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FOREWORD

I —

Regﬂections on Women Encounterz'ng
Buddhism across Cultures and Time

Abbess Aoyama Shundo
Aichi Zen Monastery for Women in Nagoya, Japan

“We must all, malc and female alike,
profoundly respect Buddhist teachings
and practice. We must not argue over
male or femaleness.”’

[excerpt from ‘‘Raihaitokuzui,’

>

Shobagenzo, by Zen Master Dogen]
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“I chose the study of comparative religion, because I was born betwixt and
between a mother who is a Japanese Buddhist and a father who is an American
Christian. In time I was drawn to Buddhism, and in 1987 I sojourned to India
where I was able to visit the place where Sakyamuni attained enlightenment. It
was there that I met the Zen nun, Kito Shunka, who was at the Japanese Temple
in Bodh Gaya. I was deeply moved at having encountered a person who genuinely
lived according to the Buddhist teachings. At that time, the nun, Kitd Sensei,
introduced to me the book written by the Abbess, On Becoming a Beautiful
Person. These experiences and events drove me to come to this Zen monastery for
women in Nagoya, [apan.”
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Foreword

This was my first conversation with Paula. When she said, “I encountered a person
who genuinely lived according to the Buddhist teachings” a tear glistened in her
eye. Tt was a tear that came out of the joy of having had a profound encounter
with a wonderful person and teachings while on a journey in search of the truth.

At that time, I thought that she must have received the seeds of Buddhist
teachings from her mother when she was very young, and her Buddhist-secking
antenna were raised from having experienced the complexities of being raised
between the two teachings of Buddhism and Christianity. Having met the nun,
Kitd Shunks—who is like a living Buddha—she decided the direction of her
search. Since then Paula has come directly and deliberately along this path. These
are my thoughts about Paula’s actions and commitments.

Buddhist history is about 2500 years long. Nuns’ history is the same 2500 years.
The first people who began walking this path were the stepmother who raised
Sakyamuni, Mahaprajapatt, and his wife, Yasodara. Along with the particularities
of cultural and historical influence, the Buddhist teachings have been transmitted
from India, China, and Japan. Even if there appeared discrimination between
monks and nuns, we today continue to receive the unwavering truth as expressed
by Zen Master Dagen’s profound heart and mind: “We must all, male and female
alike, profoundly respect Buddhist teachings and practice. We must not argue over
male or femaleness.”

The foundation of nuns’ responsibility, conscience, and honor is to have been
granted the role to support the spiritual dimension of the efforts of women who
bear the responsibility—granted by the gods and Buddhas—to give birth to and
raise the people of tomorrow who will saddle the world on their shoulders. We
must exert ourselves unremittingly. This is the only path on which we must con-
tinuously advance.

In order to write this book, Paula experienced these nuns’ path in a personally
embodied way; she studied our history, actual circumstances, and various other
dimensions. For Paula’s posture of commitment and practice, [ express respect
from my heart.

Gassho.
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Transliteration Guide

Japanese names appear following Japanese custom, family name first, given name
second.

In transliteration of Japanese words and names, the Hepburn System is used,
except in familiar names like Tokyo. The Hepburn System follows the common
English reading, using diacritics to mark long vowels.

Because this work focuses on the Japanese Buddhist tradition, Japanese is con-
sidered the primary language for Buddhist terms. The equivalent Chinese and
Sanskrit are sometimes provided for clarification.

For Chinese words, the pinyin system for transcription is employed. Sanskrit
words are transliterated according to Whitney, Sanskrit Grammar. References in
Pali are limited to citations quoted that use Pali.

Non-English terms are given in italics, except for words that are frequently used
and are basic to the book, for example, words like Nigakurin and Nis6da, which
are explained in the text. In addition, place names do not appear in italics.

Abbreviations: J., Japanese; Ch., Chinese; Skt., Sanskrit.
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Prologue

Let me begin with three episodes that were formative and vital in creating this
book. They provide keys to my motivation and illustrate the sometimes serendip-
itous nature of scholarly pursuits. The first episode explains my early impressions
of Buddhism in contemporary Japan. The second reveals my initial impulse to
move in the direction of exploring the topic of Buddhist nuns. The third episode
shows how the research proceeded.

When I was living in Japan in 1980, I was just beginning my formal study of
Buddhism at Waseda University. I learned introductory material about major Bud-
dhist leaders in Japanese history and basic Buddhist concepts, including that com-
passion was a fundamental value in the Buddhist teachings. Therefore, I was rather
bewildered when I heard the wife of a priest say, “Our son wants a stereo, I wonder
if there are any funerals around?” At the time, I had no idea what the connection
might be between stereos and funerals. Finally, a friend explained it to me. Fu-
nerals are a temple’s major source of income; indeed, funerals make many priests
rather wealthy. This incident, as well as casual observances of life in modemn
Japan, led me to an impression that there was no genuine Buddhism left in Japan.
I was disillusioned. T thought that the affluent economic impulse had ruined any
vestige of the tremendous history and teachings I had been studying. My cynical,
naive, and uninformed conclusion about the state of Buddhism in modern Japan
shifted when I met a Japanese Zen Buddhist nun.

xvii



Xviil

Prologue

I met Kito Shunkd in the autumn of 1987 when I sojourned to India as a
scholar of Buddhism. She is an elderly Sot6 Zen monastic woman who was re-
turning to India for a final pilgrimage to the Mahabodhi Temple in Bodh Gaya.
Although I had concentrated my Buddhist studies on Japan, I was not aware of
an extant order of Japanese Zen nuns. My first glimpse of her with clean-shaven
head and saffron robes—the traditional color of Indian monastics—was compel-
ling. Moving toward her I realized her robes were Japanese in design, but not the
black that is common to monastics of Japan. Her aesthetic sensitivity and cultural
awareness drew me to her side. In the softened light of evening as we walked
around the Bodhi Tree her face glowed with the wisdom of enlightenment. Com-
passion emanated from her every motion as we moved through wispy clouds of
incense carrying the prayers of devotees. Among the spirited pilgrims and the
desperate beggars her laughter resounded with the peace of one who has scared
the heights and fathomed the depths. She seemed to be a living model of all that
I had been studying—embodying harmony in its richest form. What teachings
have helped her gain such wisdom? How did she train to be so compassionate?
Where is the spring of her ebullient laughter?

I knew after our first conversation under the Bodhi Tree that I wanted to learn
as much as possible about her way of life. As we walked along the Niranja river
where Sakyamuni once walked, a brilliantly pink sun rose into the sky. She inter-
wove stories of the years she spent in India building the Japanese Temple in Bodh
Gaya with poetry by Zen master Dogen (13th ¢.) and information about a training
temple for monastic women in Nagoya, Japan. We laughed heartily as the image
of meeting again in that monastery for women—worlds away —flashed through
our minds.

I had found a living treasure of Japanese Buddhism.

(Numerous people, including abbess Aoyama, mentioned that if I had not met
this particular nun, Kitd Shunk, I probably would not have been moved enough
to come live with and study Zen nuns. A laywoman very close to many of the
higher ranking nuns, Ogishi Emiko, recounted to me the story of her first meeting
with Kitd Sensei. It illustrates how Kitd Sensei is respected among the nuns them-
selves. Ogishi-san was visiting Katd Sensei at Seikanji Temple when Kito Sensei
came in and sat at her teacher’s (Katd Sensei) feet and began stroking her hand.
Kato Sensei looked at Ogishi-san and said, “There are many kinds of nuns. But
this nun, Shunké-san, is a nun’s nun.”)

