cannot hold the highest-ranking positions of 
authority. They are also required to relinquish 
their authority whenever a monk is present. 
Nuns and laywomen are routinely made to sit, 
walk, and stand behind monks and laymen, 
respectively; to receive food after the men 
have been served; to speak after men have spo-
ken; and to chant, study, and teach sutras that 
contain disparaging messages about women. 

Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana 
teachings make clear that one should view 
sentient beings equally, without discriminat-
ing among them. Yet in Dharma classes and 
Buddhist literature it is taught that women 
have more negative qualities, lesser abilities, 
and heavier karmic burdens than men, and 
cannot become Buddhas. In some orders, 
the Eight Garudhammas—a set of rules in 

In the Tripitaka and later sutras, the 
Buddha repeatedly establishes standards 
for evaluating spiritual teachings and prac-

tices—including his own—before one accepts 
them. He makes clear that his teachings are 
often misremembered, misrepresented, or mis-
understood: This is one of his main reasons 
for outlining terms for investigating spiritual 
doctrine. He also warns that false and inaccu-
rate teachings are among the conditions that 
will lead to the decline and disappearance of 
the Dharma. 

According to the Buddhist sutras, the meth-
ods for testing spiritual doctrine that the 
Buddha proposes in these passages are those he 
hopes Buddhists will use in assessing Buddhist 
and other spiritual teachings: They will help 
practitioners to determine whether teachings 
are true/should be accepted and followed, or 
whether they are false/should be abandoned. 

The application of these standards to one 
of the most controversial issues in Buddhism 
today—teachings attributed to the Buddha 
that women have more negative karma, and 
are inferior to men, and rules that reify and 
reinforce them—has profound consequences 
for the religion. In evaluating the validity 
of these teachings and rules, one determines 
the most important practical aspects of Right 
View and The Middle Path—how the Dharma 
should be put into practice in day-to-day life, 
and how one should cultivate and conduct 
“body, speech, and mind” as one interacts with 

from Right View, Red Rust, White Bones:  
A Re-examination of Buddhist Teachings on Female Inferiority

by Allison Goodwin
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the Tripitaka that limit nuns’ authority and 
place them under the control of the monks’ 
order—are followed to the letter. Nuns are 
made to bow down to monks’ feet, and even 
the most senior nuns are required to kowtow 
to all monks, including those who have just 
been initiated. 

Unequal rules and negative views of women 
are most conservatively interpreted and prac-
ticed in Theravada Buddhist countries. In all 
but Sri Lanka, the full ordination of women 
is forbidden. Theravada nuns are not even 
recognized as novices, or considered to be 
members of the monastic community, except 
in Sri Lanka. As in most of Asia, nuns receive 
less respect, training, and material support, 
and have little or no chance of advancement 
in Buddhist institutions. It is often taught 
that women cannot reach enlightenment and 
must be reborn as men in order to succeed in 
their practice. Women are often barred from 
entering sacred areas of shrines and temples. 
And in some countries any monk who even 
supports the ordination of women is subject 
to punishment, which may include expulsion 
from his order.

Most of the Tripitaka and later sutras were 
first written down hundreds of years after 
the Buddha’s Parinibbana. Given attitudes 
in India during and after the Buddha’s the 
time, it is unsurprising that deprecatory views 
of women and rules restricting them should 
have occasionally been added to the Buddhist 
canon, right alongside highly positive and 
equitable ones—just as misogynist views and 
rules have appeared in the scriptures of many, 
if not most, ancient world religions that also 
revere women. 

The scriptural account of the Buddha’s 
attitude toward women is conveyed through 

teachings and stories found throughout the 
Tripitaka and later texts, and it is implicit in 
many of the most basic Dharma principles. 

In a conversation with the wanderer 
Vacchagotta, recorded in the Mahavacchagotta 
Sutta in the Majjhima Nikaya, the Buddha 
implies that his female and male followers 
are equal in accomplishment: “far more” than 
five hundred of his nuns, and “far more” than 
five hundred of his monks have already been 
enlightened. “Far more” than five hundred 
laywomen, and “far more” than five hundred 
laymen “will reappear spontaneously in the 
Pure Abodes and there attain final Nibbana 
without ever returning from that world.” 

Throughout the passage, the Buddha uses 
the same language and equal numbers to 
describe the spiritual attainments of his female 
and male disciples. Vacchagotta responds that 
if nuns, monks, laywomen, and laymen alike 
were not accomplished, the “holy life would 
be deficient in that respect.” Satisfied that 
the Dharma is not flawed, Vacchagotta—who 
had long been undecided as to whether to 
become the Buddha’s disciple—finally decides 
to request ordination.

In an insightful 2010 article entitled 
Women’s Renunciation in Early Buddhism, 
Analayo, one of the foremost scholars of early 
Buddhism today, discusses this and other pas-
sages in early Buddhist texts which convey 
that the Buddha and others saw laywomen 
and the nuns’ order—as they saw each of the 
“four assemblies” (nuns, monks, laywomen, 
and laymen)—as integral parts of the sangha, 
essential to the Dharma’s completeness, sur-
vival, and success. According to a passage 
in the Mahaparinibbana Sutta, in fact, the 
Buddha vows just after becoming enlightened 
that he won’t pass away until he has founded 
and prepared the four assemblies—contradict-
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ing the well-known story of the origin of the 
nuns’ order, in which the Buddha refuses three 
times to ordain women before grudgingly con-
senting.

In the Kimbala Suttas, the Buddha states 
that the four assemblies’ respect for one anoth-

er is essential for the continuance of the 
Dharma after his passing. Many passages else-
where in the Tripitaka and later texts portray 
the Buddha praising female disciples for their 
abilities and strengths. They also depict nuns 
and laywomen as learned, virtuous, excep-
tional, and wise—as capable as male disciples 
of practicing and teaching the Dharma and 
achieving full awakening. 

In the Drdhadhyasayapariprccha Sutra, the 
Buddha warns that negative views of women, 
and the belief that women—or any beings at 
all—are unwholesome or responsible for the 
feelings they incite, are mental fabrications 
and forms of attachment, projected by the 
perceiver upon imagined others that do not 
inherently exist. The problem lies in the mind 
of the perceiver: anyone who even “contem-
plates the impurity of an entity that has never 
arisen and never existed” is not “practicing 
the path.” It is a powerful indictment of those 
who hold exactly the sorts of negative views 
of women attributed to the Buddha elsewhere.

The non-discriminatory and positive mes-

sages about women and their position in the 
sangha in these and many other passages in 
the Tripitaka and later texts, strongly con-
tradict statements found in discourses that 
are among the most important sources of the 
special rules and negative attitudes towards 

women. The latter include views so virulent 
they raise the eyebrows of many readers. 
Among them are statements like the follow-
ing from the Tripitaka, all attributed to the 
Buddha: 

“It is impossible that a woman should be a perfect 
fully enlightened Buddha” (MN 115, AN 1.279). 

“It is impossible...that the Buddha should allow 
greeting, rising up for, salutation, and proper duties 
towards women...Whoever should do so incurs an 
offence of wrongdoing” (Cullavagga X). 

“Women are...easily angered...envious...
greedy...weak in wisdom” (Kamboja Sutta). 

“Women are the stain of the holy life” 
(Devatasamyutta). 

Woman is “filthy, stinking, cowardly, terrify-
ing, and betrays friends...a black snake...she is 
aggressive, bears grudges, has terrible poison, is 
fork-tongued” (Panhamakaõhasappa Sutta and 
Dutiyakaõhasappasutta Sutta). 

Women are “wholly a snare of [the Tempter/Devil] 
Mara” (Mataputta Sutta).

The Buddha vows just after becoming enlightened that he    
won’t pass away until he has founded and prepared the four 
assemblies—contradicting the well-known story of the origin 

of the nuns’ order, in which the Buddha refuses three times to 
ordain women before grudgingly consenting. 
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One of the most influential of these passages 
is the above-mentioned account of the found-
ing of the nuns’ order in the Gotam� Sutta and 
the Cullavagga in the Vinaya. According to 
that narrative, the Buddha refuses to ordain 
his aunt and adoptive mother, and reluctantly 
concedes only after ananda’s repeated inter-
vention. The Buddha then establishes the 
Eight Garudhammas—preconditions for wom-
en’s ordination. Among other things, the rules 
forbid nuns to criticize or admonish monks, 
and oblige them to receive monks’ permission, 
not only for their reinstatement after a major 
offense—but also for their ordination. The 
Garudhammas also require nuns to receive 
regular instruction from monks, confess trans-
gressions to, and kowtow to the ground before 

them. The Buddha goes on to liken women 
to “red rust” and “white bones,” diseases that 
infest rice and sugar cane fields—they will 
quickly destroy any religion they enter. He 
further predicts that because he has ordained a 
woman, Buddhism will die out in five hundred 
years instead of a thousand. 

Given the well-documented, constructive 
role that women have played in the practice 
and transmission of the Dharma, including 
during the Buddha’s lifetime, the Buddha’s 
alleged prediction has been far from accu-
rate. Stories in the Tripitaka of serious con-
flicts in the early Sangha over the existence, 
rights, and status of the nuns’ order, both 
during the Buddha’s lifetime and following his 
Parinibbana, have provided further evidence 

Alexander Synaptic
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widely available. It has been estimated that as 
a result of religious and cultural value systems 
and traditions that place a greater premium on 
male children and foster unfavorable attitudes 
toward females, between 1980 and the early 
1990s, sex-selective abortions resulted in well 
over 100 million “missing females” in Asia 
and North Africa. 44 million were “missing” 
in China alone.

The harm done to those who are taught to 
look on women and other groups as inferior, 
and to treat them as such, is more difficult to 
measure than harm done to those who are sub-
ject to discrimination. However, psychological 
and social studies also offer ample evidence as 
to its nature. 

This large body of research shows that had 
the Buddha seen women as inferior or more 
flawed than men; had he set up special rules 
to limit them; or had he taught such beliefs 
or rules to others, he would have harmed his 
disciples, their cultures, future generations, 
Buddhism, and the Buddha himself—just as 
those same views and practices harm entire 
cultures today. 

Such teachings and practices also convey 
not only that it is acceptable, but that it is 
spiritually and morally sound to view entire 
segments of the population as inferior, and 
to establish social systems that treat them as 
such. They are the antithesis—not only of 
core Buddhist teachings on non-harm, kind-
ness, compassion, and avoiding harsh speech 
and aversion—but also of the most essential 
dharma on Right View and the Middle Path: 

According to the Dharma, it is precisely by 
realizing that what we mistakenly perceive 
to be inherently existing, separate selves and 
others are, in fact, interdependent, subjective, 
and transitory illusions—constantly evolving 
compounded aggregates, subject to causes and 

that the teachings that are critical of women, 
and rules restricting them, were most likely the 
work of monks who added them to the sutras 
to control and limit the nuns’ order. 

Today, the findings of a large body of psycho-
logical and social research provide an impor-
tant new tool for assessing the effects of these 
teachings and rules: The studies show that 
discrimination and beliefs about self and oth-
ers have a profound impact on human devel-
opment and social reality—not only because 
they influence how we perceive ourselves and 
others, and how we think and behave, but 
because they also affect well-being, welfare, 
happiness, health and achievement. 

From a Buddhist perspective, because we 
are interconnected, interdependent and con-
stantly changing, and because the perceiver is 
inseparable from the perceived, our thoughts, 
words, and actions affect everything we are 
connected to. When children—and many 
adults—are taught that a particular group is 
inferior to another, many will come to see 
them as such. In so doing, they will harm that 
group, and themselves. 

It is no accident that women’s overall social, 
economic, and political standing remains low 
in Buddhist majority and former Buddhist 
majority countries when compared with that 
of women in countries with religious or unaf-
filiated majorities that hold more positive and 
egalitarian views of women. Even the most 
prosperous Buddhist/former Buddhist majority 
countries today, Japan and Korea, have been 
found to have large gender disparities.

Particularly chilling are statistics that show 
a record number of male births in a number 
of Buddhist and former Buddhist majority 
countries since the early 1980s, when abortion 
and low-cost sonogram technologies became 
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conditions, and closely connected with other 
beings and phenomena—that one can aban-
don self-clinging and discriminatory thinking, 
and bring an end to suffering. The Soma Sutta 
spells out that identification with gender—or 
with “anything at all”—makes one fit for Mara 
to tempt. “The Tathagata . . . is equal toward 
all things and does not discriminate among 
them” (Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sutta).

The early Buddhist canon contains several 
accounts of the Buddha’s methods for assess-
ing the validity of spiritual teachings and 
practices. Much of the Tripitaka and later 
sutras are also devoted to detailed analyses 
of Right and Wrong View, and the right and 
wrong way to think, speak, behave, practice, 
and teach. These passages convey that false 
or distorted dharma, misguided teachers, and 
Wrong Views are among the most common 
problems that practitioners face. This is one 
of the main reasons why one mustn’t accept 
spiritual teachings without investigating them.  

In several discourses, the Buddha warns that 
false teachings are among the conditions that 
will lead to the Dharma’s demise. He also gives 
instructions for evaluating spiritual teachers 
and teachings.

In one of the Buddha’s best-known calls to 
question, in the Jnanasara-Samuccaya and the 
Tattva-samgraha by santaraksita, the Buddha 
insists that his followers question and test all 
teachings they have heard directly from the 
Buddha himself, and rely on their own judg-
ment and investigations in the process: 

“Brethren, when I speak to you, don’t accept 
it blindly because you love and respect me. But 
examine it and put it to the test, as a goldsmith 
examines gold, by cutting, heating, and ham-
mering it to know whether it is genuine gold 
or counterfeit. If you see it is reasonable, only 

then accept it and follow it.” 
In the Mahaparinibbana Sutta, the Buddha 

directs that even when the source of teachings 
is a monastic who claims to have heard the 
dhammas “from the Lord Buddha’s own lips,” 
or directly from “elders or a community with 
distinguished teachers,” the practitioner must 
not outright accept or reject their claims. She 
or he should “carefully note and compare the 
claims with the discourses and review them in 
light of the discipline….If the dhammas are 
found not to conform to the discourses or the 
discipline, the conclusion must be: ‘This is not 
the word of the Buddha, it has been wrongly 
understood by this monk—or by that com-
munity, or by those elders, or that elder’—and 
the teachings or practices are to be rejected.” 

According to a dialogue between sakya-
muni and a group of villagers in the Kalama 
Sutta, the Buddha advises that practitioners 
are right to question all sources of spiritual 
authority, including himself. He goes on to 
warn them not to rely on the traditional bases 
of religious doctrine—including scriptures, 
teachers, religious authorities, and tradition—
when making a decision as to whether or 
not to accept a teaching. Instead, one should 
make one’s determination based on what one 
“knows for oneself” of dharmas’ qualities and 
of what “dhammas . . . lead to”—one should 
rely on personal knowledge and experience, 
and whatever else one “knows for oneself” 
to be reliable, concrete evidence concerning 
dharmas’ qualities and effects. Teachings and 
practices are to be abandoned if they lead to 
long-term harm or suffering, or possess any of 
a series of spiritually counterproductive traits 
listed in the passage. 

Several other teachings reiterate a similar 
message: if a teaching or practice leads to spiri-
tually counterproductive or otherwise harmful 
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results—or fails to lead to any of several ben-
eficial states or outcomes outlined—one can 
“definitely hold, ‘This is not the Dhamma, 
this is not the Vinaya, this is not the Teacher’s 
instruction.’”

Unquestioning faith and acceptance of spiri-
tual teachings and teachers is dangerous and 
discouraged in the strongest terms. To inves-
tigate, and only then accept or reject any 
teaching or rule is not a sin, nor is it heresy, 
blasphemy or bad judgment. It is, in fact, a 
Buddhist’s duty—the prerequisite, necessary 
step that Buddhists should take before accept-
ing teachings as authentic.   

Allison Goodwin is a writer, teacher, and activist who 
has helped facilitate the translation of some of the best 
scholarship that presents evidence the negative Buddhist 
teachings on women are harmful and contradict the 
most essential Buddhist Dharma. For more information 
visit www.odsal.org 

Excerpted from “Right View, Red Rust, and White 
Bones: A Reexamination of Buddhist Teachings 
on Female Inferiority,” published in The Journal of 
Buddhist Ethics, 2012. http://blogs.dickinson.edu/bud-
dhistethics/files/2012/04/Goodwin-Right-View-Final-
Edit-April-29-2012.pdf
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The hard things went into letters. I started 
sending them from college, the kind of self-
absorbed epistles that usually began as diary 
entries and should have stayed there. During 
those years I wore black boots from an army 
surplus store and a five-dollar haircut from 
a barbershop and went to some trouble to 
fill you in on the great freedom women 
could experience if only they would throw 
off the bondage of housewifely servitude. I 
made sideways remarks about how I couldn’t 
imagine being anybody’s wife. In my heart I 
believed that these letters—in which I tried 
to tell you how I’d become someone entirely 

I imagine you putting on your glasses to 
read this letter. Oh, Lord, what now? You 
tilt your head back and hold the page 

away from you, your left hand flat on your 
chest, protecting your heart. “Dear Mom” at 
the top of a long, typed letter from me has so 
often meant trouble. Happy, uncomplicated 
things—these I could always toss you eas-
ily over the phone: I love you, where in the 
world is my birth certificate, what’s in your 
zucchini casserole, happy birthday, this is our 
new phone number, we’re having a baby in 
March, my plane comes in at seven, see you 
then, I love you.  

Letter To My 
Mother

by Barbara Kingsolver

Ashley Rose



45

different from the child you’d known—would 
somehow make us friends. But instead they 
only bought me a few quick gulps of air while 
I paced out the distance between us.

I lived past college, and so did my hair, and 
slowly I learned the womanly art of turning 
down the volume. But I still missed you, and 
from my torment those awful letters bloomed 
now and then. I kept trying; I’m trying still. 
But this time I want to say before anything 
else: Don’t worry. Let your breath out. I won’t 
hurt you anymore. We measure the distance 
in miles now, and I don’t have to show you 
I’m far from where I started. Increasingly, that 
distance seems irrelevant. I want to tell you 
what I remember.

I’m three years old. You’ve left me for 
the first time with your mother while you 
and Daddy took a trip. Grandmama fed me 
cherries and showed me the secret of her 
hair: Five metal hairpins come out, and 
the everyday white coil drops in a silvery 
waterfall to the back of her knees. Her house 
smells like polished wooden stairs and soap 
and Granddad’s onions and ice cream, and 
I would love to stay there always but I miss 
you bitterly without end. On the day of your 
return I’m standing in the driveway waiting 
when the station wagon pulls up. You jump 
out your side, my mother in happy red lipstick 
and red earrings, pushing back your dark hair 
from the shoulder of your white sleeveless 
blouse, turning so your red skirt swirls like a 
rose with the perfect promise of you emerging 
from the center. So beautiful. You raise one 
hand in a tranquil wave and move so slowly 
up the driveway that your body seems to be 
underwater. I understand with a shock that 
you are extremely happy. I have been miser-
able and alone waiting in the driveway, and 

you were at the beach with Daddy and happy. 
Happy without me.
I am sitting on your lap, and you are crying. 
Thank you, honey, thank you, you keep saying, 
rocking back and forth as you hold me in the 
kitchen chair. I’ve brought you flowers: the 
sweet peas you must have spent all spring 
trying to grow, training them up the trellis 
in the yard. You had nothing to work with 
but abundant gray rains and the patience of 
a young wife at home with pots and pans and 
small children, trying to create just one beau-
tiful thing, something to take you outside our 
tiny white clapboard house on East Main. 
I never noticed until all at once they burst 
through the trellis in a pink red purple dazzle. 
A finger-painting of colors humming against 
the blue air: I could think of nothing but to 
bring it to you. I climbed up the wooden trel-
lis and picked the flowers. Every one. They 
are gone already, wilting in my hand as you 
hold me close in the potato-smelling kitchen, 
and your tears are damp in my hair but you 
never say a single thing but Thank you.

Your mother is dead. She was alive, so thin 
that Granddad bought her a tiny dark-blue 
dress and called her his fashion model and 
then they all went to the hospital and came 
home without her. Where is the dark-blue 
dress now? I find myself wondering, until it 
comes to me that they probably buried her in 
it. It’s under the ground with her. There are 
so many things I don’t want to think about 
that I can’t bear going to bed at night.