Another event that propelled this book along occurred a few years later, after |
had spent one year living with and near the Zen nuns’ community. It involved
my interaction with one of my important living sources, a nun named Kojima
Kendo (1898-1995). In the summer of 1990, I went to visit her in Toyama Prefec-
ture where she was passing her final years at the Lumbini-en orphanage she had
helped to establish. I knew I would not be able to conduct a typical interview
with this nun, who had taken on the entire S6to sect administration to win equal
rights for nuns. | just wanted darsan: to sce and be in the presence of a holy
being. In lucid moments, she provided details of various poignant moments in
her life: what it was like being among the first nuns to study at Komazawa Uni-
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versity, how she laughed when she realized that she was the only nun among a
roomful of top-ranking monks as she pounded her fist on the table demanding
reforms in sect regulations, and the time she served as the lead celebrant in a
religious ceremony at the temple Dogen founded, Eihei-ji—first nun in recorded
history to do so—and how Niwa Zenji, the highest Zen Master in Japan, teased
her about how masculine she was and she teased him about how feminine he
was. She also gave me numerous original texts that shed light on the inside story
of Zen nuns’ activities that I would never have known about otherwise.

We were inseparable for the entire week, holding hands walking down the
corridor to the dining hall, napping on the floor in the heat of midday, snickering
in the bath, and giggling past lights out as we lay in our twin futons. As | was
packing my suitcase, she scooted her tiny frame-a shadow of her past form—
across the floor, and she offered me a cookie that she had already started nibbling
on. She announced, “These are from Shunka-san.” Then she impishly smiled as
she finally remembered that the cockies in the pretty lavender tin that we had
been snacking on all week were the ones I had delivered to her from Kité Shunka.
Sadness weighed heavy in the air as we knew the hour of my departure had arrived.
Although it had been only a few days, it was as though we had been friends forever,
an unlikely pair—1me, a graduate student fighting for a little selfconfidence, she,
a famous Zen nun who fought an entire male-dominated institution and won. I
gathered my courage, because 1 could not return to Cambridge without asking
her, “Kojima Sensei, what do you think of me writing my dissertation on the
history and activities of twentieth century Sot6 Zen nuns? Is it okay?” Nothing
that had transpired in the last days had prepared me for her response. Her tiny
curved back shot up—restoring the full extension of her former stature. She
squared her shoulders and bowed deeply, placing her brow upon the floor for a
two-minute eternity. As she began to raise her body, she spoke in the most elo-
quent and humble form of Japanese, “Please, 1 beseech you to complete this
project. I have not died so that I could meet you.” I sat in stunned silence as she
dropped her shoulders, back rounded, head cocked to the side, and flippantly
added, “I'm counting on you!”

Xix
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The ancient Indian text composed by elder almswomen,
the Therigatha, recounts that the devil Mara queries,
““Can women attain enlightenment?””’

The female Buddhist elder retorts, ‘‘Of course!

Only Mard would imagine otherwise!”’
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O NE

Introduction

uddhist nuns have made generative and perennial contributions to Japanese

history. Their contributions, however, have been hidden from the dominant
representation of history. They were central agents in cultivating the foundation
of Buddhism in Japan in the sixth century. They were active participants during
the formative years of the Sot6 Zen sect in the thirteenth century. Monastic
women also induced major advancements in the twentieth century. Between these
prominent moments of Japanese history, Buddhist women have been a vital and
constant presence. They displayed creative vision that navigated them through
sometimes foul waters—a testimony to their seriousness of intention, commitment,
and ingenuity.

The lives of many Sot6 Zen nuns in the twentieth century embody classical
Buddhist ideals. This book focuses on these women. It highlights the women who
were not daunted by a male-dominated institutional hierarchy. It gives names to
women who did not flinch as they demanded that sect regulations treat male and
female monastics equally. It gives voices to the women who have chosen to lead
strictly disciplined and refined monastic lives over successful careers and the com-
paratively unconstrained and unregulated quality of secular lifestyles.

In the face of such resolute determination and historical efficacy, one is justi-
ficd in wondering why nuns have been largely nonexistent in the scholarship on
Japanese Buddhism. Part of the reason is the now unsurprising, but nonetheless
significant, androcentric bias that has dominated academic inquiry. Gender has
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only relatively recently become a salient category in the field of Buddhist studies.
Furthermore, Zen Buddhist studies have primarily focused on textual documen-
tation. The field lags behind in ethnographic research, contributing to the lack of
examining how the tradition has been lived by the diversity of its adherents. Be-
cause nuns activities and contributions rarely appear in the texts that have at-
tracted the attention of scholars, nuns’ assiduous engagement in the tradition has
been neglected. Moreover, nuns have been omitted from western studies of Zen
philosophy and history in part due to androcentric bias in the translation of Jap-
anese materials. Almost all nongendered words in Japanese are translated in their
male declensions in English, rendering female participants invisible.

This volume expands the purview of Zen studies by presenting historical evi-
dence and providing new ethnographic data that advance a critical interpretation
of the meaning and significance of female monastic practice. Where the historical
record did not reflect why or how nuns achieved what they did, I sought out
answers. Where historical documentation and textual sources were insufficient, 1
gathered ethnographic data. Where prevailing interpretations of Buddhist nuns
did not correspond with the historical, textual, and ethnographic evidence gath-
ered, I revised them.

I bring to the surface important moments of Japanese history that help explain
why S6t6 Zen nuns are strong today. These materials elucidate the activities of
the nuns fighting for and gaining opportunities in this century. They also shed
light upon how Sot6 Zen nuns practice Zen in the twentieth century. Changes
in Japanese religiosity as Japan rapidly moved from a traditional society with a
rich cultural heritage to an affluent, modernized society are also considered. I
analyze developments in this century in terms of the features that are unique to
monastic women. | attempt to present the nuns’ perspective on their history, their
practices, and their interpretation of their lives. Without this any study of Japanese
Zen nuns would be incomplete.

Scholarly Contexts

This is primarily a study of Japanese women who have chosen a Buddhist monastic
lifestyle complete with vows of celibacy and the pursuit of wisdom and compas-
sion. The structure of their lives is regulated by So6t6 Zen monastic practices,
which means their daily lives include waking up at predawn, doing zazen, chant-
ing, cleaning, and cooking. Aside from exploring their lives as an example of
human religiosity, this book also addresses concerns found in historiography, Jap-
anese studies, women’s studies, and cthnographic studies. I am trying to find out
what Sot0 Zen nuns consider important as Buddhists. Close examination of a
large group of nuns within S6t6 Zen, especially those affiliated with Aichi Senmon
Nisodo, a women’s monastery in Nagoya, Japan, is the main focus of this work.
It is only an explication of that part of history that helps bring to light the cfforts
of this group of S6t6 Zen nuns in their struggle to live meaningfully in situations
that they wanted to modify.
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In order to do this, I had to do a critical examination of the available materials
and gather original data. This entailed making value, epistemology, and legiti-
macy judgments along the way. To clarify what this means, let me explicate a
scheme devised by the insightful semiotic scholar, Daniel Patte.! He outlines the
types of interpretations that are basic to scholarly work by contrasting two main
varieties: customary scholarly interpretations and exemplary critical interpreta-
tions. “Customary” is used here as shorthand for “Androcentric and Eurocen-
tric.”

Patte’s scheme, originally designed for literary interpretations, can also apply to
field researchers or people interpreting the practice of religion. In general, one’s
background in language, culture, and education, as well as age, sex, and experi-
ences, influence one’s value, epistemology, and legitimacy judgments. Value judg-
ments are judgments made about the significance of the material. For example,
I made a value judgment when I decided to explore the religious aims and ex-
periences of nuns. Another type of value judgment would be to choose, instead,
to focus on the socioeconomic dimensions of being 4 monastic in modern Japan.
My decision to focus my investigation on the activities of women is also a value
judgment, which I make explicit. In “customary” scholarship it was common to
limit the focus to men, but frequently to cast it as if men represented all people.
Another value judgment found in “customary” historical scholarship was to limit
one’s purview to western music, for example, and call it the history of music. In
these examples the value judgments remain implicit.

Epistemological judgments are judgments made when one chooses the types
of sources upon which to base one’s conclusions, such as oral interviews,
participant-observation, and written documents—published research, institu-
tional records, individual surveys. Although this is true for both “customary” and
“critical” scholarship, in “critical” scholarship one is acutely conscious that
one’s method shapes the knowledge that is gained. Furthermore, one’s relation-
ship to the material and the material-gathering process are integral to the episte-
mology judgment. For example, one’s facility in the languages used in the
sources affects one’s epistemology judgments, compounded if an interpreter or
translations were used. Besides methodological and reflexivity concerns, specific
epistemology judgments I had to make in studying nuns involved discerning
what categories nuns use to interpret and express their lives. I made an episte-
mological judgment to use Buddhist categories to guide my interpretation.
Moreover, I based my judgment upon what nuns think, not upon what monks
think. When episternology judgments remain implicit, there is little to no reflex-
ive analysis. For example, when one does not take into account the differences

Customary Scholarly Fxemplary Critical
Interpretations Interpretations
Value judgment Implicit Fxplicit
Fpistemological Judgment +/—Explicit Explicit

Legitimacy Judgment Explicit Explicit
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that are introduced when a translation is used, the epistemology judgments are
not explicit.

Legitimacy judgments are judgments made about the accuracy and reliability
of the material. In other words, the researcher must determine what counts as
significant evidence. In most scholarship, written documents constitute the pre-
ponderance of legitimate sources. Other types of sources, however, can be as
valid—or in some cases more valid —than written sources. Validity is related to,
and in part assessed by, the value judgments one brings to the research. For
example, because | value what the nuns think of their own lives, I made the
legitimacy judgment that interviews with nuns yield valid data. Oral, observed,
and written sources directly from nuns are essential to my research, because I am
trying to ascertain how nuns interpret their own lives.

According to this schema, “customary scholarship” and “critical scholarship”
differ mainly in whether the perspective or epistemology and value judgments of
the scholar are made explicit or remain implicit. “Critical scholarship” recognizes
that each person has a perspective. A scholar, of course, tries to have as informed
a perspective as possible. The quality, quantity, and type of information available
to the scholar will surely affect the perspective of the scholar, but it will not dissolve
the epistemological and value judgments made. Each perspective sheds a distinct
light on the issue at hand and therefore makes a contribution. This is all good for
advancing scholarly understanding. Thus, for example, androcentric and Euro-
centric perspectives are not problematic when these orientations or value and
epistemology judgments are an explicit dimension of the schoiarship. Problems
can arise, however, when the perspective is not explicated in the presentation of
one’s material.

The raw data I gathered did not always corroborate the types of interpretations
[ found in the scholarship on women, Buddhism, and Zen monasticism.
Therefore, I began to analyze how the perspective of the author shaped the con-
clusions drawn by the author. In the process, I had to learn to see from the nuns’
perspective. From that vantage point, nuns, Buddhist history, Japanese religion,
and Zen monasticism looked very different.

The aim of this work is to gain a more comprehensive view of these themes,
not to lift women out of context. Women cannot be understood when taken out
of the larger historical, cultural, and social context in which they act. Likewise,
the larger historical, cultural, and social context cannot be understood without
understanding the role of women in these spheres. Particular attention, however,
is devoted to positive contributions and activities of women, for these aspects have
not been sufficiently explored in a scholarly context. Therefore, highlighting the
participation of women in the various fields of scholarly discourse is pursued be-
cause of the relative neglect of women in scholarly works in the past, as well as
my concern to develop more balanced views of religion, Buddhist history, Zen
monasticism, and Japanese religiosity.

Feminist historiography informs my interpretation of the historical section on
monastic women. What makes a historiography feminist is the approach to history
that assumes women were active participants in the creation of history. Although
1 take cues from feminist historiographic principles, [ would stress that historiog-
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raphy must begin with the notion that all people are agents and actors creating
and participating in history. One’s gender does not determine whether or not one
has a history. The neglect of certain people in historical accounts is a historio-
graphic problem. It is not a problem of history. All people have been, and continue
to be, active agents of history. Therefore the solution lies in expanding the scope
of what is deemed important enough to include in historical accounts. It is, fur-
thermore, women’s interaction with the “rest” of history that illuminates their
contributions.?

The historiographical principles applied in this work interpret the lack of his-
torical documentation as an indication of how much has been lost rather than as
proot that women were not involved.> This interpretation is based upon a notion
of historical significance that acknowledges the contributions of those who may
not have received official or institutional recognition for their efforts, but who,
nevertheless, continued to act and serve. Lack of recognition does not necessarily
indicate lack of activity. One must first explain what women were doing in order
to determine what they were not doing. In lieu of information, one can only
conclude that one does not know. For example, one cannot conclude that nuns
did not study philosophy until one can determine exactly what nuns did study.
Scholars now realize that the history of women must be reclaimed, not just for
the sake of women or for a more balanced account of historical events, but also
because current academic exploration into female religiosity reveals important
differences between the religious lives of men and women. Such studies help
refine our conceptualization of religion, which is incomplete so long as it excludes
the activities and thoughts of women. In view of this emerging awareness, study
of religious values demands distinguishing male and female experiences and ex-
pressions.

Furthermore, studies of people cannot proceed without the benefit of detailed
ethnographic studies of people in varicus cultural settings.? These studies primarily
focus upon cultural and contextual issues that bear upon the lives of the people.
Such studies that explore the women involved depart from feminist studies that
are solely concerned with extinguishing androcentrism. It is critical in such stud-
ies, however, to be aware of ethnocentric perspectives that can misdirect one’s
analysis of ethnographic research. Ifi Amadiume, an African scholar, is keenly
aware of the ethnocentrism inherent in scholars who think that women are inferior
across all cultures and in all social contexts.” From her vantage point vis-a-vis
western scholarship on women, it is clear that gender is a sociocultural construc-
tion that must not be confused with sex, a biological category. She continues with
words of caution about racist biases that function like an insidious disease upon
the scholarship.¢ Through the insightful instruction of nonwestern scholars, many
western scholars are becoming increasingly sensitive to the assumptions they bring
to their work. Listening to the voices of women and men in their own context is
indispensable to understanding them.