It’s too hot to sleep. My long hair wraps 
around me, grasping like tentacles. My broth-
er and sister and I have made up our beds on 
cots on the porch, where it’s supposed to be 
cooler. They are breathing in careless sleep 
on either side of me, and I am under the dark 
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cemetery ground with Grandmama. I am in 
the stars, desolate, searching out the end of 
the universe and time. I am trying to imagine 
how long forever is, because that is how long 
I will be dead for someday. I won’t be able to 
stand so much time being nothing, thinking 
of nothing. I’ve spent many nights like this, 
fearing sleep. Hating being awake.

I get up, barefoot and almost nothing in 
my nightgown, and creep to your room. The 
door is open, and I see that you’re awake, too, 
sitting up on the edge of your bed. I can make 
out only the white outline of your nightgown 
and your eyes. You’re like a ghost.

Mama, I don’t want to die.
You don’t have to worry about that for a long, 

long time.
I know. But I’m thinking about it now.
I step toward you from the doorway, and 

you fold me into your arms. You are real, my 
mother in scent and substance, and I still fit 
perfectly in your lap.

You don’t know what Heaven is like. It might 
be full of beautiful flowers.

When I close my eyes I discover it’s there, 
an endless field of flowers. Columbines, blue 
asters, daisies, sweet peas, zinnias: one single 
flower bed stretching out for miles in every 
direction. I am small enough to watch the 
butterflies come. I know them from the 
pasture behind our house, the butterflies 
you taught me to love and name: monarchs, 
Dianas, tiger swallowtails. I follow their lazy 
zigzag as they visit every flower, as many flow-
ers as there are stars in the universe. We stay 
there in the dark for a long time, you and I, 
both of us with our eyes closed, watching the 
butterflies drift so slowly, filling as much time 
as forever.

I will keep that field of flowers. It doesn’t 
matter that I won’t always believe in Heaven. 

I will suffer losses of faith, of love and con-
fidence, I will have some bitter years, and 
always when I hurt and can’t sleep I will close 
my eyes and wait for your butterflies to arrive.

Just one thing, I’m demanding of you. It’s the 
middle of summer, humid beyond all reason, 
and I am thirteen: a tempest of skinned knees 
and menarche. You are trying to teach me 
how to do laundry, showing me how to put 
the bluing in with the sheets. The swampy 
Monday-afternoon smell of sheets drowning 
under the filmy, shifting water fills me with 
pure despair. I want no part of that smell. No 
future in white sheets and bluing. Name one 
good thing about being a woman, I say to you.

There are lots of good things. . . . Your voice 
trails off with the thin blue stream that trick-
les into the washer’s indifferent maw.

In a rare flush of adrenaline or confidence, 
I hold on, daring you: OK, then. If that’s true, 
just name me one.

You hesitated. I remember that. I saw a 
hairline crack in your claim of a homemaker’s 
perfect contentment. Finally you said, The 
love of a man. That’s one thing. Being taken care 
of and loved by a man.

And because you’d hesitated I knew I didn’t 
have to believe it.

At fifteen I am raging at you in my diary, 
without courage or real intention, yet, of 
actually revealing myself to you. Why do you 
want to ruin my life? Why can’t you believe I 
know how to make my own decisions? Why do 
you treat me like a child? No makeup or nail pol-
ish allowed in this house—you must think I am 
a baby or a nun. You tell me if I forget to close 
the curtains when I get undressed the neighbor 
boy will rape me. You think all boys are evil. 
You think if I go out with my girlfriends 1’ll get 
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kidnaped. You think if I’m in the same room with 
a boy and a can of beer, I’ll instantly become a 
pregnant alcoholic.

Halfway through the page I crumble sud-
denly and write in a meeker hand, I have to 
learn to keep my big mouth shut and not fight 
with Mom. I love her so much.

I am a young woman sliced in two, half 
of me claiming to know everything and the 
other half just as sure I will never know 
anything at all. I am too awkward and quiet 
behind my curtain of waist-length hair, a girl 
unnoticed, a straight-A schoolmouse who 
can’t pass for dumb and cute in a small-town, 
marry-young market that values—as far as I 
can see—no other type.

I understand this to be all your fault. You 
made me, and I was born a girl. You trained 
me to be a woman, and regarding that condi-
tion I fail to see one good thing.

The woodsmoke scent in the air puts me 
in mind of raked leaves, corduroy jumpers 
and new saddle shoes, our family’s annual 
trip to Browning’s orchard for apples and 
cider: a back-to-school nostalgia altogether 
too childish for me now, and yet here I am, 
thrilled to the edge of all my senses to be 
starting college. You and Dad have driven 
three hundred miles in our VW bus, which 
is packed like a tackle box with my impor-
tant, ridiculous stuff, and now you have 
patiently unloaded it without questioning my 
judgment on a single cherished object—the 
plants, the turtle-shell collection, the glass 
demijohn, the huge striped pillow, the hun-
dred books. You’re sitting on my new bed 
while Dad carries in the last box. To you this 
bed must look sadly institutional compared 
with the furniture lovingly lathed for us from 
red cherrywood by your father before he died. 

To me the new metal bed frame looks just 
fine. Nothing fussy; it will do. I am arranging 
my plants in the windowsill while you tell me 
you’re proud of the scholarship I won, you 
know I’ll do well here and be happy, I should 
call if I need anything, call even if I don’t.

I won’t need anything, I tell you.
I am visited suddenly by a peculiar photo-

graphic awareness of the room, as if I were 
not really in it but instead watching us both 
from the doorway. I understand we are using 
up the very last minutes of something neither 
of us can call, outright, my childhood. I can’t 
wait for you to leave, and then you do. I close 
the door and stand watching through my 
yellow-curtained window and the rust-orange 
boughs of a maple outside as you and Dad 
climb into the VW and drive away without 
looking back. And because no one can see 
me I wipe my slippery face with the back of 
my hand. My nose runs and I choke on tears, 
so many I’m afraid I will drown. I can’t smell 
the leaves or apples or woodsmoke at all. I 
feel more alone than I’ve ever felt in my life.

I am nineteen, a grown woman curled like 
a fetus on my bed. Curled in a knot so small 
I hope I may disappear. I do not want to be 
alive.

I’ve been raped.
I know his name, his address—in fact I will 

probably have to see him again on campus. 
But I have nothing to report. Not to the 
police, not to you. The telephone rings and 
rings and I can’t pick it up because it may 
be you. My mother. Everything you ever 
told me from the beginning has come home 
to this knot of nothingness on my bed, this 
thing I used to call me. I was supposed to 
prevent what happened. Two nights ago I 
talked to him at a bar. He bought me a drink 
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and told my friends he thought I was cute. 
That girl with the long hair, he said. What’s her 
name? Tonight when he came to my door I 
was happy, for ten full seconds. Then. My 
head against a wall, suffocation, hard pushing 
and flat on my back and screaming for air. 
Fighting an animal twice my size. My job was 
to stop him, and I failed. How can I tell you 
that? You met him in a bar. You see?

From this vantage point, a dot of nothing-
ness in the center of my bed, I understand the 
vast ocean of work it is to be a woman among 
men, that universe of effort, futile whimpers 
against hard stones, and oh God I don’t want 
it. My bones are weak. I am trapped in a room 
with no flowers, no light, a ceiling of lead so 
low I can never again straighten up. I don’t 
want to live in this world.

I will be able to get up from this bed only 
if I can get up angry. Can you understand 
there is no other way? I have to be someone 
else. Not you, and not even me. Tomorrow or 
someday soon I will braid my long hair for the 
last time, go to my friend’s house with a pair 
of sharp scissors, and tell her to cut it off. All 
of it. Tomorrow or someday soon I will feel 
that blade at my nape and the weight will fall.

Summer light, Beaurieux, France. At twenty-
three I’m living in an enormous, centuries-
old stone farmhouse with a dozen friends, 
talkative French socialists and a few British 
expatriates, all of us at some loose coupling 
in our lives between school and adulthood. 
We find a daily, happy solace in one another 
and in the scarlet poppies that keep bloom-
ing in the sugar-beet fields. We go out to 
work together in the morning and then come 
home in the evening to drink red table wine 
and make ratatouille in the cavernous stone-
floored kitchen. This afternoon, a Saturday, 

a gaggle of us have driven into town to hang 
out at the village’s only electrified establish-
ment, a tiny cafe. We are entrenched in a 
happy, pointless argument about Camus when 
the man wiping the counter answers the 
phone and yells, “Mademoiselle Kingsolver? 
Quelque’un des Etats Unis!”

My heart thumps to a complete stop. 
Nobody from the United States can pos-
sibly know where I am. I haven’t written to 
my parents for many months, since before I 
moved to France. I rise and sleepwalk to the 
telephone, knowing absolutely that it will be 
you, my mother, and it is. I still have no idea 
how you found me; I can hardly even remem-
ber our conversation. I must have told you I 
was alive and well, still had all my arms and 
legs—what else was there for me to say? You 
told me that my brother was getting married 
and I ought to come home for the wedding.

Ma mere! This is what I tell my friends, 
with a shrug, when I return to the table. I 
tell them you probably called out the French 
Foreign Legion to find me. Everybody laughs 
and declares that mothers are all alike: They 
love us too much, they are a cross to bear, 
they all ought to find their own things to do 
and leave us alone. We pay for our coffee and 
amble toward somebody’s car, but I decide on 
impulse I’ll walk back to the farm. I move 
slowly, turning over and over in my mind the 
telephone’s ringing, the call that was for me. 
In France, a tiny town, the only cafe, a speck 
of dust on the globe. Already it seems impos-
sible that this really happened.

The roadside ditch is brilliant with poppies, 
and as I walk along I am hugging myself so 
hard I can barely breathe.

I’m weeding the garden. You admired my 
garden a lot when you came to visit me 
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both liked that.
On this day I am alone, weeding the gar-

den, and a stranger comes to the door. He 
doesn’t look well, and he says he needs a glass 
of water, so I go to the kitchen. When I turn 
around from the sink, there he is, with a knife 
shoved right up against my belly.

Don’t scream or I’ll kill you.
But I do scream. Scream, slap, bite, kick, 

shove my knee into his stomach. I don’t 
know what will happen next, but I know this 
much: It’s not going to be my fault. You were 
partly wrong and partly right; bad things are 

here in Tucson, in this small brick house of 
my own. We fought, of course. You didn’t 
like my involvement with Central American 
refugees, no matter how I tried to talk you 
through the issues of human rights and our 
government’s support of a dictatorship in El 
Salvador. Even more, you didn’t like it that 
I was living in this little brick house with 
a man, unmarried. But you did admire my 
vegetable garden, and the four-o’clocks in 
the front yard, you said, were beautiful. The 
flowers were our common ground. They’ll 
attract hummingbirds, you told me, and we 

Georgie Pauwels
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bound to happen, but this hateful supremacy 
that sometimes shoves itself against me is not 
my fault. You’ve held on to me this long, so 
I must be someone worth saving against the 
odds. When I can finally tell you that, I know 
you will agree with me. So this time I scream. 
I scream for all I’m worth.

I’m thirty-two, with my own daughter in my 
arms. I’ve sent you a picture of her, perfect 
and gorgeous in her bassinette. Her tiny hand 
is making a delicate circle, index finger to 
thumb, pinkie extended as if she were hold-
ing a teacup. How could my ferocious will 
create such a delicate, feminine child? This 
one is all girl, I write on the back, my daugh-
ter’s first caption. You send back a photo 
of me at the same age, eight weeks, in my 
bassinette. I can’t believe it: I am making a 
delicate circle with my hand, index finger to 
thumb, pinkie extended.

My nine-year-old daughter comes home 
from a summer slumber party with painted 
nails, and I mean painted. Day-Glo green on 
the fingers, purple on the toes. We drive to 
the drugstore for nail polish remover.

Please! All the girls my age are doing this.
How can every nine-year-old on the planet 

possibly be painting her toenails purple?
I don’t know. They just are.
School starts in a week. Do you want to be 

known by your teacher as the girl with the green 
fingernails?

Yes. But I guess you don’t.
Do you really?
She looks down at her nails and states: 

Yes. With her porcelain skin and long, dark 
lashes, she is a Raphael cherub. Her perfect 
mouth longs to pout, but she resists, holds her 
back straight. A worthy vessel for her own 

opinions. Despite myself, I admire her.
OK, we’ll compromise. The green comes off. 

But keep the purple toenails.
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At forty, I’m expecting my second child. 
Through my years of being coupled and then 
alone, years of accepting my fate and then 

the astonishing chance of remarriage, I’ve 
waited a lifetime for this gift: a second child. 
But now it is past due, and I am impatient. 

Alex Berger
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I conceived in late September and now it’s 
July. I have dragged this child in my belly 
through some portion of every month but 
August. In the summer’s awful heat I am a 
beached whale, a house full of water, a uni-
verse with ankles. It seems entirely possible 
to me that the calendar will close and I will 
somehow be bound fairy-tale-wise to a perma-
nent state of pregnancy. During these months 
you and I have talked more often than ever 
before. Through our long phone conversa-
tions I’ve learned so many things: that you 
fought for natural childbirth all three times, 
a rebel against those patronizing doctors who 
routinely knocked women out with drugs. In 
the fifties, formula was said to be modern and 
breast-feeding crude and old-fashioned, but 
you ignored the wagging fingers and did what 
you and I both know was best for your babies.

I’ve also learned that ten-month pregnan-
cies run in our family.

When your sister was two weeks overdue, I 
made Wendell drive over every bumpy road in 
the county.

Did it work?
No. With you, we were in Maryland. We 

drove over to see the cherry blossoms on the 
Capitol Mall in April, and Wendell said, “What 
if you go into labor while we’re hours away from 
home?” I told him, “I’ll sing Hallelujah.”

A week past my due date you are calling 
every day. Steven answers the phone, holds 
it up, and mouths, “Your mother again.” He 
thinks you may be bugging me. You aren’t. I 
am a woman lost in the weary sea of waiting, 
and you are the only one who really knows 
where I am. Your voice is keeping me afloat. 
I grab the phone.

She is born at last. A second daughter. I cry 
on the phone, I’m so happy and relieved to 

have good news for you, finally. I promise you 
we’ll send pictures right away. You will tell 
me she looks just like I did. She looks like her 
father, but I will believe you anyway.

Later on when it’s quiet I nurse our baby, 
admiring her perfect hands. Steven is in a 
chair across the room, and I’m startled to look 
up and find he is staring at us with tears in his 
eyes. I’ve seen him cry only once before.

What’s wrong?
Nothing. I’m just so happy.
I love him inordinately. I could not bear 

to be anyone but his wife just now. I could 
not bear to be anyone but the mother of my 
daughters.

I was three years old, standing in the drive-
way waiting for the car to bring you back 
from Florida. You arrived glowing with hap-
piness. Because of me. I felt stung, thinking 
you could carry on your life of bright-red 
lipstick smiles outside of my presence, but I 
know now I was wrong. You looked happy 
because of me. You hadn’t seen me for more 
than a week, hadn’t nursed me for years, and 
yet your breasts tingled before you opened the 
car door. The soles of your feet made contact 
with the ground, and your arms opened up as 
you walked surefooted once again into the 
life you knew as my mother. I know exactly 
how you felt. I am your happiness. It’s a cross 
I am willing to bear.

Barbara Kingsolver grew up in rural Kentucky and 
has worked as a freelance writer and author since 
1985. She lives and works in southwestern Virginia 
with her family.

From Small Wonder by Barbara Kingsolver, copy-
right ©2002 by Barbara Kingsolver, reprinted with 
permission from Harper Collins Publishers.
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Look at the birds. Even flying
is born

out of nothing. The first sky
is inside you, open

at either end of day.
The work of wings

was always freedom, fastening
one heart to every falling thing.

Li-Young Lee, “One Heart” from Book of My Nights. Copyright © 2001 by Li-Young Lee. Reprinted with the 
permission of The Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of BOA Editions, Ltd., www.boaeditions.org.

One Heart

from Book of My Nights
by Li-Young Lee
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Hate, Love, and 
Perfect Wisdom

 by Edward Conze

Alex Berger
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Though the teachings of the 
Prajnaparamita have on the whole 
been set out quite clearly, this has 

been done in a terminology which one has 
slowly to get used to. Psychological consid-
erations may, however, give some assistance 
in leading on to a better understanding of 
these texts. This is no mere concession to 
the interests of the present day. Centuries 
ago already has the metaphysics of the 
Prajnaparamita been rounded off by a pro-
found psychological system, known as the 
Tantra. In this article I offer two brief psy-
chological observations. 

The Tantric system of the Five Jinas associ-
ates the Prajnaparamita with the Buddha 
Akshobhya. She belongs to Akshobhya’s 
“family”, and in two Sadhanas of the 
Sadhana-mala it is stated that Akshobhya 
should be represented on the head-dress 
or crown of the images representing her. 
The basic Prajnaparamita Sutras them-
selves ante-date by four or six centuries 
the emergence of the Tantra into the light 
of history. In them also Akshobyha is the 
one figure of a Mahayana Buddha to play 
any substantial role. It is therefore permis-
sible to ask why just this Buddha should be 
brought into such close contact with the 
Prajnaparamita. 

Buddhist Scriptures do not aim at 
expounding the nature of the universe for 
the satisfaction of disinterested curiosity. 
They are medicines, antidotes to specific 
ills and ailments, meant to counteract 
faults to which we are prone, and which 
keep us away from true reality and from a 
fruitful and abundant life. Some faults are 
more marked in some people than in others. 
In the third chapter of his Visuddhimagga, 

Buddhaghosa describes six distinct person-
ality types (puggala). They differ according 
to whether their conduct is dominated 
by greed, hate or delusion, or by the cor-
responding virtues of faith, intelligence 
or thoughtfulness (vitakka). Buddhaghosa 
gives many good observations which allow 
us to recognize the different types, and he 
adds some advice about the mode of life and 
the kind of meditation which would suit 
each one of them. Similarly, the Tantra has 
classified aspirants into five families (kula), 
of which the first three are identical with 
those of Buddhaghosa. In this essay I am 
concerned only with the first two of these, 
i.e. with those who “walk in greed”, and 
those who “walk in hate.”

A simple Abhidharma exercise can help 
to determine whether one belongs to the 
hate or the greed class. The mindful recol-
lection of feelings (vedana) is an elementary 
and valuable practice. Three kinds of feel-
ings are distinguished-pleasant, unpleasant, 
and neutral. They are associated with greed, 
hatred, and delusion, respectively. A pleas-
ant feeling will obviously strengthen our 
greed, our desire to make ourselves at home 
in this world, and to taste more and more of 
sensuous enjoyment. Just so an unpleasant 
feeling will strengthen our hatred, providing 
or registering the frustration which leads to 
future aggressiveness. If one now observes 
the feelings which occur at a given time, one 
can mindfully recall them by saying, “There 
is a pleasant feeling, beware of greed! There 
is an unpleasant feeling, beware of hate!”, 
and so on, just as they come up. If this is 
done repeatedly, and over a number of years, 
some people (like the late Prof. Flugel) will 
find that pleasant feelings preponderate, 
others that unpleasant feelings greatly out-
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number the pleasant ones. 
The Vajrayana associates Akshobhya with 

the hate family, whereas Amitabha is said to 
“preside” over the greed family. The bhaktic 
trends within Buddhism centred largely on 
Amitabha. As friendliness, or “love”, is said 
to have greed for its “near-enemy” (asanna-
paccatthiko), so the faith of Bhakti is a sub-

limation of greed, as witness the description 
of the sensuous bliss and beauty of Amida’s 
Paradise, etc. As distinct from Bhakti, the 
Gnosis of the Prajnaparamita is an antidote 
to hate. Buddhaghosa says about the kinship 
between hate and wisdom (panna):

“As on the unwholesome plane hatred does 
not cling, does not stick to its object, so wis-
dom on the wholesome plane. As hate seeks 
for faults, even though they do not exist, 
so wisdom seeks for the faults that do exist. 
As hate leads to the rejection of beings, so 
wisdom to that of all conditioned things.”

The Prajnaparamita to some extent 
destroys hate by refining it into universal 
compassion, which is the reverse of cruelty. 
Nietzsche stressed the essential unity of the 
two when he stated that” one must be both 
pitiful and cruel in order to be really either”. 
The Gnosis of perfect wisdom further helps 
to sublimate hatred. It is the aim and pur-
pose of hatred to smash that which offends. 

While” nihilism” is by no means the last 
word of the Prajnaparamita, the thorough 
annihilation of the world, emotional and 
intellectual, is an important step on the 
way towards winning her. In the ontol-
ogy of the Prajnaparamita texts the entire 
world, all entities, whatever they are, are 
completely smashed and done away with, 

not only ground to powder, but reduced to 
nothingness. This is a great triumph of uni-
versal hate. If one’s own self is included in 
the universal annihilation, it is at the same 
time also a triumph of the spirit. 

Experience shows that the Sutras on 
Perfect Wisdom mean very little to some 
people, while they strike others with the 
force of an overwhelming and self-evi-
dent revelation. It would be sheer van-
ity to invariably blame lack of response on 
low spiritual endowment. Even where the 
required degree of spiritual awareness has 
been reached, these Sutras will be helpful 
chiefly to one type of person, i.e. to the 
“hate-type”. Without some “discernment 
of spirits” one cannot determine in a given 
case which one of the many approaches to 
salvation is salutary, which one might be 
ineffective, or even pernicious. The above 
considerations may provide at least one rule 
which might help to guide our intuitions on 
the subject.

Mr. Curiosity

The [Prajnaparamita] Sutras win over by fascination, and 
not by compulsion. Timeless, they are not obsessed with 

time, but ignore it. They urge on to a contemplation of the 
world, and not its conquest by manipulation. 
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My second observation concerns the femi-
ninity of the Prajnaparamita. Feminine by 
the grammatical form of her name, she is 
explicitly called a “mother” in the Sutras 
themselves, and, on statues and images, the 
femininity of her form is rarely in doubt. To 
be psychologically sound, a religion should 
take heed of the feminine principle in our 
psyche, which has at least three functions 
to fulfil: First of all, as a representation of 
the mother, it helps to dissolve hindering 
residues of infantile conflict. J. Campbell 
in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (I949) 
has dealt superbly with this aspect of the 
problem, and I must refer my readers to his 
book. Secondly, incorporation of the femi-
nine force deals with sexual incompleteness 
in that it completes the male by bringing 
his own femininity to the fore. Finally, this 
approach deals with sexual insufficiency 
in that, on a spiritual level, it satisfies the 
perpetual hankering after union with the 
sexual opposite.

Individuals, while generally male or 
female, are composed of a mixture of mas-
culine and feminine elements, dispositions 
and attitudes. Both men and women can 
be more or less “masculine” or “feminine”. 
Persons are incomplete if they try to exclude 
either. They must aim at a balance between 
the two. In the words of a psychologist

Either principle pursued exclusively leads to 
death. Whoever unites them in himself has 
the best chance of life. This is the ultimate 
meaning of ‘the spiritual marriage’. In this 
sense God is both Father and Mother, and is 
therefore androgynous. Love-without-Law and 
Law-without-Love are both false positions. 
The true position is Love-creating-Law and 
Law-revealing-Love. The monistic principle is 
primary, but insufficient to itself.

Where meditation is carried on by men, 
they must complete themselves by fostering 
the feminine element in their personality. 
They must practise passivity and a loose 
softness. They must learn to open freely the 
gates of nature, and to let the mysterious and 
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the Perfection of Wisdom deserves to be 
courted and wooed. Meditation on her as 
a Goddess has the purpose of getting inside 
her, identifying oneself with her, becoming 
her, as a man wishes to merge his body with 
that of a woman. 

hidden forces of this world penetrate into 
them, stream in and through them. When 
they identify themselves with the Perfection 
of Wisdom, they merge with the principle of 
Femininity (Jung’s anima), without which 
they would be mutilated men. Like a woman 

Susana Fernandez
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Nor should the fact be overlooked that the 
union of the Disciple with the Perfection of 
Wisdom, as described in the Sutras bears 
a close resemblance to the sexual union 
between man and woman. This applies as 
well to the stages which precede enlighten-
ment, as to the act of enlightenment itself. 
And this loving union in its turn, paradoxi-
cally, brings about an annihilation of the 
world, just as hate did. The Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad expresses this idea by saying that:

As one in the embrace of a beloved wife is 
unconscious of internal or external occur-
rences, so also the spirit who is in the embrace 
of the primal Self.

Buddhist tradition, of course, avoids the 
use of the word “Self” for the Perfection of 
Wisdom, or for the Absolute. In Buddhist 
terminology, Tillopada says the same thing 
in his Dohas: “Where the mind and empti-
ness enter into the bliss arising out of this 
communion, the objects of the senses are 
not perceived at all” , and he adds that “The 
mind is the Lord and emptiness is the Lady; 
they should always be kept united in the 
Innate (Sahaja)”. 

In the Yab-yum images of the later Tantra 
a sexual attitude to Prajnaparamita is quite 
explicit. Disguised by the use of ambiguous 
terms it was already present in the older  
Prajnaparamita Sutras themselves.

The physical signs of masculinity and 
femininity are, of course, much easier to 
define than the mental ones. Nevertheless, 
even here students of the subject have 
reached wide agreement. Among recent 
writers I must mention Robert Graves as 
showing great insight into these problems. 
It is interesting to notice that the writings 

on Prajnaparamita show many feminine fea-
tures, features in which we learn to partici-
pate by their recitation, and by meditation 
on them: The Sutras almost entirely rely 
on intuition, and attempts at reasoning are 
scanty, and far from conclusive. The reason-
ing is, indeed, apt to be decidedly inconse-
quential. They show some of the amoralism 
which later on developed into the antino-
mianism of the Tantra, and which did not 
fail to provoke protests from the more tight 
laced monks. The Sutras win over by fasci-
nation, and not by compulsion. Timeless, 
they are not obsessed with time, but ignore 
it. They urge on to a contemplation of the 
world, and not its conquest by manipula-
tion. They are indifferent to ‘sense data’ 
and in vain do we search through thousands 
of pages for one single “hard fact”. And 
in her ultimate core the Prajnaparamita is 
described as for ever elusive, not possessed 
by anyone, but absorbing all.

Edward Conze (1904-1979) was a translator, 
Buddhist scholar and a leading authority on the 
Prajnaparamita Sutra. 

From Thirty Years of Buddhist Studies by Edward 
Conze. Reprinted with permission from 
Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 
New Delhi, Copyright © 2000
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Of the many buddhas I love best the girl
who will not leave the cycle of pain before anyone else.
It is not the captain declining to be saved
on the sinking ship, who may just want to ride his shame
out of sight.  She is at the brink of never being hurt again
but pauses to say, All of us. Every blade of grass.
She chooses to live in the tumble of souls through time.
Perhaps she sees spring in every country,
talks quietly with farm women while helping to lay seed.
Our hearts are a storm she trembles at.  I picture her
leaning on a tree or humming or joining a volleyball game
on Santa Monica beach.  Her skin shines with sweat.
The others may not know how to notice what she does to them.
She is not a fish or a bee; it is not pity or thirst;
she could go, but here she is.

Laura Fargas, “Kuan Yin,” in An Animal of the Sixth Day, published by Texas Tech 
University Press, Copyright © 1996 by Laura Fargas. 

Kuan Yin

from An Animal of the Sixth Day
by Laura Fargas
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from In Search of Buddha’s Daughters
 by Christine Toomey

Abhijit Kar Gupta
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I know already from her biography that 
Tenzin Palmo was born Diane Perry, the 
daughter of a fishmonger in London’s 

East End; as a teenager she had long blonde 
curly hair, wore stilettos, loved jazz clubs, 
dancing and Elvis Presley; she had boy-
friends, several marriage proposals and a 
personality described as ‘bubbly’. But a pho-
tograph from this time, showing her dressed 
as a bridesmaid, her youthful face framed 
by a crown of flowers, already captures a 
wistful look. From a young age, she says, she 
knew she did not want to marry or become a 
mother. She wanted independence and felt 
a strong yearning to travel to the East. After 
meeting in London some of the first Tibetan 
lamas to come to the West, she resolved to 
travel to India where most were then set-
tling in exile.

To earn the money for her sea passage to 
India, she worked as a librarian in Hackney. 
By 1964 she had saved enough to take up 
a post she had been offered at a temporary 
school set up in the Himalayan hill station 
of Dalhousie, teaching English to refugee 
Tibetan tulkus—young boys recognized by 
Tibetan lamas as reincarnations of previous 
spiritual masters. At the time, conditions 
for refugees were pitiful and her temporary 
accommodation there was plagued by giant 
rats. But shortly after arriving in Dalhousie, 
she met a high lama, the Eighth Khamtrul 
Rinpoche, with whom she felt an immediate 
and intense spiritual connection. Within a 
few hours of the meeting she felt very clear 
that she wanted to become a nun.

At the time of her ordination as a novice, 
she was just twenty-one and only the sec-
ond western woman to be ordained in the 
Tibetan Buddhist tradition (the first was 
another indomitable Englishwoman, Freda 

Bedi, founder of the Dalhousie school). 
Following her ordination, Tenzin Palmo 
went to work as Khamtrul Rinpoche’s assis-
tant and found herself the only woman liv-
ing amongst 100 monks, all trained to keep 
their distance.

In addition to intense feelings of isolation 
and loneliness, she immediately hit a spiri-
tual glass ceiling. Chauvinistic attitudes, 
which for so long in Tibet had reserved the 
heights of spiritual endeavour for monks 
and relegated nuns to subservient positions, 
continued to prevail in monastic commu-
nities in exile. The monks, though kind, 
said prayers that in her next life she would 
have the good fortune to be reborn a man. 
Despite her deep devotion to Khamtrul 
Rinpoche, after enduring years of such 
treatment, Tenzin Palmo became convinced 
her spiritual path lay in a different direc-
tion.

With his blessing, she undertook to 
become the first western woman to follow 
in the footsteps of male yogis, or spiritual 
practitioners who, through the ages, have 
retreated to remote caves for long periods 
of seclusion. Travelling by foot over a high 
Himalayan pass, she sought solitude in a 
remote corner of Himachal Pradesh called 
Lahaul, close to India’s border with Tibet, 
an area renowned as a place conducive 
to meditation. Once there she eventually 
found a small cave perched at almost 4,000 
meters—the height of some of the tallest 
peaks in the Alps—that would become 
her refuge for the next twelve years. The 
cave was little more than an indent in the 
mountains, a space she closed in with a 
simple brick wall, window and door, giving 
her a living area of approximately three by 
two meters.
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During the twelve years she spent alone in 
this cave, Tenzin Palmo survived blizzards, 
avalanches, the attention of wolves, even 
a snow leopard, and temperatures plunging 
to -35 degrees celsius in the winter months 
that lasted from November to May. On a 
small stove she cooked simple meals of rice, 
lentils and vegetables—supplies brought up 
to her occasionally by local villagers. Her 
days began at 3 a.m. and were divided into 
three-hour periods of intense meditation. 
During one stretch of three years, she nei-
ther saw nor spoke to a single soul. Tenzin 
Palmo was thirty-three years old when she 
entered her mountain retreat and forty-five 
when she was forced to emerge by a police-
man who scrambled up to her eyrie to warn 
her that her visa had expired.

When I ask Tenzin Palmo about her time 
of solitude in the mountains, she deftly 
sidesteps the question. Talking about such 
an intimate spiritual experience is, she has 
argued, akin to a person discussing their sex 
life; some people like to talk about it, oth-
ers don’t.

Much of the discipline and forms of devo-
tion she practiced during those long years 
of solitude belong, in any case, to some 
of the more esoteric practices in Tibetan 
Buddhism known as Tantra, many of which 
remain largely secret to all but those who 
have advanced far enough along the path 
of practice to be able to truly comprehend 
their meaning. Even the Dalai Lama admits 
he hesitates to try to explain Tantric ritual 
and practice to those who do not have a 
deep understanding of Buddhism, as they 
are too often misunderstood. Some of this 
practice relies on complex visualizations 
during meditation to challenge fixed views 
of reality and the self. These visualiza-

tions are sometimes represented in intricate 
paintings.

I find myself wondering if Tenzin Palmo 
undertook such painting, though I can 
hardly imagine conditions in a damp moun-
tain cave being conducive to the making of 
spiritual art. ‘Have you any reminders from 
that time?’ I ask, unsure what to expect. At 
this, Tenzin Palmo disappears into a side 
room and returns with a framed picture in 
her arms. I am taken aback both by its deli-
cate beauty and by its graphic detail. The 
painting depicts a pubescent girl, entirely 
naked, with full breasts and vagina bared. 
She is wearing a necklace of human skulls 
and in one hand holds a cup overflowing 
with blood. Pressed under one foot is a 
small red figure, symbolizing the quashing 
of anger—and under the other a figure rep-
resenting greed. I recognize it as a painting 
of Vajrayogini; often referred to as a female 
Buddha, she is an important meditational 
figure in Tibetan Buddhism. When I ask 
Tenzin Palmo again if she is able to talk a 
little about the spiritual practices she under-
took in the cave, ‘Those centered perhaps 
on this painting?’ she declines again with a 
simple ‘no’, polite but firm. The painting is 
returned to its rather unceremonious place 
on top of a fridge in an adjoining room.

Some have described those who become 
masters of esoteric Tantric meditation as 
‘quantum physicists of inner reality’, with 
a profound understanding of the nature of 
the mind and of consciousness. Realizing 
how little I would understand were I to ask 
a physicist to summarize the intricacies of 
quantum science, I let the matter rest.

Instead, I ask about a subject with which 
Tenzin Palmo clearly feels more at ease: 
how far nuns have come since the days 
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when she first ordained. ‘In the last twenty 
years there has been quite a revolution,’ 
she begins. ‘Not only are nuns now living 
in well-run nunneries, they are also being 
taken seriously.’ The leading role she herself 
has played in changing traditional attitudes 
towards nuns is not to be underestimated. 
Before our meeting, I read moving accounts 

of how she had once reduced the Dalai 
Lama to tears when she spoke at a packed 
conference in the early 1990s about the 
plight of the Tibetan nuns and, in passing, 
mentioned her own unhappiness during her 
early years as a nun; she recalled how monks 
had told her that it wasn’t ‘too much’ her 
fault that she had had ‘an inferior rebirth in 
the female form.’ By the time she finished 
speaking, the Dalai Lama had his head in 
his hands and was silently weeping. ‘You are 
quite brave,’ he said softly.

Following an outpouring of similar frus-
tration by others attending this conference, 
Tenzin Palmo joined a small group of women 
lobbying for the right of Buddhist nuns to 
become fully ordained. It is a cause that 
she has continued to champion. Those who 
have resources to travel, like Tenzin Palmo, 
have been able to fully ordain abroad, in 
places such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam 

or Korea, where traditions of full ordina-
tion have flourished for centuries, but this 
option is impossible for most novices, and 
progress towards full ordination within the 
Tibetan tradition has been painfully slow. 
At the time that I meet Tenzin Palmo, 
the consensus of senior monks needed to 
approve this is still out of sight.

‘We need the lamas to fully support it, 
otherwise it looks like a bunch of western 
feminists interfering,’ says Tenzin Palmo. 
When I ask what the main sticking point is, 
she answers with one word: ‘Fear. Some of 
those in the big monasteries are simply afraid 
of women becoming more powerful,’ she says. 
‘In their mind it’s like a cake, and if you get 
a bigger slice, I get less. Instead of recogniz-
ing that as women become more empowered 
it just adds to the general empowerment of 
humankind.’

Christine Toomey is a journalist and author who 
lives with her family in London.

From In Search of Buddha’s Daughters: A Modern 
Journey Down Ancient Roads, by Christine 
Toomey, copyright © 2015 Chistine Toomey. 
Reprinted by permission of the The Experiment, 
LLC. Visit theexperimentpublishing.com

Mr. Curiosity

...She had once reduced the Dalai Lama to tears when she spoke 
at a packed conference in the early 1990s about the plight of the 
Tibetan nuns and, in passing, mentioned her own unhappiness 
during her early years as a nun; she recalled how monks had 
told her that it wasn’t ‘too much’ her fault that she had had ‘an 
inferior rebirth in the female form.’ 
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Hojin Osho: There’s a language at the heart of 
this, and the terms “feminine” and “masculine” 
may not work for everyone. They can confuse the 
issue. One might prefer the words yin and yang, or 
the transcendent and the earthly, or thinking and 
feeling, or mind and body. These are all getting at 
basically the same thing. As Zuisei said, spiritual 
maturation is about becoming a whole person, a 
person who can balance the opposites. We’re try-
ing to integrate inside ourselves, to have a sacred 
marriage of dualities within our very being, and to 
see that one side always contains the other. The 
whole thing is already present. So our spiritual 
development means developing those aspects of 
ourselves that are both masculine and feminine, 
regardless of the kind of body we are born into. 
A healthy and whole person is going to need to 
develop both these aspects within themselves. 

Shoan: How would you describe the qualities that 
feminine and masculine refer to?

Hojin Osho: As I understand it, the masculine 
is aligned with order, rationality, discipline and 
logic, while the feminine refers to receptivity, the 
all-embracing, the feeling part of us, our deepest 
intuition, community, sustainability. However, in 
healthy masculine states there is an appreciation 
for the relaxed disorder of the natural world. And 
likewise, the healthy feminine includes recogni-
tion of the importance of production, discipline. 
For example, when I am just in pure feeling, I 
need to find my discipline within that, otherwise 

Shoan: I wanted to speak to you as women teachers 
within what has historically been a very patriarchal 
tradition. As you know, some spiritual paths speak 
about spiritual development in terms of balancing “the 
masculine” and “the feminine” within us. I’d like to 
begin with a question I heard recently that has been 
nagging at me: “Where is the feminine in Zen?” 

Hojin Osho: I think it would be helpful to begin 
by looking at the language you’re using. So often 
when we hear the words “feminine” and “mas-
culine,” we go right to gender, right to men and 
women. But the feminine, in the sense you are 
using it, is not referring to gender. These words 
are describing qualities or primal energies in all 
of us. They are describing something that is not 
based on embodied form. It’s just that all of us 
have been indoctrinated to favor the masculine 
over the feminine for the past few thousand years, 
and as a result we’re not so familiar with her ways.

Zuisei:  Personally, I don’t think of Zen practice 
as masculine or feminine. To me these terms 
seem polarizing and limited because what we’re 
really talking about is our development as a whole 
person. When I am very disciplined or pointed 
in my zazen, I don’t think, “This is my masculine 
side.” And when I’m working on developing my 
mind’s capacity to open and relax, I don’t think of 
that as developing my feminine side—although I 
see how one could make that distinction. It’s just 
that I don’t find it so helpful to think about it in 
that way.

Facets of the Jewel
A Conversation with Women Teachers in the Mountains & Rivers Order

Jody Hojin Kimmel, Osho, and Vanessa Zuisei Goddard 
with Danica Shoan Ankele
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my emotions can swallow me, oppress me, and 
even oppress others. So we’re really talking about 
a relation of holding opposites. We can also 
appreciate that the feminine loves tradition.

Shoan: Do you think Zen has a balance of masculine 
and feminine energy? 

Hojin Osho: Zen is a way of living in harmony, 
so maybe we should look at how it is practiced 
by people. Since I live here at the Monastery, 
I can say we are more consciously looking and 
working at how we train and create harmony. I 
appreciate being able to bring what I notice to 
Shugen Sensei, and being able to talk and reflect 
together. We have made some changes—some 
that people notice, like letting go of zendo seat-
ing according to heirarchy, adding the long list 
of women ancestors in our Sunday liturgy, and 
changing words like ‘patriarch’ to ‘ancestor’ in 
some places. Some changes aren’t so visible, like 
conversations we’ve had about the role of the 
zendo attendants, or the way we’re encouraged to 
share our feelings and intuitions with each other 
during monastic meetings. While these shifts may 
seem small, they have power. 

Shoan: What about the discipline of Zen?

Hojin Osho: It’s a question of how we understand 
discipline. Discipline is critical to spiritual train-
ing, but aggression and a militant attitude are not 
helpful at all. If we recognize that Zen was shaped 
by centuries of Japanese monastic training, where 
hundreds of young men had to live together 
in close quarters, we can appreciate where this 
comes from. But that kind of aggression is not 
inherent to what we’re practicing, and in a dif-
ferent context, it can be limiting. When I think 
of bringing more of the feminine into training, 
I think in terms of trying to make more space, 
bringing in a more all-embracing feeling.

Zuisei: I agree with what Hojin Osho is saying 
about making space. I think the question “Where 
is the feminine in Zen?” arises because some of 
us—women especially, but some men, too—may 
feel there isn’t much room to explore what it is 
to be “me” in a tradition that is very linear and 
hierarchical. We may feel that there are aspects 
of our being that are left out. In Zen there is a 
way to hold your hands, a way to walk, a way to 
wear your robe. This can be appealing to those of 
us drawn to order, but it can also feel confining, 
even suffocating, to those who are not so linear, 
or perhaps more emotionally oriented. If we feel 
like we don’t resonate with the forms, then we 
may wonder whether we fit in within this par-
ticular context—whether this practice is for us. 