Fver since women during Sakyamuni’s lifetime (6th c. 8.c.1.) claimed the right
to seck ordination and to pursue the contemplative life, Buddhist female monastic
orders have been an important mode for women to express and explore their
spiritual development.” However, the relative lack of scholarly attention to
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women’s distinct religious values and lifestyles obscures the signal importance of
the female religious paradigm. Assertions that women have been universally op-
pressed are unfounded. Too much is unknown to draw any such conclusion. But
by not secking to illuminate the contributions of women—even (or especially)
those not recognized by their contemporaries — historians tacitly subjugate women
and perpetuate any unfair treatment women might have experienced historically.
Looking at what women did do is important. Just looking at what they officially
were not supposed to do can be misleading.

The insidious nature of androcentric interpretation is revealed in a 1992 ex-
ample of an analysis of women that does not fully take into account the perspective
of the women concerned. 1t is found in the volume Buddhism, Sexuality, and
Gender. One contributor delineates four aspects to early Buddhist attitudes toward
women: soteriological inclusiveness, institutional androcentrism, ascetic misogyny,
and soteriological androgyny.® This is a late twentieth-century male view of Bud-
dhist attitudes toward women. This is not a description of early Buddhist women’s
attitudes toward themselves. One must question whether women’s institutions were
indeed androcentric. Furthermore, there is no evidence that Buddhist women
practiced misogyny. Considering the available data with the women’s perspective
in mind would likely lead to different conclusions than those drawn from an
androcentric perspective.

[ made an effort to discover S6t6 Zen nuns’ understanding and interpretations
of their own lives and monastic careers. This led me to seek data on the activities
of female monastics and their perspectives of their own situations. A picture of
strong, devout, and resilient monastic women emerged. In contrast, most schol-
arship on nuns paints different impressions that would be strikingly modified if
the nuns’ perspectives were included. Scholarship that does not include the per-
spectives of the nuns mutes the voices of dedicated monastic women. The liter-
ature continues to provide impressions of monastic women as weak social misfits
with an occasional powerful, imperially endowed female monastic. Descriptions
like the following one from a 1986 work engender such impressions: “The nunnery
was a place of refuge for women who did not wish to marry, widows, abandoned
concubines, and prostitutes.” This statement obfuscates the fact that a nunnery
is more fundamentally a place for women to pursue a monastic Buddhist life,
regardless of their motivation. Although some women were escaping difficult cir-
cumstances, there is no evidence that this was widespread or even the primary
reason for women to pursue monastic life. Even when motivation to enter mo-
nastic life did derive out of poor life conditions, this does not mean that they were
insincere or not dedicated to Buddhist teachings. What most poignantly illustrates
the inequity inherent in such statements is that the motivations of their male
counterparts are rarely highlighted.

Another statement that indicates the women’s perspectives were not the point
of reference is illustrated by the following: “Buddhism attracted women who
wanted to run away from their gender-determined roles.”'® But interpreting these
actions from the perspective of the women concerned would conclude instead
that the women attracted to Buddhism were defining their gender and their roles
in ways that were not in accord with the roles more common to women. Cleatly
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they were making a deliberate choice against one way and for another, but they
were not running away from gender-determined roles to nongendered nonroles.
Instead they were redefining their gender and roles in terms of the Buddhist
monastic life of women.

Some texts even leave the impression that there are no Buddhist monastic
women, especially in Japan. Nearly categorical exclusion from encyclopedia
sources, including the Encyclopedia of Religion (1987) and the Perennial
Dictionary of World Religion (1981), helps foster this unwarranted impression. The
Encyclopedia of Religion entry for “Nuns” does not inform the reader that there
are Buddhist nuns in Japan and does not refer the reader to the entry “monasti-
cism,” whereas the entry on “monks” does. The information one can cull from
the entry on monasticism includes a description of life in a Japanese Zen mon-
astery. Although this information accurately describes the training and lifestyle of
female monastics, it fails to mention this. With further investigation of categories
like “Women in Buddhism” one can find minimal information on nuns. But it
does not inform the reader that Mahfyana monastic women exist.!! The Perennial
Dictionary of World Religions deepens the impression by citing only Christian
nuns in their seven-line entry on “Nuns,” refers only to monks in its entry on
“Zen,” and discusses the Patmokkha as the text on monks’ vinaya regulations with
no mention of the Bhikkhuni Patmokkha which contains numerous regulations
for nuns.?

Other misleading comments can be found, like “The Path of the nun, although
theoretically viable as a religious practice in Buddhism from the outset was des-
tined for virtual extinction,”?® or “While the bhikkhuni'* Order died out in India
and Southeast Asia, a women’s monastic Order was sustained in China, Taiwan,
and Tibel.”" These statements assume that all Buddhists have the same definition
of nun and that all have the same set of monastic discipline (vinaya). They do
not take into account different cultural and historical developments. Moreover,
numerous women in some Buddhist countries, especially Sri Lanka and Thailand,
lead lives that are best described as the life of a nun, but current historical and
social circumstances deny them official recognition.’

Japanese Buddhist nuns practice a kind of Mahayana Buddhism in which there
is a fundamentally different understanding of monastic discipline. Unlike monas-
tics in other parts of Asia, during most of Buddhism’s centuries-long history in
Japan most monks and nuns have not taken vows in the full set of monastic
discipline laid out in the Vinaya Pitaka. In Japan, the definitions of monk and
nun do not revolve around the number of precepts one takes nor the lineage into
which one is ordained. From the beginning of S6t6 Zen in Japan, Digen (1200~
1253), the attributed founder of the sect, only prescribed sixteen precepts for both
male and female monastics.!” On numerous occasions S6té nun teachers, includ-
ing abbesses, explained to me that by truly abiding by these sixteen precepts one
would not violate any of the other precepts found in the Vinaya Pitaka. In short,
compared to practices in other Buddhist regions, Buddhist traditions found in
Japanese culture allow considerable flexibility in determining who is ordained.

Indeed, deciding who is a nun is multifaceted and controversial. 'This issue is
frequently linked to an issue of dire concern to many women Buddhists in the
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wortld: ordination lineage. Some nuns “have” the lineage and other nuns do not
care about the lineage. There are also women who want the lineage in traditions
that say they cannot have it. This issue sets in high relief the complexity of cultural
transformations of an ostensibly shared religious tradition. Nonetheless, one thing
is common. There are women in each Buddhist culture who seek to commit their
lives fully to Buddhist monastic life. T choose to call all these women nuns and
to define what that means in each given context.

When some academics have recognized the existence of female monastics, it
is with reservations. For example, the statement that “the order of nuns was never
taken very seriously by the Japanese” begs the question, “Which Japanese?” It is
safe to assume that at least the women themselves took their own practices seri-
ously. The fact that women were the first monastics in Japan and that women
have continued to the present day to ordain other women into the Buddhist path,
a time span of more than 1,400 years, denies the validity of such statements.

In the academic literature to date, one of the more detailed evaluations of
monastic women in the S6t6 sect does not include the perspective of the women
under consideration.