The point of practice is not to restrict us. It’s 
the opposite. In my mind, a fully enlightened 
being is one who can respond to what is needed. 
This means to be firm and direct when that will 
help, and to be soft or disappear when that is 
needed. The “true person,” to use a Zen phrase, 
has access to their intellect and their linear mind, 
as well as to the full spectrum of their emotions. 
They are able to skillfully work with their feel-
ings. In my experience, practice and training help 
us to have more ease within ourselves, to be free 
within our linear mind and our emotional mind, 
and to respond accordingly. 

Shoan: What is the role of form and discipline in 
zazen? 

Zuisei: We have to learn to let go and focus, but 
I think zazen can support us in learning how 
to love this body and this mind the way that it 
is. Zazen has given me this space to be deeply, 
deeply curious and interested about my feelings 
in a way that I wasn’t before. It creates a very safe 
container for me. 

Hojin Osho: Where do we get the notion that 

Donna Todd
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zazen is all discipline? The form is there so we 
can enter into it fully, contact stillness, touch the 
spaciousness, surrender, and learn the acceptance 
of what is already here. 

Zuisei: Many of us come into practice with the 
idea of gaining something, of getting some-
where. In one sense, we could say this is a more 

masculine approach. But actually, wisdom is not 
dependent upon achievement. One of the rea-
sons prajna is so powerful is that it can’t be held; 
it can’t be measured; it can’t be put in a box. No 
matter how much we try, we can’t control it or 
force it into existence. It is very much, as Hojin 
Osho keeps pointing out, a process of opening 

Ed Schipul
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and unfolding, a process of making space for what 
is already there to become fully manifested—and 
this has nothing to do with feminine or mascu-
line. Or rather, it includes both. It doesn’t leave 
anything out.

Hojin Osho: Our training is filled with forms. 
And on the one hand these forms can provide 

us with freedom, but on the other hand, when 
something is always done “like that,” we can 
perceive it as having no other sides. We can get 
stuck there. Breaking out of “like that” is some-
thing I’ve been experimenting with in the wom-
en’s retreats. We’ve tried sitting with the zendo 
arranged in more of a circle, which is not “like 
that.” The Buddha taught that meditation could 
be done walking, standing, seated, or lying down, 
and so during the last period of the women’s 
sesshin at the Temple, I invited women to take 
this up. They could sit in whatever way they felt 
they needed, just keeping the mind focused and 
staying present. And it was amazing to feel what 
happened. Those who stood up, stood up inside 
themselves. They knew what they needed. Some 
sat with their hands on their knees. One woman 
sat holding her heart. And they were upright! 
There was nothing slack there. There was no 
problem. I’m not suggesting this is how we should 
do it all the time, but I do think that something 
happens when we take the opportunity to look 
at things fresh and, if needed, shift the rule. I 
see Shugen Sensei doing this in subtle ways, too. 
Like how we’re using the kyosaku (or “awaken-
ing stick”) less frequently—that has shifted the 
feeling-tone of the zendo, and I’ve heard from 
several people who feel very relieved by it.

Zuisei: I think the reason that we don’t do this 
kind of thing more often is really out of fear, fear 
that if we loosen things up, the whole thing is just 
going to fall apart. And I appreciate that fear. In 
my own life, discipline has served me well. But I 
recognize that the dark side of this is the fear that 
if I let up, things will just collapse. 

Shoan: I feel both of those things. I love Zen training 
and practice and appreciate how we do things here 
and I don’t want to lose the rigor and the spirit. But I 
also see places where I wonder, is this helpful? When 
I look at out at the zendo during sesshin and see that 
there are almost twice as many men as women, and 
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One of the reasons prajna is so powerful is that it can’t be 
held; it can’t be measured; it can’t be put in a box.
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very few people of color, I wonder if it’s something 
about how we train. How do we both honor the 
incredible power of our tradition and also make sure 
it’s responding to people in the present?

Hojin Osho: First comes an awareness—we have 
to want to care about this. It’s the kind of caring 
that is mentioned in one of the dedications in our 
liturgy, where “nothing (and no one) is forsaken”. 
A process arises. We engage it when we speak 
our truth to authority, when we stand up inside 
ourselves. We do it when we offer our gratitude 
and appreciate that we couldn’t be here without 
all that came before, when we recognize that we 
truly need each other. There are no easy answers, 
and while it’s good to experiment sometimes, 
the tradition that gets handed across generations 
is so important to honor and protect. It is not 
about a democracy where everyone goes, “I want 
this, I want that, so let’s change it.” Making a 
change may be a process that needs to be done 
very slowly, consciously and carefully, being open 
to not-knowing and allowing enough space for 
things to get a little messy until something comes 
through. We, as leaders, need to first understand 
our intentions and clearly see our fears. This is 
the ground from which a trustworthy change 
arises. Then we need to study and observe to see 
what happens. Is the change of greater benefit? 
We need to have our own curiosity and wonder 
to explore. The person who is initiating any kind 
of shift or experiment must know what the initia-
tion is about; they also have to have enough trust 
to let go and let things happen.
    As I mentioned, the unsavory legacy of patri-
archy in our world runs deep. We are still within 
our ignorance. And if we look at the vastness of 
patriarchy’s influence, it reaches beyond our ordi-
nary sense of time. How many kalpas do we have 
to go back to find the time before patriarchy? We 
haven’t cracked through this aspect of our human 
inheritance but I think more and more people 

are waking up! How do we do this? I think we 
have to employ our ancestors. We have to give 
them a job, bring them back and learn from their 
mistakes.

Shoan: What do you mean?

Hojin Osho: Many of our ancestors were igno-
rant, and I’m speaking here of both our direct 
genetic lineage and our broader human family. 
Their wisdom eye was not open, great harm was 
created, and so their karma is still waiting. We are 
the inheritors of their actions, and we can stop 
their destructive karma—it’s our karma to work 
with now. But we need their help. We need to 
let them teach us about what they did wrong. To 
change the karma, we have to learn from their 
mistakes. We have to try to see into their minds 
of the past looking into our own now. What was 
their actions based on? What were they doing 
that we don’t want to repeat? Can we see what 
we are already repeating? That’s what I mean by 
employing our ancestors. They’re not finished 
with their work because their consciousness is still 
in us. I think of the gatha of atonement:

All evil karma ever committed by me, since of old
On account of my beginningless greed, anger, and 
ignorance
Born of my body, mouth and thought
Now I atone for it all.

I hear this as a teaching to draw upon what’s 
happened in the past, to acknowledge it and 
take responsibility for it in the present moment, 
and to address this unfinished work in order to 
change the course of the actions that follow. 
This can happen on an individual level, working 
with the karma of our parents or grandparents, 
for example, but there is also a collective aspect 
to this work.  In a way, it’s about how we deal 
with becoming conscious and what we propagate 
individually and in community—in our families, 
at work, in our relationships of all kinds. Are we 
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guidance with loving-kindness? Perhaps, “You 
can be still because your body already knows still-
ness.” This can be just as effective.  Of course, dif-
ferent things work for different people, but I think 
that part of the Zen mystique has been to keep 
everyone a little bit fearful. Our culture is already 
steeped in fear; why add more? And although 
there may have been a time when that was skill-
ful, I think we are ready to go beyond that. This is 
what we’re working on, and will always be work-
ing on, in a sense. That’s what it means to offer 
training—that we’re connecting to what people 
need in this time and place of dharma practice.

For so many years now, an unhealthy ‘mas-
culine’ has dominated our societies, and look at 
where we are: Mother Earth is in great trouble. 
What does this mean for us at the Monastery? 
We have to be awake. As we find our way in our 
tradition, we need to be sensitive to protecting 
what is good and nourishing, and to listening for 
where things may need to shift. 

I feel a beautiful receptivity developing here 
at the Monastery and the Temple right now. We 
have the Sangha Treasure meetings, which are 
about offering people an open space to share their 
experience of practice and training without any 
agenda. We have an abbot who is deeply commit-
ted to addressing bias and oppression. We have a 
sangha that is slowly growing more diverse, and 
more and more valuing that diversity. We have 
opportunities for women to practice and train 
together just as women, and for men to recognize 
why this matters and to offer their support. The 
masculine and the feminine are just different 
facets of reality. We’re learning how to illuminate 
all the facets of the jewel, and to see that all of 
this is intimately woven together in a very large 
tapestry. To hold the tension is a very alive place!

living in the truth, with kindness and love as our 
guides? Or, do we continue in darkness and diver-
sion? It’s about being willing to grow, mature, and 
work with, not against, others. It’s about whether 
you and I are ruled by fear or freedom. It’s about 
growing up. It’s about what we teach our children. 

Zuisei: Right. The only way to know if a path 
is true is to explore it from the inside. We have 
to live it. And each of us needs to remember 
that this path is about waking up. It’s about true 
freedom, and anything that is contrary to that is 
contrary to the teaching. I think it is the respon-
sibility of each of us to look very deeply at what 
works and what doesn’t work, to be grateful for 
all that we’ve inherited and to speak up about 
what we see. We need to appreciate that the way 
we train may be shutting some people out, and so 
as we move forward, we should consider what we 
want to create. I want anyone who comes to the 
Monastery or the Temple to feel welcome. I want 
them to feel that they belong—male or female, 
black or white, gay or straight, rich or poor. How 
you look or what kind of body you were born 
into shouldn’t be barriers. You, as a human being, 
are honored and invited to practice here. So we 
might ask ourselves, is this a practice space that 
feels safe and welcoming to everyone? If the 
answer is “no,” then it’s up to us to examine that 
and reflect on what might need to shift, and to 
do this in a way that doesn’t dilute the dharma. 
People come here to train for a reason. They want 
to wake up. So that has to guide us all along.

Shoan: How do you see this unfolding over time?

Hojin Osho: The dharma is disseminated in very 
simple, ordinary ways. At the recent senior’s 
meeting, Shugen Sensei spoke about bringing 
compassion alive in the zendo. When the zendo 
attendant says, “Be still!” or “Don’t move!” for 
many this can feel threatening, and no one 
does well in fear. So, how can we offer the same  
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Welcoming All of Our Ancestors

The Mountains and Rivers Order sangha 
has recently been formally introduced 
to our women ancestors. For several 

years our Sunday morning program has includ-
ed a service at the Mahapajapati altar during 
which we chant a short list of names. We 
now begin a new tradition, chanting a long 
list of the names of women ancestors, at the 
Monastery and Temple every other Sunday, 
alternating with chanting the list of our lin-
eage—all male ancestors—that has been part  
of the Sunday service for the past 35 years.

The list of women ancestors begins with 
Prajna Paramita—Perfect Wisdom, frequently 
embodied in female form and known as “the 
Mother of all Buddhas”—and goes through 57 
names from India, China, Japan, ending with 
Ruth Fuller Sasaki and Jiyu Kennett—two of 
the first Western women to receive transmis-
sion in a Zen lineage and establish Zen train-
ing in the United States. While the list of 
male ancestors we chant reflects the long line 
of teacher/disciple relationships that the dhar-
ma has passed through to reach us, the list of 
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modern scholars, especially Alan Sponberg, to 
describe the historical context and condition-
ing that has traditionally kept women in a 
subordinate position in Buddhist institutions. 
Even as the Buddha realized and taught the 
fundamental reality of the equality between 
women and men, he felt bound by the gender 
norms of his time and place. Gender discrimi-
nation was further institutionalized through 
the years and centuries following the Buddha’s 
death, as Buddhism spread through India, 
into China and Japan. Women teachers were 
systematically erased and officially forgotten 
about, even though they appear in so much of 
Buddhist history.  

In the Metta Sutta we chant, “just as a 
mother protects with her life her child, her 
only child so…should one cherish all liv-
ing beings.” And in the Identity of Relative 
and Absolute, “the four elements return to 
their nature as a child to its mother.” I think 
of these expressions of a very natural love, 
often labeled feminine or maternal, that we 
can all relate and aspire to. Shugen Sensei in 
his teachings has made clear that ultimately, 
“woman” and “man” are just ideas in our 
minds, empty of reality. And yet they are also 
the forms in which we appear, and those forms 
have been the basis for discrimination since, 
seemingly, the beginning of time. The work 
of our time, Shugen said, is to pull out that 
discrimination by its roots—delusion, desire, 
attachment—and to embody the reality that 
the Buddha awakened to and that has been 
passed down to us by our male and female 
ancestors. “Woman” and “man” are not just 
the basis for discrimination, that are also the 
forms through which we realize ourselves.

—Shannon Shinko Hayes, MRO  

women ancestors does not reflect a continuous 
line of dharma transmission. Nothing like that 
exists in the historical records that we know 
of, but this list of ancestors does reveal a body 
of powerful and deeply influential women 
teachers whose names and reputations have 
survived over hundreds and thousands of years.

To create this list, our sangha drew on the 
work of Sallie Jiko Tisdale and the Dharma 
Rain Zen Center in Portland, OR, and on 
the Zen Peacemakers Order, both of whom 
chant similar lists in their sanghas. A few of 
the senior women in our sangha worked with 
Shugen Sensei to cull the 57 on the list from a 
larger body of distinguished nuns and women 
lay practitioners. The names we chant were 
selected because they were teachers, many of 
whom established monasteries and temples 
and all of whom worked with students, passing 
along the dharma and helping to ensure that it 
would find its way into our lives.

I was given an assignment during caretaking 
to research the lives of some of the women 
who now make up our list of women ances-
tors. I found myself in them, in their pain, 
their struggle, their joy and determination 
for practice, their not being held back by the 
conditions they found themselves in as they 
searched for enlightenment. Why were these 
women forced to fight so hard to practice the 
teachings of the Buddha, who clearly stated 
that women and men and all beings are inher-
ently equal, and that women have no inherent 
barriers, hindrances or differences from men 
in their ability to achieve enlightenment? 
Our list of women ancestors makes clear 
that women have been present from the very 
beginning of Buddhism, walking alongside the 
Buddha as his disciples, ordaining, teaching, 
and practicing their lay lives.  

Shugen Sensei has drawn from the work of 
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Prajna Paramita
The Mother of the Buddhas; the Womb of 
the Buddhas. Wisdom is often presented as a 
female principle; this goddess represents both 
the great Wisdom Goddess as a deity and the 
Prajnaparamita Sutra itself.

Mahapajapati
Shakyamuni’s aunt and stepmother. In 
apocryphal stories still told today, she chal-
lenged the ban on women becoming monks 
in Shakyamuni’s original sangha and, with 
Ananda’s help, became the first female monk 
and leader of a female monastic community. 
She is said to have lived to 120 years.

Patachara
She went mad from grief after her children, 
parents and husband died and wandered the 
countryside. Eventually she met the Buddha, 
who calmly told her to recover her “presence of 
mind,” and she was cured. She became a highly 
influential teacher who brought many women 
to the Dharma and had many disciples.

Sukha
Dhammadinna’s heir and also a great preacher 
and leader with hundreds of followers. She is 
said to have lived for many centuries and prac-
ticed with many Buddhas. She converted to 
Shakyamuni’s teaching as a young girl, but she 
wasn’t able to awaken completely until she met 
her true teacher in human (and female) form.

Zongchi
She was the daughter of an Emperor of the 
Liang dynasty of 6th-century China, who con-

verted to Buddhism when he took the throne. 
She received permission from her parents to 
become ordained at the age of 19. But she was 
soon disillusioned with the aristocratic life 
of the convent, and she left. She eventually 
found Bodhidharma teaching under a tree and 
became his disciple, and was one of his four 
dharma heirs. Although Bodhidharma’s line 
continued through Huike, Dogen emphasizes 
that each of them had a complete understand-
ing of the teaching. (Her name is also spelled 
Ts’ung-ch’ih, by her title, Soji, and as Myoren, 
her nun name.)

Ling Xingpo (600-800ish)
She is listed only as a footnote in the trans-
mission story of a Fubei Heshang in the 
Transmission of the Lamp Collection of 1008. 
Her accomplishment and lectures form the bulk 
of his story, as she defeated and taught him.

Lingzhao Pang (800)
She was Layman Pang’s daughter. For most of 
her life, she traveled with him in poverty, seek-
ing teaching and doing cave meditation. She 
is the model for Fishbasket Guanyin and much 
admired for the simplicity and confidence of 
her practice.

Liu Tiemo (800s)
A disciple of Guishan Lingyou, but little is 
known of her life. “She taught Zen in a style 
described as ‘precipitously awesome and danger-
ous.’ Her ability to test the true mettle of Zen 
adepts brought her the name ‘Iron Grinder.’” 
(Ferguson) She appears in Case # 60 of the 
Book of Serenity and Case # 24 of the Blue Cliff 

 Brief Biographies of Women Zen Ancestors
Many of these short bios are drawn from the work of Sallie Jiko Tisdale and were 
included as a postscript in her essay “The Mothers: Discovering a Lineage of Women.”
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Record. “Steel-like strength,” in
the midst of Dharma combat.

Moshan Liaoran (800-900)
Moshan, which means Summit Mountain, was 
well known in her time and referred to by many 
later writers. She is one of the role models of 
wisdom cited by Dogen in his chapter Raihai-
tokuzui (“Paying Homage and Acquiring the 
Essence”). Mo-shan was a disciple of Kao-
an Ta-yu and is the first woman Dharma 
heir in the official Ch’an transmission line. 

Mo-shan has a chapter in the Record of the 
Transmission of the Flame, from 1004 A.D. 
“The primary remaining example of a promi-
nent female teacher among the early records of 
the Zen school.” (Ferguson) Moshan is the first 
recorded woman who was the teacher of a man. 
Dogen notes that Chih-hsien’s willingness to 
overcome his cultural resistance to being taught 
by a woman was a sign of the depth of his desire 
to attain understanding. In Japanese, her name 
is spelled Matsuzan. She is sometimes called 

Otagaki Rengetsu at the age of 78
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“Mother Moshan” or “Mt. Mo.”

Miaoxin (mid-late 800s)
She was disciple of Yangshan Huiji (Hui Chi 
or Hsien-huai-tzu). She was the gatekeeper at 
his Temple. When 17 monks came to meet and 
debate Yangshan, she gave them turning words 
while washing their dishes. They returned to 
their home before meeting Yangshan, knowing 
they had accomplished their goal of meeting an 
enlightened master. She is also cited as a role 

model in Raihai-tokuzui. In Japanese, her name 
is spelled Myoshin.

Kongshi Daoren (early-mid 1100s)
She was the heir of Ssu-hsin Wa-hsin, a nun, 
teacher, and poet. She wrote the “Record on 
Clarifying the Mind,” which was circulated 
throughout the country. She was well married
but left her husband, and asked her parents to 
allow her to be ordained, but they refused. After 
that, she practiced in solitude. She was awak-
ened after reading Tu-shun’s “Contemplation of 
the Dharmadhatu.” After her parents’ death, she 
ran a bathhouse and wrote Dharma-challenge 
poetry on the walls to engage her customers in 
mondo. She became a nun in old age.

Yu Daopo (early-mid 1100s)
She was the only Dharma heir of Lang-ya Yung-
ch’i and apparently remained a laywoman. She 
was awakened upon hearing the teaching of 
“the true man of no rank.” After she bested 
the master and abbot Yuan-wu, he recognized 
her accomplishment and she was sought out by 
many monks for mondo and teaching.

Miaodao (late 1100s-1200s)
She was an important teacher with many 
recorded sermons and records and a Dharma 
heir of Ta-hui Tsung-kao. Her story is pre-
sented in the Lien-teng Collection. She lived 
as a laywoman in a monastery. Several stories 
about her are used to illustrate the fear male 
monks had of sex and how this held them 
back. She appears naked in the zendo in order 
to show them that the disturbance is in their 
own minds. She received Imperial approval 
to be a teacher and abbot. She was eventually 
ordained with Daiye of Kinzan Mountain. Her 
teaching was partly about the limits and neces-
sity of teaching with words. She was invited 
to “ascend the Hall” of the monastery which 
sponsored her convent and teach the monks 

Replica of  Abbess Mugai Nyodai statue at Hojiin



there, the only certain record of this happening. 
(However, Dogen wrote that this happened a 
number of times with women masters.) Known 
in Japan as Mujaku.

Mugai Nyodai (1223-1298)
She is considered one of the most important  
women in all of Rinzai Zen. She was heir 
to Mugaku Sogen, the founder of Engaku-ji. 
After her transmission, she established a temple 
known as Keiai-ji, the first sodo for women 
in Japan. She is also known as Chiyono. Her 
enlightenment story is famous. She was carrying 
a bucket of water when the bottom broke out. 
At that moment, she was awakened. “No more 
water in the pail!”

Konto Ekyu
She was Keizan’s disciple at Yoshoji and the first 
Japanese woman to receive full Soto Dharma 
transmission.

Mokufu Sonin (early-mid 1300s)
She was a disciple of Keizan and the daughter of 
Shôzen. She was ordained in 1319 and received 
dharma transmission from Keizan in 1323. She 
was the first abbot of Entsu’in, an important 
convent. Keizan called her the reincarnation of 
his grandmother and said that he and she were 
inseparable.

Otagaki Rengetsu (1791-1875)
An orphan, raised by a Pure Land Buddhist 
priest, Rengetsu was well educated but
married early. She was twice widowed by her 
early 30s, and had three children who died
early in their lives. She returned to her adoptive
father’s home where she devoted herself to 
studying Pure Land and Zen buddhism, and
particularly to expressing her understanding 
through poetry, painting and ceramics. She
was a prolific and much-sought-after artist who 
shunned fame in her own lifetime.

Lingzhao Pang
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Receiving the Marrow by Bowing
by Eihei Dogen



In the practice of unsurpassable, complete 
enlightenment, what is most difficult is to 
find a guiding teacher. The guiding teacher 

should be a strong person, regardless of being a 
male or female. The teacher should be a person 
of thusness, with excellent knowledge and wild 
fox [transformative] spirit, whether living in 
the past or present. This is the face [essence] of 
attaining the marrow, the guiding virtue. This 
is “not ignoring cause and effect,” and “You 
and I are just this.”

After you encounter your guiding teacher, 
practice diligently in the endeavor of the way, 
casting off myriad conditions, without sparing 
a moment. Practice with heart, practice with 
beyond heart, practice even with half a heart. 
In this way, brush off the fire on your head 
[practice with urgency], or stand on your toes 
[practice intensely]. 

If you practice in this way, you will not be 
destroyed by jealous demons; the ancestor 
[Huike] who cut off his arm and attained the 
[Bodhidharma’s] marrow becomes not other 
[than you].The master who drops away body 
and mind is you yourself.

You attain the marrow and are invariably 
transmitted dharma through your utmost sin-
cerity and trusting heart. There is no path that 
comes from anything other than sincere trust; 
there is no direction that emerges from itself.

Thus, you regard dharma as weighty and 
your own body as lightly weighted. You retreat 
from the world and make the way your abode. 
If you consider your own body weightier than 
dharma, dharma is not transmitted to you and 
you will not be able to attain the way.

Although the aspiration for making dharma 
weighty is not limited to a single path, and 
does not depend on instructions from others, 
let me make one or two points.

Regarding dharma as weighty means this: 

Patrick Emerson
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If you encounter someone who maintains the 
great dharma, having received the acknowl-
edgment—”You have attained my marrow”—
whether the person is a pillar or a lantern, a 
buddha, wild fox, demon, man or woman, you 
should keep your body and mind on the zazen 
seat and attend to the person even for immea-
surable eons. It is common to attain body and 
mind, which are just like widely spread rice 
plants, flax, bamboo, or reed. But it is rare to 
encounter dharma.

Shakyamuni Buddha said:
In encountering teachers who expound 

unsurpassable enlightenment, do not consider 
their caste or facial appearance; do not dislike 
their shortcomings or judge their activities. 
Just value their prajna and feed them daily 
with one hundred or one thousand ounces 
of gold. Offer them celestial meals. Sprinkle 
celestial flowers for them. Bow and pay respect 
to them three times a day, and do not arouse 
the mind of confusion.

If you act in this way, the path of enlighten-
ment will certainly have a place. This is how 
I have practiced since I aroused the aspiration 
for enlightenment, and now I have attained 
unsurpassable, complete enlightenment.

Thus, look to trees and rocks, fields and vil-
lages, to expound dharma. Ask pillars about 
dharma and investigate with walls.

In the past, Indra bowed to a wild fox to 
inquire about dharma. This fox was known 
as a great bodhisattva. This action by Indra 
was not based on the fox’s high or low status 
of being.

However, foolish people who have not heard 
buddha dharma call themselves great monks 
and would not bow to younger ones who have 
attained dharma. Those who have matured 
practice over a long period of time would not 

bow to latecomers who have attained dharma. 
Those who have certificates as masters would 
not bow to others who have not been certi-
fied. Those who are in charge of dharma 
matters would not bow to other monks who 
have attained dharma. Those who are bish-
ops would not bow to laymen and laywomen 
who have attained dharma.  Bodhisattvas of 
three classes and ten stages would not bow 
to nuns who have attained dharma. Those 
who are imperial descendants would not bow 
to retainers who have attained dharma. Such 
foolish people have neither seen nor heard the 
buddha way, just like the one who groundlessly 
left parents and wandered in another land.

When Zhaozhou, who would later become 
Great Master Zhenji, of the Tang Dynasty 
aroused the aspiration for enlightenment and 
was about to begin a journey, he said to him-
self, “I will ask about dharma of anyone who 
surpasses me, even a seven-year-old. I will 
teach anyone who is behind me, even a one-
hundred-year-old.” 

When asking a seven-year-old about dhar-
ma, an old man like Zhaozhou bows. It is an 
extraordinary aspiration, the mind art of an 
old buddha.

It is an excellent custom of study that when 
a nun has attained the way, attained dharma, 
and started to teach, monks who seek dharma 
and study join her assembly, bow to her, and 
ask about the way. It is just like finding water 
at the time of thirst.

Zhixian [Guanxi] of China was a revered 
teacher in the lineage of Linji. 

Once Linji saw Zhixian approaching and 
grabbed him. Zhixian said, “I understand it.” 
Linji let him loose and said, “You are free to 
have a meal here.” 
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Thus, Zhixian became a student of Linji.
After leaving Linji, he went to see Moshan. 

She said, “Where are you from?”
Zhixian said, “From the entrance.”
Moshan said, “Why don’t you close it off?”
Zhixian was silent. He made a bow and 

expressed himself as a student of Moshan’s. 

Then he asked: “How is Moshan [Mount 
Mo]?”

Moshan said, “It does not show its peak.”
Zhixian said, “Who is the person inside the 

mountain?”
Moshan said, “It is beyond man and woman.”
Zhixian said, “How come you don’t change?”
Moshan said, “I am not a wild fox spirit. 

Why should I change?”
Zhixian bowed. Then he aroused the aspira-

tion for enlightenment and worked as head of 
the garden for three years.

Later he became the abbot of a monastery 
and said to the assembly, “I received half a 
ladle [of gruel] at Old Man Linji’s and another 
half at Old Woman Moshan’s. So I had a 
full ladle and have been satisfied up to this 
moment.”

Now, when we hear this story we long for 
such an ancient encounter. Moshan was an 
outstanding student of Gaoan Dayu. Her life 
vein had the power to become Zhixian’s Old 
Woman. Linji was an heir of Huangbo, Zen 

Master Xiyun. His endeavor of the way had 
the power to become Zhixian’s Old Man. Old 
Woman means mother, and Old Man means 
father.

The fact that Zhixian bowed to Nun 
Liaoran of Moshan and asked for dharma was 
an excellent example of aspiration, a model 

for latecomers. It should be called hammer-
ing open the gate bar or breaking through a 
bamboo node.

Nun Miaoxin was a student of Yangshan. 
When Yangshan was looking for someone to 
fill the position of the director of the guest-
house at the foot of Mount Yangshan, he asked 
his senior students, who had served as officers, 
to make a recommendation. After some dis-
cussion, Yangshan said, “Although Miaoxin 
is a woman, she has heroic aspiration. She 
should be suited to serve as the director of the 
guesthouse.”

Everyone agreed, and Miaoxin was appoint-
ed to the position. None of Yangshan’s other 
students resented the decision. As it was not 
a minor position, those who recommended 
Miaoxin were careful about this selection.

While Miaoxin filled this position, there 
was a group of seventeen monks from Shu, in 
the west, who were on the road in search of a 
master. On their way to climb up to Yangshan’s 

Emptiness is emptiness. Four great elements are four great ele-
ments. Five skandhas are five skandhas. Women are just like that. 

Both men and women attain the way. You should honor attain-
ment of the way. Do not discriminate between men and women. 

This is the most wondrous principle of the buddha way.



monastery, they stopped and stayed at the 
guesthouse. While they rested in the evening, 
they discussed the story about the wind and the 
banner of Huineng, High Ancestor of Caoxi. 
The seventeen monks’ interpretations were all 
wrong.

Miaoxin, who overheard the discussion out-
side the room, said, “How wasteful! How many 
pairs of straw sandals have these seventeen 
blind donkeys worn out? They haven’t even 
dreamed of buddhadharma.” 

Her assistant worker told them that Miaoxin 
had not approved their understanding. Instead 
of being upset with her disapproval, the monks 
were ashamed of their lack of understanding. 
They got formally dressed, offered incense, 
bowed, and asked her to teach.

Miaoxin said, “Come closer.”
When the seventeen monks were still get-

ting closer, Miaoxin said, “It is not that wind 
flaps. It is not that the banner flaps. It is not 
that your mind flaps.”

Hearing her words, all seventeen monks had 
realization. They thanked her and formally 
became her students. Soon after, they went 
back to Shu without climbing up to Yangshan’s 
monastery. Indeed, this is nothing the bod-
hisattvas of three classes or ten stages can 
come up with. It is work transmitted by buddha 
ancestors from heir to heir.

Thus, even nowadays when the position of 
abbot or head monk is not filled, you should 
request a nun who has attained dharma to 
assume the position. However aged or senior a 
monk may be, what’s the use of someone who 
has not attained the way? The master of an 
assembly should be a person of a clear eye.

Those who are drowned in the body and 
mind of villagers are often so stubborn that 
even laypeople may ridicule them. It is not 
worth mentioning in buddha dharma. Some 

Dietmar Temps
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refuse to bow to female teachers who have 
received dharma transmission. Because these 
people lack knowledge and study, they are close 
to animals and far from buddha ancestors.

If such people are deeply determined to throw 
their body and mind wholeheartedly into bud-
dhadharma, buddhadharma takes pity on them 
without fail. Foolish humans and devas still 
have the capacity to feel the truth. How should 
the authentic dharma of all buddhas not have 
compassion to respond to sincere hearts? Even 
mud, rocks, sand, and pebbles have hearts to be 
affected by sincerity.

Today, nuns stay in monasteries of Great 
Song. When the attainment of dharma by one 
of them is acknowledged and she is appointed 
abbess of a nunnery by the government, she 
ascends the teaching seat in the monastery 
where she is staying. All monks, including 
the abbot, assemble, stand, and listen to her 
dharma discourse. Some monks ask questions.
This has been the custom since ancient times.

One who has attained dharma is a true 
authentic buddha and should not been regard-
ed as the same as before. When we see the 
person, someone who is new and extraordinary 
sees us. When we see the person, today sees 
today.

When arhats, pratyeka-buddhas, or bodhisat-
tvas of the three stages and ten classes come to 
a nun who maintains the treasury of the true 
dharma eye, they should bow and ask about 
dharma, and she should receive their bow.

Why are men special? Emptiness is emptiness. 
Four great elements are four great elements. 
Five skandhas are five skandhas. Women are 
just like that. Both men and women attain the 
way. You should honor attainment of the way. 
Do not discriminate between men and women. 
This is the most wondrous principle of the 
buddha way.

Also, those who are called laity in Song 
China are people who have not left their 
households. Some of them are married and 
have their abodes. Others are celibate but may 
still have much worldly concern. However, 
monks with cloud robes and mist sleeves visit 
laypeople who have clarified dharma, bow to 
them, and inquire about the way, just as they 
do to masters who have left their households. 
They should also do so to accomplished women 
and even to animals.

On the other hand, even a one-hundred-
year-old monk who has not dreamed of the 
essentials of buddha dharma cannot be closed 
to men and women who have attained dharma. 
Such a person should not be respected more 
than as a host or a guest.

Even seven-year-old girls who practice 
buddha dharma and express buddha dharma 
are guiding teachers of the four types of dis-
ciples [monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen]; 
they are compassionate parents of sentient 
beings. They are like dragon princesses who 
have attained buddhahood. You should make 
an offering and respect them just as you respect 
buddha tathagatas. This is an authentic custom 
of the buddha way. Those who do not know 
this custom and do not receive it should be 
pitied.
Written at the Kannondori Kosho Horin Monastery on 
the clear-bright day [the fifteenth day from spring sol-
stice], the second year of the En’o Era [1240].

Postscript—There have been women on the 
throne in Japan and China. The entire land is 
ruled by the monarch, and all people become 
her subjects. This is not done to respect the 
human form but to respect the position. Since 
of old, nuns have been respected solely for 
their attainment of dharma, and not for their 
human form.

Dietmar Temps
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Again, if there is a nun who has become an 
arhat, all the merits that follow the four fruits 
come and assemble around her. Who among 
humans and devas comes close to the merits 
of the four fruits? No devas in the three realms 
can equal the merits; none of them are worth as 
much. So, they all revere the merits.

Furthermore, who would not revere some-
one who has aroused the great heart of the 
bodhisattva and received transmission of the 
Tathagata’s authentic dharma? Not to revere 
such a person is naturally ridiculous. Not to 
revere your own unsurpassable enlightenment 
is to foolishly slander dharma.

Dietmar Temps
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In Japan, some daughters of the emperor 
or ministers have positions similar to that of 
the empress. Some empresses hold Buddhist 
titles. Some of these women have shaven 
heads and other don’t. Monks who are greedy 
for fame and love to receive benefits rush to 
their houses and keep hitting their foreheads 
on these women’s footwear. This is even lower 
than being their retainers. There are many of 
those who become their servants and simply 
grow old. What a pity that they were born in 
this remote small nation and are not aware 
that this is a corrupt custom! This does not 
happen in India or China, but only in our 
country. It is lamentable.

They shave their faces and heads in vain 
and break the Tathagata’s authentic dharma. 
It is a serious wrongdoing. It is sad that 
they forget that the worldly path is made of 
dreams, phantoms, and empty blossoms, and 
are bound as servants of these women. They 
act like this for the sake of a worldly path. 
Why don’t they revere those who should be 
revered for the sake of unsurpassable enlight-
enment? They act like this because they have 
little aspiration to regard dharma as weighty 
and they are not filled with the aspiration to 
seek dharma.

When they greedily receive treasures, they 
think it is justifiable to receive donations, 
particularly from women. When you seek 
dharma you should have an aspiration that 
goes beyond this kind of thinking. If you do 
so, grass, trees, and walls will give out true 
dharma; all things in heaven and earth will 
offer true dharma. This is a principle you 
should know without fail. Even if you meet a 
true teacher, if you don’t arouse this aspiration 
to seek dharma, you won’t receive the benefit 
of dharma water. Endeavor thoroughly.

Those who are extremely stupid think that 
women are merely the objects of sexual desire 
and treat women in this way. The Buddha’s 
children should not be like this. If we dis-
criminate against women because we see them 
merely as objects of sexual desire, do we also 
discriminate against all men for the same rea-
son?

For the cause of defilement, men can be the 
object, women can be the object, those who 
are neither men nor women can be the object, 
phantoms and flowers of emptiness can be the 
object. There were those who were trapped by 
impure conduct while looking at images on 
water or gazing at the sun. Gods can be the 
objects, demons can be the objects. We can-
not finish counting all the causes of impure 
conduct. It is said that there are eighty-four 
thousand objects. Do we not look at them or 
discard them all?

The Precept Scripture says, “The [sexual] 
use of one of the two parts of a male body 
or the three parts of a female body is a grave 
crime. Those who have committed this crime 
should be expelled from the sangha.” Thus, 
if we exclude those who become the objects 
of sexual desire, we have to exclude all men 
and women so that they have no chance to be 
ordained. Thoroughly investigate this.

There are men outside the way who have no 
wives. Although they don’t have wives, if they 
do not enter buddhadharma, they are those 
outside the way who hold wrong views.

Among the Buddha’s disciples, there are lay-
men and laywomen who are married. Although 
they are married, they are the Buddha’s dis-
ciples; no others among humans and devas can 
stand shoulder to shoulder with them.

There was a foolish monk who made a vow 
never to look at a woman, birth after birth, 
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world after world. What was this vow based 
on—the worldly method, buddha dharma, 
the outsider’s method, or the celestial demon’s 
method?

What is the fault of women? What is the 
virtue of men? There are unwholesome men, 
and there are wholesome women. Hoping to 
hear dharma and leave the household does not 
depend on being female or male.

Before becoming free from delusion, men 
and women are equally not free from delusion. 
At the time of becoming free from delusion 
and realizing the truth, there is no difference 
between men and women.

If you vow for a long time not to look at 
women, do you leave out women when you 
vow to save numberless sentient beings? If you 
do so, you are not a bodhisattva. How can you 
call it the Buddha’s compassion? This is merely 
nonsense spoken by a soaking-drunk shravaka. 
Humans and devas should not believe in such 
a practice.

If you exclude those who have broken pre-
cepts, you may exclude all bodhisattvas. If 
you exclude those who may break precepts in 
the future, you may exclude all bodhisattvas 
who arouse the aspiration for enlightenment. 
If you exclude them in such a way, you need 
to exclude everyone. Then, how can buddha 
dharma be actualized? To make such vows is 
the mad intention of fools who don’t know 
buddha dharma. It should be lamented.

If you make such a vow [as not looking at 
women], is it that Shakyamuni Buddha and all 
bodhisattvas in his lifetime had broken pre-
cepts? Was their aspiration for enlightenment 
shallower than yours? Quietly ponder this.

Was it not possible for the ancestor who was 
entrusted with dharma [Mahakashyapa] and all 
bodhisattvas during the Buddha’s lifetime to 

practice unless they made such a vow? With 
such a vow, not only unable to awaken women, 
you are also unable to go and hear women who 
have attained dharma and expound dharma 
for humans and devas. If you don’t go and hear 
them teach, you are not bodhisattvas but those 
outside the way.

When we look at Great Song China, there 
are monks who seem to have trained for a long 
time merely counting the sands in the ocean 
[studying letters] and wandering around in the 
ocean of birth and death. On the other hand, 
there are women who have studied with teach-
ers, endeavored in the way, and become guid-
ing teachers of humans and devas.

There was an old woman who refused to sell 
a rice cake [to Deshan] and discarded it. What 
a pity, there are male monks who count the 
sands in the ocean of teaching and have never 
dreamed of buddhadharma!

When you see an object, learn to clarify it. 
Being scared of it and only trying to avoid it is 
the teaching and practice of shravakas in the 
Lesser Vehicle. If you give up the east and hide 
in the west, it is not that there is no object in 
the west. Even if you keep escaping, there are 
objects afar and objects nearby. This is not the 
way of emancipation. The farther away you 
push objects, the deeper you may be attached 
to them.

Eihei Dogen (1200-1253) founded the Soto School of 
Zen in Japan after traveling to China and training under 
Rujing, a master of the Chinese Cadong lineage. 

From Treasury of the True Dharma Eye: Zen Master 
Dogen’s Shobo Genzo, Volume I, edited by Kazuaki 
Tanahashi.  Copyright ©2010 by the San Francisco 
Zen Center. Reprinted by arrangement of the 
Permissions Company, Inc. on behalf of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc. www.shambhala.org.
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The Dragon King’s Daughter
From The Lotus Sutra

Translated by Burton Watson
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At the time there was a bodhisat-
tva who was among the followers of 
the Many Treasures World-Honored 

One from the lower region and whose name 
was Wisdom Accumulated. He said to Many 
Treasures Buddha, “Shall we return to our 
homeland?”

Shakyamuni Buddha said to Wisdom 
Accumulated, “Good man, wait a little while. 
There is a bodhisattva named Manjushri here 
whom you should see. Debate and discuss the 
wonderful Law with him, and then you may 
return to your homeland.”