In Japanese Zen, two facts are striking: there are virtually no prominent women,
and the condition of the Zen nun in Japan has been sorry indeed. In S6t6 Zen,
the largest Zen sect in Japan, nuns, until the very recent past, were not allowed
to function as priests, could not live in temples, and could not hold independent
retreats or attend retreats held by monks.'s

The initial conclusion asserted in this source that “there are virtually no prominent
women” lacks the necessary qualification “in published texts.” The unambiguously
established androcentric bias in historiography has created the illusion that women
were not actively involved and prominent in their own spheres of influence. A
judgment about the status of women, then, must be withheld until we have a
more informed understanding of what women were actually doing. There is little
doubt that monastic women did not always receive official recognition for their
activities. This indicates the prejudice practiced by the male branch of the mo-
nastic institution, but this does not necessarily mean that the women saw them-
selves as dwelling in sorry conditions. It is inconceivable that women who for
centuries have dedicated their lives to Buddhist teachings would continue to
choose to remain in a tradition that they did not find valuable in some way. To
think that they might have done so is to deny that they had the capacity to make
sound and intelligent decisions about the course of their lives.

The fact that women were not “allowed” to function as priests has two sides
to it. The inequality of this situation is fundamentally economic. Performing
priestly duties is the most common source of income for a temple; not being
included in this activity actually has marked —and to some extent continues to
mark—deep lines of discrimination. On the other hand, when one begins analyz-
ing from the perspective of Dégen’s teachings on monastic life as the nuns assess
it, monastic women appear to be following the tradition of their founder quite
closely. Nuns have stressed maintaining a monastic lifestyle.
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Prior to recent reforms, female monastics were not allowed to head temples
and hold officially recognized retreats, but they did undergo rigorous training and
they do lead lives of practice in their sub-temples. Many of these previously un-
acknowledged centers of female monastic training are still active, and they now
receive official recognition. Women worked hard for official status, but the mo-
ment they received such status does not mark the beginning of their intense prac-
tice or dedication to the Buddhist Path—there is ample evidence that women
were active throughout Buddhist history in Japan. One final note of reinterpreta-
tion is necessary. In the article on S6t0 nuns previously cited, the final assessment
of Sot6 Zen nuns is that, given these poor conditions, “it is scarcely possible that
any outstanding nuns could appear” until recent reforms.! It is more to the point
to say that the recent reforms were won precisely because there were outstanding
nuns who wrought them.

From these examples, it appears necessary that an interpretation of events takes
into account the perspective of the women concerned. Time spent with the nuns
convinced me of this necessity, especially since I found that they were not hesitant
about acting in the face of oppressive and unfair circumstances. Viewing devel-
opments in history from the nuns’ perspective also gave me a new vantage point
from which to interpret activities of women in the past. Viewing the long history
of Japanese religious activities, one sees that women were at the center of things
during the formative stages of Japanese civilization.?® Shamanesses, matrilineal and
matrilocal systems, goddesses —including the highest deity in the Shintd pantheon,
Amaterasu—and female rulers were features that shaped the Japanese landscape.
When one includes these features in a picture of the landscape, Japanese religion
looks richer, more diverse, and more egalitarian than it has appeared in the hands
of androcentric scholarship.

Some historical elements of Japanese religiosity provide necessary background
for placing twentieth-century Zen nuns’ views and actions in context. Part of the
cultural milieu of sixth-century Japan involved sensitivity to the beauty and ephem-
erality of natural phenomena—cherry in spring bloom, summer songs of birds,
the autumnal moon, and snowy winters. During that time, Buddhism provided a
vehicle for new cultural energy in art, architecture, written language, institutional
structures, and various technologies, plus new insights into the highly developed
civilizations of India, China, and Korea. Buddhism and Japanese culture under-
went a mutually transforming process, but one may still trace the impulses that
give contour to Buddhism in the Japanese cultural context.

At the time, the concept of a transcendent realm beyond immediate experience
of the phenomenal world was not highly developed in the dominant Japanese
worldview. As observers of Japanese culture have stated time and again, one of
the characteristics of this culture was its primary focus upon the present activity,
where the here and now was affirmed. Change was accepted as an inherent feature
of the world as experienced.?' Indeed, taking cues from nature, impermanence
was understood as a quality of beauty. The ephemerality of flowers embodied the
essence of beauty, with cherry blossoms being the quintessential example. Con-
trary to being a source of suffering, impermanence was understood to be vital to
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the experience of beauty. At the core of this interpretation is an affirmation of the
beauty of nature because of, not in spite of, its ephernerality.

Moreover, phenomenal reality was not dissected into divergent ontological cat-
egories.?? This holistic view led Japanese Buddhists to understand the term “sen-
tient beings” in a distinctive way. In the Japanese context it was more natural to
include plants and rocks as sentient beings rather than to exclude them. Ramifi-
cations of this line of interpretation extend to the fundamental concepts of en-
lightenment, Buddha-nature, and some of the institutional forms Buddhist mo-
nasticism has taken in Japan.

Each in its own way, sects of Buddhism in Japan creatively combine the qual-
ities of the indigenous Japanese worldview with Buddhist teachings and culture
as they came to Japan from India via China and Korea. My study centers upon
nuns in the Sotd Zen sect said to be founded by Eihei Dogen. Sot6 Zen is one
of the sects of Zen Buddhism that derives from Chinese developments in Maha-
yana Buddhism. There are two other Zen sects that also came to Japan from
China, Rinzai and Obaku.” They each have a distinct way of articulating their
concept of enlightenment and the method for realizing it. Dogen stressed that all
“existents” are Buddha-nature.? In short, he taught that you realize enlightenment
when you act enlightened.

Ddgen institutionalized his distinctive understanding of Buddhism into a strict
monastic system that is articulated in his book of detailed monastic regulations,
Eihei Shingi.® Modeled after Pai-chang’s version of Chinese monastic regulations,
Dogen translates his understanding of Buddhist truth into Buddhist practice.?
Dogen’s keen philosophical genius is embodied in this monastic lifestyle. In its
structure, form, and spirit one can experience the subtle yet pervasive way in which
Dagen’s monastic tradition takes the indigenous Japanese affirmation of the phe-
nomenal world and sensitivity to beauty derived from ephemerality and harmo-
nizes it with fundamental Buddhist teachings on Buddha-nature, enlightenment,
and impermanence.

The role Dagen’s teachings play in daily life and decisionmaking continues to
vary from era to era and from temple to temple. But his influence on Sots Zen
tradition has proven indelible through the vicissitudes of time and understanding.
Writings attributed to him contain diverse views, perhaps reflecting changing so-
cial circumstances and developments in his thought. In turn, these writings have
been interpreted in a variety of ways as they traversed over centuries and countries.

What is the role and meaning of being a S6t6 Zen female monastic in
twentieth-century Japan? My field research in Japan led me to begin answering
this question by exploring the history of women in Japanese religion, the teachings
and practices of S6t6 Zen, the motivations of monastics, and the social currents
of modern Japanese culture. During the course of my research, it also became
apparent that at times the significance of female monastics’ activities would be
clearer when viewed in contrast to the activities of male monastics.

It is essential to explore the vocabulary male and female monastics use to
describe themselves. Difference in vocabulary not only indicates differences in
attitudes and self-understanding of monastics in Japan, but it also has ramifications
that extend inte the translations of terms from Japanese to Fnglish. The reasons
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for such difference include discrepancy between the definition of the term and
its corresponding object, plus gender-variant language that has previously gone
unacknowledged. The original Sanskrit of the terms in question are bhiksu and
bhiksuni. The most common translation of the terms in English are monk and
nun, respectively. Careful investigation of female monastics establishes that reex-
amination of these words and their accompanying definitions and nuances is nec-
essary.”’