At that time Manjushri was seated on a 
thousand-petaled lotus blossom big as a car-
riage wheel, and the bodhisattvas who had 
come with him were also seated on jeweled 
lotus blossoms. Manjushri had emerged in a 
natural manner from the palace of the dragon 
king Sagara in the great ocean and was sus-
pended in the air. Proceeding to Holy Eagle 
Peak, he descended from the lotus blossom and 
having entered the presence of the Buddhas, 
bowed his head and paid obeisance to the 
feet of the two World-Honored Ones. When 
he had concluded these gestures of respect, 
he went to where Wisdom Accumulated was 
and exchanged greetings with him, and then 
retired and sat at one side.

Bodhisattva Wisdom Accumulated ques-
tioned Manjushri, saying, “When you went 
to the palace of the dragon king, how many 
living beings did you convert?”

Manjushri replied, “The number is immea-
surable, incapable of calculation. The mouth 
cannot express it, the mind cannot fathom it. 
Wait a moment and there will be proof.”

Before he had finished speaking, countless 
bodhisattvas seated on jeweled lotus blos-
soms emerged from the ocean and proceeded 
to Holy Eagle Peak, where they remained 

suspended in the air. These bodhisattvas had 
all been converted and saved by Manjushri. 
They had carried out all the bodhisattva prac-
tices and all discussed and expounded the six 
paramitas with one another. Those who had 
originally been voice-hearers expounded the 
practices of the voice-hearer when they were 
in the air, but now all were practicing the 
Great Vehicle principle of emptiness.

Manjushri said to Wisdom Accumulated, 
“The work of teaching and converting carried 
out in the ocean was as you can see.”

At that time Bodhisattva Wisdom 
Accumulated recited these verses of praise:

Of Great Wisdom and virtue,
brave and stalwart,
you have converted and saved
immeasurable beings.
Now those in this great assembly, 
as well as I myself, have all seen them.
You expound the principle
of the true entity,
open up the Law of the single vehicle,
broadly guiding the many beings,
causing them quickly to attain bodhi.

Manjushri said, “When I was in the ocean 
I constantly expounded the Lotus sutra of the 
wonderful Law alone.”

Bodhisattva Wisdom Accumulated ques-
tioned Manjushri, saying “This 
sutra is very profound, subtle and 

wonderful, a treasure among sutras, a rarity in 
the world. Are there perhaps any living beings 
who, by earnestly and diligently practicing this 
sutra, have been able to attain Buddhahood 
quickly?”

Manjushri replied, “There is the daughter of 
the dragon king Sagara, who has just turned 
eight. Her wisdom has keen roots and she is 
good at understanding the root activities and 
deeds of living beings. She has mastered the 
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dharanis, has been able to accept and embrace 
the storehouse of profound secrets preached 
by the Buddhas, has entered deep into medita-
tion, thoroughly grasped the doctrines, and in 
the space of an instant conceived the desire 
for bodhi and reached the level of no regres-
sion. Her eloquence knows no hindrance, and 
she thinks of living beings with compassion 
as though they were her own children. She 
is fully endowed with blessings, and when it 
comes to conceiving in mind and expound-
ing by mouth, she is subtle, wonderful, com-
prehensive and great. Kind, compassionate, 
benevolent, yielding, she is gentle and refined 
in will, capable of attaining bodhi.”

Bodhisattva Wisdom Accumulated said, 
“When I observe Shakyamuni Thus Come 
One, I see that for immeasurable kalpas, 
he carried out harsh and difficult practices, 
accumulating merit, piling up virtue, seeking 
the way of the bodhisattva without ever rest-
ing. I observe that throughout the thousand-
millionfold world, there is not a single spot 
tiny as a mustard seed where this bodhisattva 
failed to sacrifice body and life for the sake 
of living beings. Only after he had done that 
was he able to complete the bodhi way. I can-
not believe that this girl in the space of an 
instant could actually achieve correct enlight-
enment.”

Before his words had come to an end, 
the dragon king’s daughter suddenly appeared 
before the Buddha, bowed her head in obei-
sance, and then retired to one side, reciting 
these verses of praise:

He profoundly understands the signs of guilt and 
good fortune and illuminates the ten directions 
everywhere
His subtle, wonderful pure Dharma Body is 
endowed with the thirty-two features; the eighty 
characteristics adorn his Dharma Body.

HeavenIy and human beings gaze up in awe in 
awe,
Dragons and spirits all pay honor and respect; 
among all living beings none who do not hold him 
in reverence.
And having heard his teachings, I have attained 
bodhi—the Buddha alone can bear witness to this.
I unfold the doctrines of the Great Vehicle to res-
cue living beings from suffering.

At that time Shariputra said to the dragon 
girl, “You suppose that in this short time you 
have been able to attain the unsurpassed way. 
But this is difficult to believe. Why? Because 
a woman’s body is soiled and defiled, not a 
vessel for the Law. How could you attain the 
unsurpassed bodhi? The road to Buddhahood 
is long and far-stretching. Only after one has 
spent immeasurable kalpas pursuing austeri-
ties, accumulating deeds, practicing all kinds 
of paramitas, can one finally achieve success. 
Moreover, a woman is subject to the five 
obstacles. First, she cannot become a Brahma 
heavenly king. Second, she cannot become 
the king Shakra. Third she cannot become the 
devil king. Fouth, she cannot become a wheel-
turning sage king. Fifth, she cannot become a 
Buddha. How then could a woman like you be 
able to attain Buddhahood so quickly?”

At that time the dragon girl had a pre-
cious jewel worth as much as the thousand-
millionfold world which she presented to the 
Buddha. The Buddha immediately accept-
ed it. The dragon girl said to Bodhisattva 
Wisdom Accumulated, and to the venerable 
one, Shariputra, “I presented the precious 
jewel and the World-Honored One accepted 
it—was that not quickly done?”

They replied, “Very quickly!”
The girl said, “Employ your supernatural 

powers and watch me attain Buddhahood. It 
will be even quicker than that!”





At that time the members of the assembly all 
saw the dragon girl in the space of an instant 
change into a man and carry out all the prac-
tice of a bodhisattva, immediately proceeding 
to the Spotless World of the south, taking a 
seat on a jeweled lotus, and attaining impartial 
and correct enlightenment. With the thirty-
two features and the eighty characteristics, he 
expounded the wonderful Law for all living 
beings everywhere in the ten directions.

At that time in the saha world the bodhisat-
tvas, voice-hearers, gods, dragons and other 
of the eight kind of guardians, human and 
non-human beings all from a distance saw the 
dragon girl become a Buddha and preach the 
Law to all the human and heavenly beings in 
the assembly at that time. Their hearts were 
filled with great joy and all from a distance 
paid reverent obeisance. Immeasurable living 
beings, hearing the Law, understood it and 
were able to reach the level of no regression. 
Immeasurable living beings received proph-
ecies that they would gain the way. The 
Spotless World quaked and trembled in six 
different ways. Three thousand Iiving beings 
of the saha world remained on the Ievel of no 
regression. Three thousand Iiving beings con-
ceived a desire for bodhi and received prophe-
cies of enlightenment. Bodhisattva Wisdom 
Accumulated, Shariputra and all the other 
members of the assembly silently believed and 
accepted these things.

Burton Watson is a scholar who has written or trans-
lated several Chinese and Japanese texts.

From The Lotus Sutra Translated by Burton Watson. 
Copyright ©1993 Soka Gakkai. Reprinted by per-
mission of Columbia University Press.

El Duderino
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training

ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY
The main house of the Mountains and Rivers  
Order in Mount Tremper, NY.

ZEN CENTER OF NEW YORK CITY
Fire Lotus Temple, the city branch of the MRO in  
Brooklyn, NY.

SOCIETY OF MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS
An international network of MRO sitting groups.

ZEN ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES INSTITUTE
Environmental education and training programs includ-
ing the Green Dragon Earth Initiative.

DHARMA COMMUNICATIONS
Not-for-profit dharma outreach, including podcasts, The 
Monastery Store, and the Mountain Record Journal. 

NATIONAL BUDDHIST ARCHIVE
Preserves and documents unfolding American 
Buddhist history.

NATIONAL BUDDHIST PRISON SANGHA
Offers spiritual guidance, correspondence and 
support to prison inmates. 
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The Mountains and Rivers Order 
The Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism (MRO) is dedicated to practicing, realizing and 
embodying the Buddha’s wisdom as it has been transmitted mind to mind through the generations 
of Buddhist ancestors, beginning with Shakyamuni Buddha himself. The MRO offers practitioners 
an approach to spiritual training that is grounded in the recognition that all human beings have the 
capacity to awaken, while acknowledging that this journey requires guidance and support. The MRO 
includes two major practice centers, numerous affiliate groups, and various organizations dedicated to 
supporting sincere and vigorous spiritual practice. To enter into the MRO is to take up the dharma 
as a matter of profound personal importance and to be guided by the tradition, the teachers, and the 
sangha as one embarks on the path of self-realization.

Eight Gates of Zen
Arising from the Buddha’s original teaching on the Eightfold Path, the Eight Gates of Zen form the 
core of training in the MRO. The Eight Gates draw on Zen’s rich tradition of practice across disci-
plines like archery, haiku, painting and tea ceremony. Accessible and relevant to the lives of modern 
practitioners, they challenge us to infuse every aspect of our lives with spiritual practice. The Eight 
Gates are zazen, direct study with a teacher, art practice, body practice, Buddhist study, liturgy, right 
action, and work practice—points of entry that offer ever-deepening ways of studying the self.

Lay and Monastic Training
The MRO includes two distinct yet interrelated paths of training: lay practice and monasti-
cism. Monastics dedicate the whole of their lives to practicing and realizing the dharma and 
serving the sangha. Lay students commit to awakening within their daily lives, in the midst of 
family, home and work. The unique feel of training in the MRO emerges in part from the rich  
commingling of these two paths, as men and women of all ages, from all walks of life, take up the 
teachings in accord with their individual sense of spiritual calling.
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Teachers, Priests and Dharma Holders in the Mountains and Rivers Order

John Daido Loori Roshi (1931-2009) was the founder of Zen Mountain Monastery and the 
Mountains and Rivers Order, and served as the guiding teacher for almost thirty years. Daido 
Roshi was a lineage holder in the Soto school of Zen, and also received Inka (final seal of 
approval) in the Rinzai school. Roshi drew on his background as a scientist, artist, naturalist, 
parent and Zen priest to establish a uniquely American Zen Buddhist training center. 

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei is the Head of the Mountains and Rivers Order, as well as the 
abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of New York City. Trained as a musician, 
he came to the Monastery in his late twenties after ten years of practicing Zen on his own. He 
has been in full-time residential training since 1986, and received dharma transmission from 
Daido Roshi in 1997. He is the author of O, Beautiful End, a collection of Zen memorial poems. 

Jody Hojin Kimmel Osho has been in residential training at the Monastery since 1991 and is 
the training coordinator there. She also helps to direct the practice at Fire Lotus Temple. After 
Daido Roshi’s passing, Hojin Osho received Denkai, the priestly transmission, from Shugen 
Sensei in 2012. Before ordaining, Hojin was an artist and potter.

Ron Hogen Green has been engaged in formal Zen practice since 1978 and was in residential 
training at the Monastery for twelve years. In 2007 Hogen returned to lay life, and in 2011 he 
became a dharma holder in the Order. Hogen helps to direct the practice at Fire Lotus Temple 
and lives with his family in Danville, PA.

Vanessa Zuisei Goddard began residency at the Monastery in 1996, ordained in 2005 and 
returned to lay life in 2014 while continuing on as senior staff and becoming a dharma holder in 
the Order. She lives in Mount Tremper with her partner and serves as the Director of Dharma 
Communications.
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Zen Mountain Monastery: The Main House
Nestled in the Catskill Mountains, Zen Mountain Monastery is the main house of the MRO. The 
Monastery offers both experienced practitioners and beginners a chance to enter a unique environ-
ment where distractions are minimized and all aspects of life are engaged as study of the self. 

Residents, students, and retreat participants share their days while following a rigorous training 
schedule. The resident teacher and abbot, Shugen Sensei, oversees daily life and training.

Residency at the Monastery means joining the cloistered community, letting go of worldly respon-
sibilities, and giving oneself completely to the training schedule. Each day revolves around practice 
in the Eight Gates, with time devoted to zazen and liturgy, as well as other areas of study. 

The Monastery draws its strength from the ancient tradition of Buddhist monasticism, but it’s the 
rich interplay between the Monastery cloister and the vibrant world outside the doors that keeps the 
practice earnest and alive. 

Zen Center of New York City: The City Branch
Located in the Boerum Hill section of Brooklyn, Zen Center of New York City: Fire Lotus Temple 
offers lay practitioners a vibrant experience of Zen training in the midst of one of the world’s great 
cities. The Temple maintains a daily schedule of zazen and liturgy, offering those who live in the city 
a chance to come and practice together as their schedules and obligations allow. In addition, the 
Temple offers meditation intensives, right action and study groups, evening classes, community work 
periods, a Sunday morning program and Saturday retreats. 



As one of the few residential Buddhist training centers in New York City, the Temple offers a 
unique opportunity to be in full-time training while simultaneously engaged in the world. Our small 
community of residents holds jobs or goes to school. Residential life is guided by Temple co-directors 
Jody Hojin Kimmel Osho, the head priest, and Ron Hogen Green, a dharma holder. Temple resi-
dency offers a powerful way to take up the crucial but challenging work of extending our spiritual 
practice into our ordinary lives.

Beginning Instruction in Zazen
Instruction in zazen, along with many opportunities to develop and deepen one’s meditation prac-
tice, is one of the most important things the MRO has to offer. Beginning instruction is available 
each week at both the Monastery and the Temple as part of our Sunday morning program and on 
Wednesday evenings at the Monastery.

Retreats
Both the Monastery and Temple offer introductory retreats, including a monthly Introduction to Zen 
Training Weekend, led by the teacher and senior students at the Monastery, and The Essentials of Zen, 
a series of seminars at the Temple that take up different facets of lay practice. Other retreats offer 
opportunities to study and train in the Eight Gates with guest instructors across a range of disciplines. 
At the Monastery, retreatants step into the residents’ cloistered community for a full weekend; at the 
Temple, retreats take place on Saturdays.

Sesshin and Meditation Intensives
Characterized by silence and deep introspection, 
extended periods of zazen such as sesshin (week-long) 
and zazenkai (day-long) are the heart of Zen training. 
All intensives include dokusan, or private interview 
with the teachers, and formal meals taken in the zendo 
(oryoki).

Residential Training
The Monastery and the Temple offer different ways 
to engage Zen training full-time. Monastery residents 
join the cloistered community, letting go of other 
worldly responsibilities; Temple residents maintain 
careers, pursue degrees, or engage in other focused 
work while living and training at the center. For more 
information, check our websites at zmm.mro.org and  
zcnyc.mro.org.
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Teaching in the Ten Directions
This fall Shugen Sensei continued his monthly meetings with the Woodstock Interfaith Council, 
and hosted their October meeting at the Monastery; he also visited with Khenpo Karma Tenkyong at 
KTD Monastery in Woodstock and discussed strengthening the connection between the two monas-
teries. Sensei welcomed Seido Roshi, abbot of Toshoji in Japan, for an afternoon visit to ZMM. Seido 
Roshi lived at the Monastery for several years in the early 1980s, helping Daido Roshi establish it as 
a training center. In October, Sensei traveled to northern California to participate in The Future of 
Dharma in America: Stress Reduction or Awakening?, a conference convened by the Global Peace 
Initiative of Women. In August, Hojin Osho led a wilderness retreat in the Adirondacks specifically 
for women, and in September, Zuisei visited the Buffalo sangha, where she offered a public talk and 
led a zazenkai.

The Training Office is offering a series of video conferences to allow far-flung students to be able 
to engage in study and conversation with the teachers at a distance. Shugen Sensei, Hojin Osho, 
Hogen Green and Zuisei Goddard will each schedule approximately four of these video conferences 
throughout the year; conferences will be limited to about a dozen participants at a time. Hojin Osho 
offered the first of these, on art practice, in late October. Keep an eye on your email inbox for a list 
of dates, topics, and information about how to sign up.

Jukai Ceremony—Receiving the Precepts
On Sunday, October 16th, six Mountains and Rivers Order students received the Bodhisattva pre-
cepts in a ceremony officiated by Shugen Sensei at the Monastery. Fellow sangha members, friends 
and family were in attendance for the ceremony. Recipients are pictured above, left to right: Judith 
Taisei (“Authentic Peace”) Schutzman, Kerry Shoho (“Abundant Blossom”) Fristoe, Sandy Joshin 
(“Deep Peace”) Del Valle, Karen Fuyu (“Courageous Wind”) Spicher, Jude Kushu (“Sky Study”) 
Dinan, and Andy Jikai (“Compassion For The World”) Kriger. 



Daojin Ordination
On Sunday, September 18th, Michelle Seigei 
Spark, Patricia Kaishin Jamieson, and Ric 
Ryoha Dunworth all received daojin ordina-
tion at the Monastery from Shugen Sensei. A 
zendo full of sangha, friends and family came 
to share in the ceremony and support Seigei, 
Kaishin and Ryoha as they continue their 
own journeys on a challenging and rewarding 
path established by Daido Roshi over fifteen 
years ago.

Similar to jukai or monastic ordination, 
daojin ordination consists of the sixteen pre-
cepts of the Buddha way, as well as the five daojin vows of simplicity, constancy, right livelihood, 
right action and awareness. The ordination service and passage is the result of 4 years of study and 
practice for these newly ordained members of the sangha. The daojin path is largely one of service, 
which entails continuing Buddhist study, practice, and service commitment to the MRO.

Happenings at the Brooklyn Temple
Hojin Osho and Hogen Green were on hand with Temple residents and staff to launch the Fall 
Ango with a talk and traditional monastery lunch of pasta and marinara sauce and dessert. Lay 
students in the metro area are now coordinating daily liturgy for the start of the week, and a 
rotation of MRO teachers and monastics are covering the weekends and other events. Helping 
make this possible is the first part-time staff member of the Temple, Phil Duval, who has taken 
on a one-year commitment to provide continuity and coordination of Temple activities. Phil, 
who is from Ithaca, NY, also did a period of residency at the Monastery last year.

Postulant Ceremony
On Friday, September 30th, Shugen Sensei 
officiated at a brief ceremony during morn-
ing liturgy in which Suzanne Taikyo Gilman 
entered the first stage of monastic training as a 
postulant. Taikyo has been in residence at the 
Monastery for several years and currently serves 
as the Mountain Record editor.   
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Hungry Ghost Ceremony
Hojin Osho officiated the Monastery’s annual Hungry Ghost Ceremony on the Thursday 
before Halloween. Due to an early snow fall, the ceremony, which typically takes place out-
side, was adapted to be held indoors. Jack-o-lanterns dotted the dining hall and Hojin Osho 
ignited a mini bon fire in a large ceramic bowl. Chanting, images, words and sounds were 
offered to appease the craving and suffering of beings in other realms. Then, the lights were 
raised and participants satisfied their own hunger with pumpkin pie and spiced cider.

In Memoriam: Will Kishin Gamble
June 7, 1932—August 8, 2016

William Kishin Gamble, a longtime Mountains & Rivers Order student, 
passed in early August. His funeral was held at the Monastery on Sunday 
October 2nd. 

Kishin was one of Daido Roshi’s earliest students, having begun his 
training at the Monastery when it was newly forming in the 1980s. He 
lived in New York City for many years and practiced actively at Fire 
Lotus Temple as well as at the Monastery. Kishin was a lifelong photog-
rapher and devoted jazz enthusiast.
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New MRO students
This fall, Weston Minnisali, Barry Preston, Matt Jones, Ellery Eskelin, George Matthews and 
Anne Rubin all passed through the five barrier gates to become formal MRO students. 

Appreciation
The Monastery would like to thank Donna Shoshin Chester, MRO for donating student oryoki 
sets, and to Joe Kenshu Mieloch, MRO and Mark Shinyu Palowski, MRO for help with the 
audio system at the Monastery. Continued thanks to Karen Fuyu Spicher for her weekly work 
on the Brooklyn Temple Notes, and to the bodhisattvas who donate their time to help with 
the caretaking, cooking, shopping and office work at the Temple.
Dharma Communications is grateful for transcribing work by Caroline Kamei McCarthy, MRO, 
Paul Kyudo McCarthy, MRO and Lyn Matoon, MRO. 

Begging Bowl
The Monastery and Dharma Communications are in need of a new ipad. The Monastery would 
appreciate donations of used, large stainless steel pots for use with natural dyes.