The basic terminology denoting members of the Buddhist Community (Skt.
sangha) is important to mention, to clarify changes in Chinese and Japanese
terminology that occurred. The Buddhist Community is generally described as
being composed of people in four categories: bhiksu (almsman), bhiksunt (alms-
woman), updsaka (layman), and upasika (laywoman).

Sanskrit Terminology

‘//bhik.su (monk) + bhiksunt (nun)
sangha (Buddhist Community)
upasaka (layman) + upasika (laywoman)

The Sanskrit term for Buddhist Community is sarigha. Sangha means a group,
often applied in ancient India to people who belong to a religious order. The
Sanskrit term | am rendering as almsman is composed of bhiks, which means to
beg or ask for, and the noun deriving from it, bhiksu, means one who begs, a
mendicant, a world renouncer, or a renunciant. Bhiksun is the feminine form of
bhiksu (nf is the Sanskrit suffix indicating feminine). The terms for the laity are
composed as follows. The prefix upa means near or close to. The root as means
to sit. Thus, the noun deriving from upa-as is updsaka, meaning one who sits
near, one who waits upon or serves. Updsika is the feminine form of updsaka.
Therefore, bhiksu and bhiksuni are those who beg for food, shelter, and basic
necessities for life, and updsaka and updsika refer to those who supply the re-
nunciants’ basic needs.

The Buddhist Community (Skt. sangha) can be viewed from two perspectives,
the ideal Buddhist Community (J. shihosanga; Skt. caturdisa sangha; literally
translated “the sangha of the four cardinal directions) and the actual Buddhist
Community (J. genzensanga; Skt. summukhi sangha; literally “the present san-
gha”).? The ideal Buddhist Community transcends time and space. It is the ul-
timate and universal concept of a Buddhist community eternally living according
to the Dharma. At this level bhiksu and bhiksuni are equally world renouncers,
as are updsaka and upasikd equally householders. There is no discrimination based
upon gender. It is not a historical community. The actual Buddhist Community,
on the contrary, is located in a cultural and historical context at a particular place
with specific people. This is the Buddhist Community of experience that can be
seen with the eyes. It always changes. Fach epoch, each culture, and even each
community has a unique expression of the actual Buddhist Community. And,
unfortunately, among a host of other problems, a number of actual Buddhist
Communities have a history of discrimination based upon gender.
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The Chinese transliterate the Sanskrit term sangha as seng-chia. Departing
from that point, the Chinese did not use transliterations of the Sanskrit terms
bhiksu and bhiksuni. Instead, they dropped the “chia” from seng-chia, and they
used seng to refer to monks or bhiksu. For nun or bhiksuni, they added the trans-
literation for the Sanskrit feminine suffix ni, as in bhiksuni, to seng, resulting in
sengni. In other words, the Chinese terms for monk and nun do not etymologically
derive from the Sanskrit terms for monk and nun. The Chinese conflation of the
Sanskrit lends itself to ambiguity. Therefore, references that are intended for the
entire Buddhist Community (Ch. seng-chia) are often obscured. They have been
mistaken as references only to monks (Ch. seng). Nuns were only noted where
the suffix ni was affixed.

Chinese Monastic 'T'erminology

1% e &4

seng (monk ) + sengni (nun) = seng-chia (Buddhist Community)

The Japanese terminology regarding monastics was modified from its Indian
roots and Chinese adaptations. Moreover, a difference has emerged in the ter
minology regarding male and female monastics in Japan. In androcentric Japanese
terminology, male monastics are designated with the character s6. “Nun” is niso
in Japanese.” Etymologically, s6 is a generic term that makes no reference to
gender,* but the ambiguity generated by using a portion of the generic, nongen-
dered term for Buddhist Community as the term for monk insinuates that monks
are the standard for all monastics (s6). In so doing, monks are placed in a hier-
archical relationship above nuns. The suggestion is that monks are the “real”
Buddhist Community and nuns are a sub-Buddhist Community.

Japanese Androcentric Vocabulary

1#
50 (monk)
\fw

iiso (nun)

Upon examination of Japanese fernale monastics’ understanding of the terms,
however, a different set of terms emerges that is more accurate and specific. Ton-
sured Japanese women see monastic Buddhists first as s, members of the ordained
Buddhist Community (Skt. sangha). Within that they make a distinction between
male (nansé, nan meaning male) and female (nisd) members. The s6 taken from
the Sanskrit sangha is used to refer to all monastics. In this way, monk, or nanso,
more closely corresponds to the intended meaning of the Sanskrit bhiksu, a male
mendicant. The term for female monastic remains the same in the androcentric
and the female monastics’ vocabulary, niso.
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Japanese ¥'emale Monastics’ Terminology

18
/Sé(monastic)\
Ui et

nanso (male monastic) niso (female monastic)

In strict etymological terms, ni designates female gender in Sanskrit. In folk
etymology, the ni from bhiksunt is the same ni used in transliterating Sakyamuni
in Chinese and Japanese. Hence, Japanese nuns do not consider nisg a word with
any condescending nuances. Thus, in accordance with the female monastic’s vo-
cabulary, the term s6 is most accurately translated “monastic,” nisé as “female
monastic” or “monastic women,” and nansé as “male monastic” or “monastic
men.” Within this framework, where “monk” is not considered the generic term
for “monastics,” “nun” for nisd and “monk” for nansé is also appropriate.

All nuns T interviewed, surveyed, or conversed with knew the terms. Some
monks also use them. This terminology is evidence that nuns can create and
define who they are. They do not just passively accept the male-dominated pat-
terns. By accurately reflecting the vocabulary of Japanese female monastics, [ hope
to encourage the adoption of their terminology as the standard. It allows for dis-
tinction where necessary, yet does not harbor unwanted discrimination. We in
English-language based academe must be careful, for the vast majority of texts in
English invariably use the gender-exclusive term “monk” where monastic women
would see themselves included. This practice has promoted the impression that
Dogen and other Zen writers only had a few words to say about nuns and nuns’
practice.

It is not, however, a simple matter of inserting “and nuns” after each reference
to “monks” or changing “monks” to “monastics.” “Monk” and “nun” should not
be treated simply as parallel terms, because today female and male monastics lead
different daily lifestyles and serve somewhat distinct roles in society.’’ My field
research bore this out. Despite the commonality of using the same scriptures and
doing similar practices, the results of their training have increasingly diverged
during the twentieth century. An analysis of their texts, rituals, and training tells
only part of the story. This becomes quite clear in their daily patterns of life,
motivations, and attitude toward practice. These differences between monks and
nuns are not represented in the current literature on Zen, however.

Having gained access to rare original sources on the development of the
women’s monastery, I have a more complete context in which to understand S6to
nuns. Although writings of Dogen assert the equality of female and male practi-
tioners, the available evidence suggests that female monastics have not been
treated as equals in the S6t6 Zen institutional system for most of its history in
Japan. My study of Zen Buddhist monastic women provides specific data about
their recent history of struggle and independence against the backdrop of Japanese
Buddhist institutional history. Throughout the twenticth century, S6t6 Zen female
monastics have been engaged in an effort to maintain their interpretation of mo-
nasticism, but they did not have the advantage of institutional support until they
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began a concerted fight for such support at the turn of the century. Nuns strove
to change the structures that oppressed them by harking back to Dogen’s teachings
on equality that had gone unheeded by the institution of the Sot6 Zen sect. They
sought to make these teachings an integral part of the Sot6 Zen tradition and
demanded that the institutional regulations be rewritten to conform to them. This
was at a time when monks were testing the extent of relaxed regulations with
regard to monastic lifestyle. Nuns, on the other hand, were fortifying their ranks
with strict discipline based on traditional monasticism. Because a traditional mode
of monastic practice was at the center of nuns’ daily pattern of life, they could
face with confidence the powers that were designed to restrict them. The weight
of monastic tradition helped establish the legitimacy of institutionalized equality.

The early decades of this century are explored in terms of the activities and
goals of the four nuns who founded one of the first officially recognized Sot6 Zen
monasteries for women. These early years laid a foundation for moenastic women
to achieve ranks commensurate with their competence within the Buddhist hier-
archy. These four female monastics institutionalized their form of Zen, which
strives to both maintain traditional values and practices and create avenues for
women committed to Buddhist monastic practice in the modern world. The mid-
dle years of the twentieth century are highlighted through the life story of the nun
Kojima Kenda. During these years Zen monastic women finally succeeded in
establishing sectsupported institutions and equal regulations. Gaining sect rec-
ognition for their activities, female monastics prevailed over the social pressure for
male dominance and actualized their interpretation of Dogen’s teachings.

The types of teachings and roles of Zen monastics in present-day Japan is
illustrated through the biography of Aoyama Shundg, the current abbess of Aichi
Senmon Nisods. Personal narrative has become recognized, particularly in femi-
nist studies, as a rich source of information to illuminate the specific concerns
and insights of the subject. Such information is especially important where little
is known or recorded about the subject. But scholars are also becoming increas-
ingly aware of different perspectives yielding different histories.’> Abbess Aoyama’s
personal narrative exemplifies the contributions, activities, and accomplishments
of a modern monastic womnan. Although she is not an example of a “typical” nun,
her story contributes to the awareness reflected in recent scholarly texts that
women have been active participants and leaders in Zen.»

In short, S6t6 nuns had to come up with innovative ways to create the Zen
tradition as they understood it. Heralding the teachings of Dodgen, nuns pro-
claimed their equality with men. Although they were not supported by the insti-
tution of their sect at the time, they persevered in their efforts to make their
activities officially recognized. They entered the stream that follows the patterns
of the past in an attempt to make them viable patterns in the present. Their
harking back to “tradition” can be interpreted as a strategy for gaining power and
establishing legitimacy.

In order to place the nuns” activities in context, let me remark on what issues
monks were addressing. Sot6 monks did not need to establish legitimacy within
the sect. They had to prove their relevance in a society that was undergoing rapid



Introduction

modernization. Most male monastics fit into the pattern of those who face the
future with a novel vision, who change not to maintain tradition in a new context
but in accord with their vision of changing needs. Monks clearly demonstrate that
they are modern together with the best in lay society who are concerned about
Japan’s place in the evolving international environment. The male monastic in-
stitution can still be found today at Eihei-ji, the monastery Dogen founded, and
at other Sotd monasteries, both large and small. The place of the male monastic
lifestyle in the prevailing trends of Sotd Zen, however, has undergone notable —
in many instances radical —change. Most train in the traditional monastic life for
the minimum requirement of two years, but a sizable number manage to shorten
their stay in the monastery due to compensation granted to those with advanced
academic training.”* A majority have changed their roles so much that they are
perhaps more accurately called priests, since most center upon liturgical activities
and exclude renunciatory practices. Many ordained men marry and lead house-
holder lives similar to laity. They are involved with raising children, concerned
with cultivating an heir to the temple, engaged in efforts to support the family
economically. A significant number are also notorious for indulging in the con-
sumption of alcohol and other luxury items. These are all activities that fall within
the bounds of the government’s expanded monastic regulations for monks (1872)*
and for nuns (1873). It should be pointed out that male monastics who have chosen
to become “householder priests” are part of a deliberate tactical decision encour-
aged by the government. This decision resulted in the formal institution of a
hereditary system, the notion of which is not hard to grasp in the Japanese cultural
context, where hereditary systems abound.

Some Zen scholars have concluded that “it is impossible to detect the teachings
of Dogen in [monastic practice today].”*® My research, which focuses on female
monastics, differs from this conclusion. The basic explanation is in accord with
my assessment of the monks being in the “modernizing” stream of society. The
general move away from monasticism is a deliberate strategy to meet the changing
needs of the S6t6 sect. The Shushogi—a text widely taught to the laity (and that
does not mention zazen)—is cited as the quintessential example of the sect’s desire
to not scare away the laity by stressing zazen and the strictness of the monastic
lifestyle of the founder.’” The S6t6 sect assessment of itself leaves the impression
that men offer pragmatic reasons and popularity as central to their decision to
change away from traditional practices.

'The fact that a number of academics researching the contemporary situation
of Zen in Japan conclude that Dégen Zen is not alive in Japan today is yet another
illustration that confirms Trinh Minh-Ha’s conviction that

[women anthropologists] have for the last decade devoted their energy to de-
nouncing the male scholar’s androcentrism, which prevents him from admitting
or even recognizing the full impact of women’s participation in the creation of
society. They have begun challenging his limited descriptions of social reality
by reinterpreting data to redefine power, influence, and status and to demon-
strate that only within a male-biased perspective does the subjugation of women
take on a universal face.™
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In academic literature, there were almost no texts or documents that mentioned
S6t6 Zen nuns. 1 did not even know about the current existence —much less the
contributions—of S6t6 Zen nuns until I met one when I was in my fourth year
as a doctoral candidate in Japanese Buddhism at Harvard University. Living and
talking with these nuns was the only avenue available for learning their views and
practices. After establishing relationships with these nuns, I was introduced to
various Japanese original documents that told some of the story, but without the
ethnographic data to provide a more complete picture, advancements on the schol-
arship of Zen nuns would be minimal. After [ had researched the topic further,
it became apparent that the activities of Japanese Buddhist women challenge the
widely accepted concept that women were universally subjugated.

As though Dogen were anticipating the developments in this century, he issued
a warning to monastics who choose to modify the monastic life. As recorded by
his disciple in the Shobdgenzé Zuimonki, Dogen lectured that

No monk or nun attains it [Buddha Dharma] unless he or she has the mind of
one who has left home. There must be a difference in the attitude of laypeople
and those who have left home. A Jayman [or laywoman] who has the mind of
a monk or nun who has left home will be released from samsara [suffering}; a
monk or a nun who has the mind of a layperson has double faults. Their
attitudes should be quite different.*

According to Dogen, you cannot have both the attitudes and lifestyle of a layper-
son and reap the rewards of a renunciant. Since all traditions are like complex
chemical compounds—that is, if you change one element the quality of the en-
tire compound is changed —changing one aspect of a tradition inevitably results
in a new set of circumstances. When an element, especially a fundamental ele-
ment like the difference between lay and monastic lifestyles, is changed, the tra-
dition changes. Certainly a tradition is free to transform in response to changing
needs.

Looking from a broader sociohistorical perspective, one might analyze the strik-
ing differences between Sot6 Zen monks and nuns as a gender-delineated response
to Zen in the twentieth century. Most nuns participate in the impulse to establish
“traditional” Zen based upon their interpretation of Dogen’s teachings and to
create a distinct “traditional” Japanese culture vis-2-vis modernization. Most monks
modernize in a different way, trying to modernize in order to prove their signifi-
cance and insight into the needs of a modern society. The result is that most
ordained females lead strict monastic lifestyles and most ordained males act more
like householder priests than monastics.