Comings & Goings at the Monastery
Month-long residents in August were Nanja Van Zundert, Prinsenbeek, Netherlands; Christian 
Houston-Floyd, New York, NY; Zak Niazi, Brooklyn, NY and Itoro Udofia, Oakland, CA. 
Residents for the month of September were Joseph Kaufman, Brooklyn, NY; Nancy Kam, 
Philadelphia, PA; Cameron White, from Sylvania, Australia; and Ikyo Love, MRO, Long Island 
City, NY. In September, we were joined by Laura Cohen of Monroe, NY; Samson Zhilyaev of 
Amherst, MA, and John Caruso, MRO, of Mount Tremper, NY. Each of them began year-long 
residencies during the fall. Beginning a six-month residency in September was Chris Kensan 
Molloy, MRO, of Wellington, New Zealand. In October we welcomed Polly Horne, MRO, of 
Brooklyn, NY and Anastasia Gochnour of Broolyn, NY for the month. In September we said 
farewell to year-long residents clyde fusei forth, MRO, and Ryan Leonard, MRO. In October 
Eduardo Avila-Zayas completed a year of residency as did Alexandra White in November. New 
Zealanders Michael Taikyu Apathy, MRO, and Selena Seian Clare, MRO, did four weeks of 
residential training in October and November.

Comings & Goings at the Temple
In August, Jing Mu joined us for six weeks of residential training. We said goodbye to Ian 
Falcon who completed six months of residency. In September, Sasha Elbaum and Mirko Amico 
began periods of residency, Gikon Vasan, MRO began a three month residency, and Phil Duval 
began a one-year residency as staff. In October, Jean Ann Wertz began a six-month residency.  



In Memoriam: John Shido McKenzie

July 22, 1946—August 4, 2016

A large circle of mourners stood around the fresh grave and a 
neat, wooden marker. Shido, whose dharma name means “Way 
of the Poet,” was laid to rest at ZMM’s cemetery, not far from 
his mother’s grave and surrounded by pine trees. He had visited 
this place once when he was alive, decades earlier, when he 
managed to convince the maximum security prison where he 
was incarcerated to allow him to attend his mother’s funeral. 
He once described that day, saying he felt deeply at home at the 
Monastery, doing full prostrations in the mud at his mother’s 
burial site, despite being shackled. 

Shido McKenzie came to our sangha through a sharp twist of fate. In his twenties, suffer-
ing from drug addiction, he participated in a robbery where he killed a police officer, Matthew 
Giglio. Sentenced to 25 years to life, he paid for his crime in various New York prisons—Fishkill, 
Woodburne, and Greenhaven. While in prison in the early 1980s, he reached out to Daido Roshi 
with a request to be taught Buddhist practice. Daido began visiting Shido and others in prison at 
Greenhaven, eventually leading to the formation of the National Buddhist Prison Sangha (NBPS) 
and to the recognition of Buddhism as an official religion by the NYS Department of Corrections. 
Shido’s efforts were key to opening this door for hundreds of inmates in New York and other states 
to practice Buddhism while incarcerated.

After serving his initial sentence of 25 years, Shido was eligible for parole. He appeared before the 
parole board eight times in over 15 years and was turned down every time. He lived nearly all of his 
adult life in prison and died on August 4, 2016 at the age of 70, apparently having taken his own life. 
Shido’s life and death reveal some of the serious problems with our criminal justice system, which 
make more poignant the good works to which he ultimately devoted his life. 

By his own account, he spent his first decade in 
prison trying to “beat the system.” He felt sorry for 
himself and was angry. In 1984, in addition to meet-
ing Daido Roshi, he encountered George Grobe, 
a former chairman of the Crime Victims Board, 
who spoke passionately about victims’ rights. He 
described these two encounters as changing his 
perspective, and ultimately, the course of his life. 
“So began” he said, “my journey into [the world 
of] victims and how they are treated, how they 
feel, how they are in fact mothers, fathers, broth-
ers, sisters, sons, and daughters—how they are  
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family.” Daido’s 
teachings comple-
mented and gave 
life to Shido’s grow-
ing awareness of the 
pain he had caused 
the family of the 
man he had killed. 
Compassion fol-
lowed. 

In 1997, after 15 
years of planning and 
bureaucratic strug-
gles, Shido created 
the Victims Awareness Program (VAP), a prison discussion group in which men convicted of violent 
offenses were challenged and supported in their efforts to take total responsibility for their crimes. He 
once said, “The key to change is taking responsibility. Once your defenses come down and you take 
responsibility, there is no choice but to be honest.”

Shido made unsuccessful attempts to contact the Giglio family and regretted that he could not 
apologize directly to them. Despite his inability to convey his sorrow and remorse to them, VAP 
presented Shido with unexpected opportunities for healing. In 1998 he invited a speaker to present 
to the group, the mother of a young man, David, who had been murdered years prior. Shido later 
said that this encounter reached a part of him which had previously remained untouched. He said 
“David’s murder had happened many years ago, and she [his mother] was talking like it happened 
yesterday. I looked at her and I could actually feel her pain. And for a split second, I saw Matthew 
Giglio’s mother. For years I had been trying to say I was sorry. I started to choke up. I couldn’t say I 
was sorry to Mrs. Giglio, so I apologized to [this mother].”

This mother and her daughter attended Shido’s recent funeral. They had stayed in touch by mail 
and weekly phone calls since the time they first met, almost 20 years prior. David’s mother told me 
that Shido understood something about her loss and was sensitive to it, keeping it at the forefront of 
his mind whenever they communicated. They were in attendance among many other friends, includ-
ing people Shido had grown up with and others whom he had met later in life, behind bars. Also 
present, were Shido’s two daughters, who grew up while he was in prison. They spoke at his funeral 
of deep love and the profound pain of a life of separation, and of his frequent letters, as well as the 
feeling of his presence in their hearts even though he was forever locked away. A fellow inmate spoke 
of the respect and camaraderie he felt with Shido, developed over their years together as sangha in 
prison. And Shugen Sensei spoke of his admiration for Shido in his perseverance to turn his life 
towards the good and useful, all the way to the end.

—Valerie Meiju Linet, MRO, and Chris Tyler, MRO
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Earth Initiative: Regional Action
The Bees and the Mountain Bears

For many years the Monastery garden has shared 
space with a trove of bee hives, growing to a whop-
ping six active, thriving hives this summer. In 
addition to providing pollination for the gardens 
and beyond, the bees have shared the surplus of 
their delicious raw honey, which we have been 
selling at the Monastery Store.

This summer the bee hives took a hard hit from 
a persistent black bear. The bear was able to push 
through the electric fence and knock over two of 
the hives, devouring most of their frames of brood 
(the larvae of unhatched bees) and honey. We 
put the hives back together as best we could and 
strapped them down to concrete blocks. But once 
a bear gets a taste of brood and honey, an electric 
fence usually ceases to be a deterrent and the bear 
will put up with the shock just to get to the hives. 

On three subsequent nights the bear came back and badly damaged all six hives. We were able to 
restore some of the hives but we knew time was running out. Scrambling to find a new location 
off the Monastery property suitable for bees, we were graciously offered the back yard of a sangha 
member about five miles from the Monastery. Their new home was surrounded by a stockade fence, 
but even this couldn’t keep the bears out. We had to move the last two hives once again, albeit 
temporarily, to a well-fortified enclosure at Hudson Valley Bee Supply. 

We are eager to move the remaining hives back home once we develop a physical barrier that will 
keep the bears out permanently. There are various deterrents under consideration, but black bears 
are smart, agile and very strong. We have been fortunate to have kept them out of the apiary for 
the last five years as black bears have become a very common nuisance in the Catskill Mountains. 

Last year was a very successful year for honey gathering. The bees produced about 250-300 pounds 
of honey in excess of what they need for themselves to overwinter. The Monastery Store sold out 
of its entire inventory and this year, because of the bear destruction, we will not be able to harvest 
any new supplies of honey.  

Beekeeping is one of the Monastery’s earth-based right livlihood projects which also include veg-
etable and flower gardens, fruit orchards, and exploring natural dyes such as marigold flowers and 
indigo to develop new products for the Monastery store. 

—Joel Sansho Benton, MRO
Earth Initiative: Global Action
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New Zealand and the ‘Climate Angels’
“It’s different when you arrest an angel.” That’s what I thought when in May 2016 I saw the 

Climate Angels being carried away by police at the blockade of the world’s largest coal port in 
Newcastle, Australia. Protestors are often dismissed and ignored, and their messages even more so. 
Even this message, which should strike so desperately close to home: that Australians will lose much 
that they love (including the great barrier reef) to climate change unless the vast majority of coal 
reserves are kept in the ground. 

The women in pale makeup, white robes and wings weren’t protestors, though—they were angels. 
The angel image was powerful both in the media and in my imagination. It stuck. When one member 
of our small group of Christchurch sangha-activists suggested that we make our own angel costumes, 
agreement was quick, and we began.

Angels are not statisticians, climate scientists, politicians or environmentalists. They are certainly 
not the blandly upbeat purveyors of corporate greenwashing. Angels are bearers of heavenly messages 
about matters of ultimate importance. The message: climate change is a matter of life and death. 
Climate change does not get written on death certificates, and death certificates are not written for 
plants and animal species or cultures. Perhaps one day these massive collective deaths due to climate 
change will be memorialized en masse, publicly, as we do for humans, by building war memorials, but 
we’re not there yet. The message of death has not yet come through, let alone the message that there 
is life too: a life and way of living through this climate crisis that does not deny the full reality, the 
urgency, and the implications of climate change.

Initial ideas can be heavenly and inspiring, but costume designing and making, planning, and 
organizing are all lots of work and cost money. The local 350.org activist group was enthusiastic about 
the idea, and supportive in helping to secure a grant for material costs. The time seemed ripe to bring 
the wider sangha on board. Before sesshin, Shugen Sensei ran a powerful weekend workshop focused 
on responding to climate change, so we hoped people would be on board with the idea. Furthermore, 
we had record numbers of sesshin participants for caretaking work, due to our improved website and 
marketing. I felt unsure about how our teachers, senior student and sangha might respond to con-
necting our activism into something as introspective and contained as sesshin, but the willingness 
and enthusiasm of the sangha helped immensely with both the work and the feeling of support in 
our activism.

Fast forward to September the 10th. It’s a strange feeling to have a hundred people stop and stare 
at you. To clarify: I’m not talking about being looked at, or watched, or paid attention to. I’m talking 
about being stared at. Because six of us angels are walking through Christchurch’s busiest mall on a 
weekend with giant wings strapped to our backs, wearing white robes, pale make-up, and eyeliner. 
I feel a flash of gratitude for knowing that I can keep focused on my breathing to help me relax, so 
that I don’t get panicky or have my open smile become an unnatural grimace. 

I try to make as much eye contact as possible. I see amusement—we’ve become part of the enter-
tainment of the mall experience where people come to see and be seen. I see stress and business—
we’re an irrelevant delay to people’s plans, to be discounted. I hear impatient comments from the 



people we momentarily block as we fit our wings through a bottleneck. I see fear in the mall man-
agement’s protests about health and safety. I see a film of dull detachment that wouldn’t shift even 
if we brought a live elephant into the room. I see excitement and curiosity—this is most evident in 
the pre-teen girls, the boldest of whom come forward to make contact. I don’t speak, but hand them 
a small gift with which they run off excitedly. I see some unwrapping the twine-wrapped, feathered 
package to read our message from nature. Adults receive our messages too, and boys who step forward 
from their group in an act of boldness, as if to count coup.

I hope that this is more than a love of spectacle. It’s exhausting and surprisingly anxiety provok-
ing work. Hopefully it helps me and others to become more comfortable or even bold in breaking 
the taboos around life and death and our climate. I long to become flexible enough to snatch every 
opportunity for positive change that I can from out of the jaws of my own and other’s inhibition or 
reactivity. Our public meditation vigils and Climate Angels have attracted a range of participants 
from the communities of both activists and spiritual practitioners. My impression is that all these 
groups have a lot to offer and share with each other about how to effectively engage around climate 
change, both in terms of skills and personal insights. Let’s keep exploring this together.

—Michael Taikyu Apathy, MRO, with thanks and acknowledgements to 350.org, sangha members who helped create 
the angel costumes, Selina Seian Clare, and Lucette Hindin who led this action.

Earth Initiative: National Action

Bridget White
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Dakota Access Pipeline Project

My great-grandmother became known as Pearl, as her Sioux birth name was forgotten. Her legend 
in my family suggests that her patient endurance—despite the traumas of her life during the Western 
expansion—was similar to the Earth’s great offering of itself. The Earth has offered a great quantity of 
petroleum, transformed from her earliest life forms, to allow for our great industrial age. The consum-
ing of fossil fuel has led to the great advancement of global culture, but we have also arrived at the 
point of needing to move beyond our reliance on fossil fuels should we wish to continue to advance 
as a country and as a species within a network of influences. 

My great-grandmother was taken from her tribe as a girl by a blacksmith in accord with his idea 
of a better life for her, and as a prospective wife for his apprentice. While I can’t speculate on the 
nature of her experience, I share empathy with our Native Ancestors at Standing Rock Reservation 
and other supporters in defense of the sanctity of the Earth. I do this mainly because none of us are 
separate from the crisis at hand.

You do not have to share this understanding of the intercon-
nected nature of our living systems. The truth is simple enough: 
it is not in our best interest to build new infrastructure for 
the transport of fossil fuels—fuels that are a leading factor in 
climate change, which is bringing about health and economic 
crises as well as natural disasters. We are definitely all in this 
together. A pipeline over land that is prone to earthquakes 
caused by fracking instability is a high stakes gamble for a 
major spill or explosion. With potential to contaminate several 
watersheds and cause forest fires in an area undergoing severe 
drought, the continental risk of the Dakota Access pipeline 
spans several states. 

Cataclysmic climate change events are already unfolding 
nationwide with unpredictable storms and changing coastlines. 
If investments like the one proposed for this pipeline are to be 
made in policy and infrastructure, they should reflect a new 
way of thinking that can support our evolving society and its 
need to continue providing an abundance of resources for living beings while responding to change. 
The evidence is clear that this will only be possible in harmony with the Earth’s needs. 

Previous generations had no way of being aware of the environmental impacts of our technology. 
Their accomplishments have empowered our awareness and ability to transcend destructive, unsus-
tainable, and chaotic models for energy, economy, and society.

We can do so much better in considering liberty and justice for all. Please consider adding your 
voice by writing a letter to your representatives in support. For more information go to: http://stand-
ingrock.org/news/call-for-support--stand-with-standing-rock/.

—Scrap Wrenn
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women’s sesshin expanded the horizon of 
practice in a way that would be beneficial for 
men as well as women.

—Lyn Mattoon

Coming out of the Zen closet is a bit of a 
stretch and even a bit of a surprise for me. 
When I look back over my encounter with 
Zen, the maleness did not even register on my 
awareness, or my lack thereof. I was attracted 
to the non-theistic, no frills, and ‘no religious 
stuff’ that I found offensive.

I have been surprised at what a transforma-
tion has occurred for me personally. I don’t 
understand it and I am deeply grateful for 
what has unfolded. I find the women’s liturgy 
rich and inspiring in a way I never would have 
imagined. It feels more personal, possible. 
I wonder about their stories and who they 
were—were there children, families, relation-
ships that they had to struggle with in their 
taking up the dharma? Who were they? Their 
texture, their hearts, hopes, struggles and 
wishes? Who showed up to help them figure it 
all out and find their way?

Then there is the piece of this unfolding 
that is simultaneously occurring—the reli-
gious piece that feels so deep and important. 
Turning to the deities, whomever, whatever. 

The changes in the liturgy—reciting the 
names of realized women and the switching 
of the word “patriarchs” to “ancestors”—have 
been gentle and welcome reminders to me of 
the role of women in the preservation of the 
Buddha Way and of the debt we owe to them.  
But what has affected me most profoundly has 
been attending the sesshins for women. I have 
always been aware that Zen had something of 
a macho male flavor. This was very much in 
evidence at the first Zen center where I prac-
ticed. Coming to the Monastery for the first 
time, I was surprised to see that element very 
much played down. But I had no idea how 
different a thoroughly feminine approach to 
practice would look and feel until I attended 
a Wild Grasses sesshin. It presented possibili-
ties I never would have imagined and illumi-
nated boundaries I did not know existed. In 
particular, it allowed for what could be called 
a release or an indulgence of emotions that 
I was accustomed to restraining, or did not 
even know were there. These emotions are 
not self-reinforcing, but more in the way of 
letting go, a melting away of boundaries—not 
of restraint, but of resistance. Such emotions 
are not particular to women, but they may be 
more tolerated in women and are therefore 
associated with feminine feeling. I think the 

Simon Marussi

Sangha Reflections
On Mother of All Buddhas
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Feeling reverence, not alone, reaching out 
for help. Knowing in my heart/mind, there is 
nothing but mind. However, these presences 
connect me/us with parts of myself/ourselves 
that are otherwise unavailable for the moment, 
helping me feel connected and finding my way. 
Other than our ground of being, all sensation is 
conditional. So for me, to gain access to other 
conditional states when there is darkness, 
anxiety, fear, gratitude, and love, is exceedingly 
nourishing and helpful.

—Susan Seien Wilder

The first time I actually found myself com-
pletely belonging in the Zen tradition was 
during the first Wild Grasses women’s sesshin. 
In that all-woman environment, these ancient 
forms felt totally natural. They fit perfectly. My 
breath felt different in my body—expansive, 
relaxed, safe. It was so unexpected and such a 
relief. This makes me wonder about those who 
may still feel left out, or uncomfortable, or 
unsafe or unseen within our sangha. Or those 
who can’t even walk in the door because they 
don’t see people who look like them. 

Can we as a sangha continue to discern Zen 
training—the profound and liberative upaya of 
an ancient wisdom tradition—as different from 
“the way we do things,” so that the freedom 

and relief I’ve experienced can be a reality for 
all who feel drawn to Zen?

—Ikusei Settimi

Women’s suffering has always been, in a cer-
tain way, a part of me. It hurts to really think 
about how so many women throughout history 
and even today live truly miserable lives just 
due to being born female. It also hurts to think 
that anyone could feel they’ve finally found 
the one place—”religion/spirituality”—where 
we wouldn’t expect to see this problem, but 
there it is. For example, the belief that women 
can’t be enlightened, they have to wait to be 
born male (that male ego!). It would be nice 
not to have to show special treatment to any 
specific group, but it doesn’t seem like we’re 
there yet in history, so I think it is significant 
that we dedicate a special place and time to 
acknowledge our female ancestors.

—Wendy Terumi Richardson

Until recently, I have mostly felt remote 
from—if not uncaring of—women’s discrimi-
nation and issues of identity. My parents sepa-
rated when I was eight and I lived under the 
supervision of a succession of nannies until the 
age of 11, with a pretty much absentee mother 
and without much of my father. My recollec-
tion of my mother is as a somewhat glamorous 
and eccentric presence, a source of logistical 
and financial support, more than a nurturing 
parent or female role model. As a child and 
young adolescent my friends were mostly male 
and I grew up as one of the guys.

It took my mother’s recent illness and death 
to open the door to inquiring into my own 
femaleness. Encouraged by my husband and 
sangha angels, I signed up for the Wild Grasses 
sesshin last year. Until then, I had not contem-
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plated the possibility that anything particular 
could arise from a gathering of women. I had 
not acknowledged a long-term sense of unease 
with femaleness nor had I contemplated the 
possibility that freedom could be found spe-
cifically in the company of women. 

The most profound and lasting memory 
I experienced at that sesshin was an over-
whelming feeling of being safe. I remember 
sitting in the ‘oval’ during oryoki close to 
the incense bowl, surrounded on each side by 
my sisters and being permeated by a sense of 
inclusion and peace. The usual tension and 
hustle and bustle seemed absent and what 
remained was a warm, simple and convivial 
gathering for a meal.

As I reflect on the past year and evoke my 
sangha, I acknowledge with immense grati-
tude and respect the strong and wise women 
who are my sisters in the Dharma.

—Caroline Kamei McCarthy

During the second Wild Grasses sesshin at 
the Monastery when I was in residence, a fel-
low male resident and I needed to stop in the 
main building to get something for our work 
duties. We were asked to limit our entry time 
so we wouldn’t interfere with the women-only 
space. As we walked through the dining hall, 
both of us stopped in our tracks. We heard a 
mysterious chanting coming from the zendo: 
all female voices, full of melody, different 
pitches, accompanied by a droning instru-
ment—quite a contrast to the usual monotone 
chanting of our Zen liturgy. I glanced over at 
my friend and saw that he had his hands on 
his head in disbelief. We both stood there 
speechless, pierced by the unexpected sound 
and the beauty of what we were hearing. 

The impact of the all-women chanting 

helped me to recognize that I sincerely want 
women to be free to express themselves as 
authentically as possible. I don’t believe that 
I’ve been aware of the degree of suffering that 
so many women experience because of gender 
inequality. I want to understand this better. 
And I want to do what I can so that women 
can assume their rightful place in our sangha 
and our world. 

—James Busan Mannion

Liturgy, harmony and sangha go together. 
Early on this teaching was evident, as I was 
drinking the sound in deeply, inspired to hear 
all my loving sangha friends join together in 
voicing the dharma. 

I see now that I simply chose to disregard 
what chanting male names in a lineage meant 
to me. Looking back, I closed this door because 
the door seemed closed to me. First, the karma 
seemed exclusive. Second, no matter how they 
got there, it was list of realized beings, so that 
surely counted me out!

Now we are in a different era, one bringing 
forth awareness about equality as best we can. 
We take turns in the liturgy discriminating 
whether it is a “she” or a “he” that is a signi-
fier. Reluctantly though, I now have to think 
of what gender I am in listening to liturgy. I’m 
part of the group that is identified as forgot-
ten or left unsung. Stings!! I was trying to 
feel included! I do wonder, why separate but 
“equal”? Put us all together! One long mixed 
up list of names on the lineage. 

If we truly want to look at our  
inherited liturgy, can we investigate what 
was given to us by Daido Roshi via Maezumi? 
What was chosen and what was left out? 
Should we consider singing the sutras as the 
Nisodo nuns do? We could use the higher 
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noted sweet bells the nuns use to accom-
pany their extraordinary sound. Perhaps we 
could include more celebrations on different 
Sundays, expand our offerings to include cel-
ebrations of the Bodhisattvas: Kshtigarbha, 
Manjusri, or Samantabhadra.

We could lift our lowered eyes and see each 
other across the zendo, sharing in each others 
completeness and difference as we chant on 
a Sunday morning. 

—Michelle Seigei Spark

A bronze statue of Kannon bodhisattva pre-
sides over my home altar. Her peaceful, regal 
form, cradling a bottle of tears is a constant 
reminder for me to realize this compassionate 
being as myself each day. One of the most 
significant changes in the liturgy for me was 
changing the dedication after the Emmei 
Jukku Kannon Gyo that we chant for Kannon. 
With the old dedication, my mind always 
snagged on the words, caught in confusion and 
simultaneous translation. The old dedication 
read: “The Buddha turns the dharma wheel 
and so reality is shown in all its many forms. 
He liberates all suffering sentient beings, and 
brings them to great joy.” “He?” I would think, 
and my small body would be back, shifting in 
the pew, working to superimpose a meaningful 
definition of God over “he,” the man with the 
white beard up in the sky we were introduced 
to at such a tender age. Our dedication not 
only gendered the Buddha but in so doing per-
sonified him, causing me to wonder, “Who is 
turning the dharma wheel? Who is liberating 
sentient beings?” For me the words conjured a 
pretty specific vision of a guy with a topknot 
doing stuff. 

It did not occur to me that it would be possi-
ble to change the liturgy so I never mentioned 

my mental gymnastics around the dedication 
to anyone. As women we are used to making 
these little translations without questioning. 
The liturgy was changed for the better from 
my perspective, although the process of the 
change was not transparent to the sangha. 
Clearly compassion is in no way restricted to 
the female form, just as liberation is not male, 
yet I feel a visceral connection with Kannon 
as a worldly being when we personify “her.” I 
can therefore appreciate that the new dedica-
tion may weaken the connection for our male 
sangha members and hope we will explore our 
relationships to liturgy and the ancestors in an 
ongoing, inclusive conversation.

—Katie Yosha Scott-Childress

I feel joy that we can now offer our gratitude 
to the realized women teachers previously for-
gotten, as well as the those whose names we 
may never know—information buried simply 
by cultural bias. They maintained and trans-
mitted the dharma to a suffering world and 
dedicated their lives to generous service; I 
am happy that we have included them in our 
liturgy.

Now that we are uncovering the names 
of the many women who maintained the 
Buddha’s teaching, I am also glad that we have 
replaced “patriarchs” with “ancestors” in the 
“Identity of Relative and Absolute.” I believe 
that the change provides a shift which allows 
me to consider a more expansive reality of our 
heritage and practice.

—Joe Kenshu Mieloch

The sweetness of the incense from the 
morning’s sit was lingering in the air. I was 
taking a walk around the building before 
sesshin began, when I happened to glance 
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at the sitting board outside the zendo. There 
it was. So simple in its presentation yet so 
emblematic in its significance. Hojin Osho 
was seated in the teacher’s position on the 
north side. The fact didn’t completely settle 
in my head until Friday evening’s sit, when 
her diminutive but powerful female form was 
sitting in front of the altar.

In a world where many of our experiences 
are primarily dictated by masculinity, it is a 
welcome comfort to see the changes coming 
to fruition in our religious practice. Because 
my cultural narrative was dictated by a culture 
where women were seen and treated as mute 
submissives, I accepted patriarchy as an immu-
table force. I saw signs of this all shifting in 
our Order during a Spring Ango retreat many 
years back, when Shoan pressed our teachers 
with questions regarding our exploration of 
female ancestors. My uncomfortableness at 
that moment’s silence morphed into respect for 
one woman’s voice that would not be silenced. 
How brazen, how strong, how courageous! 

Five years later, we are bridging the gap by, 
among other things, reciting the names of 
realized women teachers and holding women’s 
retreats. Have we gone beyond this, to giving 
all voices, not just the female ones, an equi-
table say? No, but every time I hear the names 
of our female ancestors recited, I am confident 
that the voices of our ancient sisters will not 
disappear from the annals of history.

—Anna Myojo Shifton

I’m gladdened to hear of the most recent 
improvements to the liturgy. It was largely sex-
ism that brought me to practice, and almost 
two years ago, after practicing in the order for 
over fourteen years, it was largely sexism that 
necessitated that I step away from the MRO. 

As a child I had been sexually abused. That 
experience was simultaneously obliterating 
and a commonplace expression of the misog-
yny rampant in our society. As I grew I had 
no language for the trauma that divided me 
from myself. Teenaged girls living in absentia 
are very, very ordinary. To survive I sought 
to understand systems of oppression and the 
communal resilience that can untangle these 
destructive forces. This process of inquir-
ing into suffering very naturally led me to 
Buddhism.

When I first encountered practice every-
thing in me said yes. It was such a profound 
relief to be met by the teachings. I wasn’t 
naive about the presence of sexism in our 
sangha. I expected it because I expect, and 
want, all of humanity, including every part of 
myself, to show up here. When it came to the 
sexism I encountered in the container itself—
in the systems and structures of the order—I 
mostly downplayed and rationalized its effects, 
thinking that because I could name it I wasn’t 
subject to it. Here I was naive: believing that 
within the context of a wholehearted practice 
it would work to splinter myself.

As my practice grew stronger, the tension 
of seeking to realize myself within a con-
tainer that I felt didn’t fully see me became 
less tenable. Nearly every time I brought a 
concern about sexism in the workings of the 
Order to someone in a position of power I was 
directed to address it as a personal struggle. It 
was difficult to see how destructive this guid-
ance was, especially since it was most often 
accompanied by truly compassionate concern.  
Being instructed to take up sexism like it is my 
personal problem, like it is primarily an inter/
intrapersonal poison, not only protects the 
systems upholding sexism, but also completely 
echoes my earlier traumatic experiences of 
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being silenced about my abuse.  
I refuse to compartmentalize myself in order 

to wake up. I want the container of practice 
to welcome all of me. I want to walk into 
the zendo and find that Mahapajapati� is no 
longer sidelined, but has instead claimed her 
birthright on the seat of awakening on the 
main altar.

—Meghan Chishin Casey

Tibetan Buddhists often speak about com-
passion from the lens of motherhood. It is said 
that not a single being has not once been your 
very own mother. Samsara then, is a case of 
daughters forgetting their mothers and moth-
ers forgetting their daughters. 

I remember years ago entering a Tibetan 
Buddhist store on Astor Place in Manhattan 
with my mother.  An older, jolly Tibetan man 
welcomed us into an enclave of Buddhist 
art—statues, incense, robes, scarves, and other 
trinkets—allowing us to look around as long 
as we wished. I wanted to make a shrine, 
and so I asked for the traditional brass water 
bowl offerings, some incense, and a thangka of 
Shakyamuni Buddha. As I was 15, I had no 
money and so my mother paid for the supplies, 
yet the Tibetan man wasn’t ready for us to 
leave. He looked at me directly and said, “A 
mother’s compassion is beyond comprehen-
sion. You’re very lucky.” Of course, at the time 
I didn’t understand where he was coming from. 
The encounter was so direct—not unlike face-
to-face teaching in Zen. He seemed to know 
where I was and what I needed to hear, with-
out even knowing a single thing about me. 

When we invoke the names of the female 
ancestors in our new liturgy, we ask the ques-
tion, “Who are my mothers? Who throughout 
my life has given me unconditional love 

and compassion?” In a way we have all been 
mothers to each other. The help we receive 
and the happiness we share with others is all 
one motherly love. When one connects to 
“motherly mind,” mothers disappear, and male 
and female can be seen as one. Simply see all 
beings as your mothers. How could you cause 
a single dispute? Impossible. 

—Rami Eskelin

I came to the Wild Grass es  sesshin with 
some  skepticism ,  not sure   of the importance  or  
need for a women’s sesshin.  However, when 
entering into the   zendo  on  Friday morning, 
I  had a felt sensation of  the yoni energy that  
was  transforming ing  the space.   It was like 
the zendo was resonating at a different pitch , 
one  that touched   me in a deep and surprising 
way. At that moment ,  I understood why I was 
there.   Now when  chanting the names of the 
women ancestors,  I feel  the beauty ,  strength 
and energy of the women in our sangha who 
have been   speaking up and questioning the 
status quo. I know that the women’s names 
we chant came from a similar conviction and  
depth  of practice and I am honored to honor 
them. I had a deep  and   transformative expe-
rience of being a part of the Circles on the 
Water retreat with 13 dharma   sisters. Most 
meaningful for me was feeling safe enough to 
touch and express parts of myself   that I don’t 
usually feel safe enough to express. I continue 
to turn toward these places and feel   their nur-
turing presence with gratitude.

—Roni Nyuko Schnadow
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Despite the “how-to” title, 
this is not a conventional 
“build it yourself” manual 
for constructing a prob-
lem-free life starting with 
the usual messy ingredi-
ents like divorce, illness, 
or bankruptcy. Rather it 
is a penetrating medita-
tion on an epic poem, The 
Wheel of Weapons Striking 
at Vital Points of the Enemy 
by the 9th century Indian 
scholar Dharmarakshita. 
It is hereafter titled (in 
the Tibetan style) The 
Wheel of Sharp Weapons.

 This work is a poetic description of prac-
tices undertaken to abolish our habitual pre-
occupation with “I”, “me”, and “mine” which 
inevitably results in the grasping and attempts 
at control experienced as suffering. As its 
essential point of departure, the poem assumes 
complete acceptance of the traditional teach-
ing of rebirth according to the karma of one’s 
numerous previous lives. It describes specific 
spiritual exercises undertaken with two objec-
tives: alteration of one’s present karmic path 
towards attainment of favorable rebirths and 
simultaneous relief of suffering for our fellow 
sentient beings. The Wheel of Sharp Weapons 
therefore is a detailed poem of instruction for 
traveling the bodhisattva path. 

For this daunting task, Thubten Chodron, 
an American Tibetan bhikshuni, of more 
than forty years experience in dharma prac-
tice, and leadership, has provided illumi-
nating and inspiring commentary. She has, 
for example, divided the 116 verses of the 
poem into eleven different themed chapters, 
such as “Understanding and Transforming 
Difficulties” (dealing skillfully with true kar-
mic miseries, such as serious illness, loneli-
ness, poverty) and “Overcoming the Internal 
Enemies” (taking responsibility for toxic 
mental states, such as envy and rage). Most 
impressive in her discourse on negative men-
tal states is her ability to point out how easily 
we fall into them. Through the author’s skill-
ful meditations we recognize these negative 
states not as afflictions of other “bad” people, 
but as our own mental climate arising during 
our ordinary, autopilot thinking.

For readers unfamiliar with tantric practic-
es, Dharmarakshita’s poem provides bracing 
lines of violent imagery and role reversal that 
tantra employs to promote awakening to the 
reality of emptiness. To make this material 
accessible to all practitioners, the author has 
provided helpful explanations.  For example, 
consider the following verse:

When my body falls prey to unbearable illness
It is the weapon of destructive karma returning 
on me
For injuring the bodies of others;
From now on I will take all sickness upon myself.

As commentary here, the author teaches 
the practice of taking-and-giving, in which 
we imagine taking on the sickness of others 
as a lightening bolt to destroy our harmful 
past life behaviors. In the giving part of the 
meditation we imagine transforming our own 
body into a healing medicine given freely to 

Good Karma
How to Create the Causes of Happiness 

and Avoid the Causes of Suffering
by Thubton Chodron

Shambhala Publications, 2016
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practice and an accessible introduction to 
visualization practice. The author’s generos-
ity, great skill, and imagination have clearly 
made Dharmarkshita’s poem a valuable, liv-
ing part of the Buddhadharma for contempo-
rary practitioners.

Kyusei Paula Bakule, MRO, lives near 
Hendersonville, NC.  

others. Taking-and-giving practice fosters 
purification, a cleansing of our self-preoccu-
pation induced by imaginatively taking on 
the suffering of another while simultaneously 
giving something valuable from ourselves 
to the other. It is a challenging practice 
requiring the cultivation of all-embracing 
compassion 

In parts of this work, the poet addresses 
appeals for help directly to Yamantaka, a 
wrathful, death-destroying form of Manjushri.  
Many verses offer colorfully violent imagery 
to promote sober, direct spiritual intention.  
Verse 49, for example, intones “O Yamantaka  
. . . with fangs of the four powers bared, strike 
the enemy!” In this example, the enemy is 
the mental afflictions that compel us to take 
evil rebirths, and the four powers called to 
prevail over this fate are regret for past evils, 
taking refuge in the three Jewels, generating 
bodhicitta, and the vow to avoid repeating 
previous mistakes. 

Dharmarakshita’s poem assumes that indi-
vidual past evil karma is the sole determinant 
of current misfortunes and that one’s present 
well-being is the reward of a virtuous former 
life. For example, Thubten Chodron states 
that, “generosity is the cause of wealth.” I 
think that this deterministic view obscures 
the complexity of karma. Consider differ-
ent possible karmic contributions to wealth 
accumulation: hard work along with relent-
less avoidance of careless spending, a skill at 
embezzlement, winning the lottery, receiving 
a surprise inheritance!

 Although I resist the author’s strictly 
traditional view of rebirth and karma, I rec-
ommend this book for deepening spiritual 
practice. The text offers both a description 
of the indefatigable nature of bodhisattva 

From Good Karma

“The most difficult point in the meditation 
on the selflessness of the person is to get 
a sense of the object of negation—the self 
or I that we believe exists but does not.  
To do this the great masters recommend 
remembering an occasion when we were 
falsely accused and then, with one part of 
our mind, examining how the I appears to 
exist.  That is the I whose existence we 
want to refute . . . . The inherently existent 
I appears more clearly when we feel threat-
ened and respond defensively. ”

“Both fortitude and joyous effort are impor-
tant in our spiritual practice. . . . To have 
joyous effort, the heaviness of “should” 
needs to be abandoned. This can be done 
by remembering our precious human life, 
its great purpose, and the rarity of obtaining 
it.  This eliminates the sense of unwilling 
obligation and creates joy in our mind, so 
we are eager to do what is meaningful.”

                     —Thubton Chodron 
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Vermont Affiliate • www.zavermont.org
—Burlington  
Bob Tokushu Senghas, MRO  (802) 985-9207  rsenghas@uuma.org
—Montpelier
Michael Joen Gray, MRO  (802) 456-1983  grhayes1956@comcast.net

Philadelphia Affiliate 
Paul Kyudo McCarthy, MRO  phillyzen@gmail.com

Buffalo Affiliate • www.buffalozen.com 
Ray Eigen Ball, MRO & Gwen Kimu Coe, MRO  (716) 393-2936  contact@buffalozen.com

New Zealand Affiliate • www.zen.org.nz
—Auckland  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot, MRO  (09) 636-6086  aukland@zen.org.nz
—Christchurch  
Geoff Gensei Moore, MRO  (021) 23 846 18  christchurch@zen.org.nz
—Nelson 
Graham Houn Snadden, MRO  (03) 548-4619  nelson@zen.org.nz 
—Wellington 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell, MRO  (04) 977-6460  wellington@zen.org.nz 
—Manawatu 
Peter Jolly, MRO (06) 356-8811  manawatu@zen.org.nz

Prison Affiliate
—Green Haven Correctional Facility, Great Meadow Correctional Facility, Woodbourne 
Correctional Facility, Shawangunk Correctional Facility, Wende Correctional Facility

The following groups offer regular opportunities for zazen, but are not formally affiliated with the MRO.

Augusta, ME — Christopher Shosen York, MRO  (207) 622-9433  christopheryork8@gmail.com 
Wayne, PA — Joe Kenshu Mieloch, MRO  (610) 933-0594   jmieloch@rcn.com
Ottsville, PA — Pam Jinshin Dragotta, MRO  (215) 882-1924   pdragotta92@gmail.com
Springfield, VT — Bettina Krampetz  (802) 464-2006  normpetz@sover.net 
Whitesburg, GA — Sybil Seisui Thomas  (770) 834-9615  syllabil@aol.com
Annandale-on-Hudson, NY — Tatjana Myoko von Prittwitz, MRO (845) 752-4619 gaffron@bard.edu

Directory of MRO Affiliate Groups 
The International Society of Mountains & Rivers is a network of formally recognized affiliated Zen groups, practic-
ing group meditation and other practice forms and in the spirit and style of the Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen 
Buddhism. These informal groups offer practitioners who live locally an opportunity to come together for zazen, as well 
as for periodic retreats and intensives with visiting MRO teachers and senior students. These groups are led by MRO 
students and follow MRO training guidelines. For more information please contact the coordinator.
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Auckland Sitting Group  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot 

 (09) 6366-086
 

Wellington Sitting Group 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell

(04) 977-6460
 

Nelson Sitting Group  
Graham Houn Snadden 

(03) 548-4619

Christchurch Sitting Group  
Geoff Gensei Moore
(021) 23 846 18

Zen Institute of New Zealand
Zen Mountain Monastery 

Affiliate  

Centers & Services

Buffalo Zen Dharma Community
Meets regularly on Tuesdays

at Westminster Presbyterian Church
724 Delaware Avenue, Buffalo, NY

7:00-9:45 PM

All newcomers are welcome to our Monthly 
Introduction to Zazen, First Tuesday at 6:30

Check our website for updates
www.BuffaloZen.org

See our website for our February 16-19, 2017
sesshin led by Zuisei Goddard.

Contact Ray Eigen Ball
contact@buffalozen.org

716-393-2936
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Centers

1-year print subscription with online access: $36
1-year online-only subscription: $25

2-year print subscription with online access: $55—save 25%
2-year online-only subscription: $42—save 15%

3-year print subscription with online access: $75—save 30%
1-year online-only subscription: $60—save 20%

mountainrecord.org

With thirty-four consecutive years of publication, the 
award-winning Mountain Record: The Zen Practitioner’s 
Journal is the oldest American Zen quarterly and the voice 
of the Mountains and Rivers Order. We offer inspiring 
dharma talks, articles, interviews, and photography by prac-
titioners of various faiths on themes relevant to spiritual 
practice: the environment, ethics and morality, education, 
science, religion, and more.

We hope you’ll continue to find support for your practice 
through our journal, now also available in an enhanced 
online version. Please help us conserve the earth’s resources 
by switching to an online subscription.

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Podcast

Dharma Discourses
Talks

Interviews

Find it on itunes
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Have your face framed at

VISIONEXCEL
...where eyewear 

 is an art

Eye Examinations  
& Gift Certificates Available

1636 Ulster Ave.   
Lake Katrine, NY 12449

845-336-6310  
(800) 724-0376

Services
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Local Directory
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Susan Wilder, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552

Local Directory
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