Although Soto Zen boasts the highest number of female monastics (just less
than 1,000), 52% were born before 1928.% Zen monastic women, however, devel-
oped and maintain an institutional structure to support, train, and encourage
themselves. Therefore, despite the statistical reality and although traditional pat-
terns of life have become obscurcd in the competing impulses coursing through
modern Japancse society, the nuns strive to keep the basic quality of life at the
Zen monastery for women today a living kernel of traditional Zen values inter-
woven with traditional Japanese culture. Inquiry into monastic women as a distinct
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group within the Buddhist structure is, therefore, indispensable for a better un-
derstanding of Buddhism in modern Japan and the role of women in Japanese
religion.

In brief, the S6t6 Zen structure includes specialized training monasteries and
temples of three different ranks.! One must receive a degree from a training
monastery in order to become the head of a temple. The higher the rank of the
temple, the higher the degree one must have to become its head. The regulations
about the amount of time one must spend in monastic training to be granted the
basic degree necessary to head a basic S6t6 Zen temple range from a few weekends
to two years (in rare cases, four years is required if one does not have a high school
diploma upon entering). The amount of time varies according to one’s academic
background and experience in temple living. If one has been raised in a temple
and has a college degree with a major in Buddhist Studies, the regulations allow
for minimal time in a monastery. The regulations permit each person to tailor
their own program.

Despite the flexibility of the regulations, in practice the shortest period of mo-
nastic training in the women’s community is two years. However, monastic women
consider five years to be the minimal amount of training necessary for the rhythm
and quality of the strict monastic life to become a natural part of one’s being and
body, for one must cultivate habits of mind and body that are increasingly diver-
gent from the habits of the common lay householder in modern Japan. Consistent
with the value they place on monastic training, the average time a nun spends in
training is actually five years. The physical demands of rising at predawn, sitting
in zazen posture, eating with ritual exactness and grace, and cleaning with metic-
ulous determination (using no assistance from convenient gadgets or solutions),
requires a keen mind and strong body. Furthermore, without chairs, all activities
from chanting scriptures and drinking tea, to sewing and confiding with a fellow
adept are done in the formal sitting posture called seiza (sitting on the floor on
one’s legs with back perfectly straight). Since they are monastics, they do not even
allow themselves the comfort of sitting on a cushion. The nun’s hands, however,
habitually hold precious tea bowls with a familiarity and ease uncommon in the
highly aristocratic tea ceremony. They frequently take time to enjoy traditional
tea and cakes, a time when often the comings and goings of the flowers in the
garden are noted with longing and awe. Words that interrupt the silence are
ordinarily embellished with graceful and humble turns of phrase. Subtle feelings
are expressed through refined sensitivities that are ever aware of the season, while
the vocabulary and grammar betray patterns of centuries past. The rigor of the
activities and the intensity of human relations within this regulated environment
are the grounds from which refinement is cultivated. The polished results are
testimony to the serious and continual effort of the teachers and trainees. Upon
graduating from the monastery, the majority of women enter a temple in which
they continue the practices they learned in training. This training enables Zen
monastic women to be self-sufficient in a temple as they become imbued with a
traditional way of life. In the world of monastic women, therefore, one may still
experience traditional S6t6 Zen monastic values laced with traditional Japanese
culture.
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Theoretical Considerations

Zen studies has rarely employed ethnographic data to explicate Zen Buddhism.
This has resulted in a paucity of information about the lived tradition, especially
women’s experience. Typical text-based scholarship is insufficient to study the lives
of Zen nuns today. The topic requires an ethnographic component. Beginning
with the living religion of Zen, rather than with the Zen found in textual sources,
expands the purview of Zen scholarship. This work specifically explores Sot Zen
nuns’ views of themselves and the paradigms that frame nuns” experience.

Developing a hermeneutical strategy that is based upon the subjects” own her-
meneutical strategy is akin to the performative type of scholarship to which Faure
points: “Through the transferential relationship between the scholar and his [or
her] object, the shift from the hermeneutic model to the performative model,
which characterized the evolution of Chan during Tang, may reappear in Chan/
Zen scholarship.”® My scholarship is performative in the sense that my herme-
neutical strategy is based upon the nuns” own interpretation of their situation. I
culled the nuns” interpretation of things from having lived, worked, and practiced
with them as well as from having studied Buddhist texts with them. I came to
know their approach to dealing with conflict in everyday situations as well as by
learning how they interpret various Zen Buddhist teachings. They claim that
women have played vital roles in the history of Japanese Buddhism, have been
important in Dogen’s circle, and have had a formative role in their own history.
The general feature of Sot6 Zen nuns’ interpretive bias is to take situations and
make them into opportunities for practice. Practice is not limited to overt forms
like zazen. The current abbess of Aichi Senmon Nisodo often reminds her train-
ees that if you think you are too busy to practice, then you do not know what
practice is. Their example teaches that practice is interpreting difficult circum-
stances as a resource for honing compassion and wisdom. This does not mean
mere acceptance of the status quo. On the contrary, their constant practice ena-
bles them to change the status quo into a situation more in accord with their
interpretation of Buddhist living. (Since they succeeded in making the Sots Zen
institution more egalitarian, this strongly indicates that the nuns’ practice is effec-
tive.)

Since they see themselves in a positive light, even under less than egalitarian
circumstances, the overall effect of my interpretation of S6t6 nuns is also positive.
This does not mean that nuns were not or are not oppressed. Instead, it elucidates
the nuns’ method of addressing their oppression. Moreover, using the nuns’ un-
derstanding of themselves to analyze their attitudes, activities, and contributions
is one method for overcoming the hazards of androcentric and ethnocentric in-
terpretations of nuns. My analysis of nuns, however, is not limited to their per-
spective of themselves. That is where [ begin and that is my guide, but I also strive
to see nuns from other perspectives, including the general Japanese historical and
cultural context and S6t6 Zen teachings and trends.

Although the number of monastic women in modern Japan is relatively small,
they do make an important contribution lo society. One could say that sacred
space moves with them. This is facilitated by their sacred appearance (monastic
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robes and shaven heads—which most monks have abandoned). Nuns are spiritual
guides to a soclety in which competing currents push and pull people between
traditions configured in the past and pressures striving to modernize. As living
reminders of the values and aesthetic sensitivities at the heart of traditional Japa-
nese culture, traditional monastics become increasingly important in modern so-
ciety. Intricately tied to traditional Japanese culture, traditional monastics are vital
to the creation of traditional Japanese culture in modern Japan.

During the Meiji era (3868-1911), the aim of Zen historiography was to de-
mythologize Buddhism and to make it more rational. “Superstitions” were inter-
preted as expedient means (upaya) for the deluded masses, but the religious lead-
ers made a conscious attempt to make Buddhism conform to a scientific vision of
the world**:

The redefinition of Zen as a “pure” tradition was by and large an ideological
fallout of the Meiji era, a period when Japanese Buddhists, having lost and/or
repudiated their grounding in local culture, were trying to adapt to the spirit of
the time by redefining Buddhism as a “philosophical tradition.”**

The concept of “pure Zen” gained currency. It guided subsequent analysis and
explanation of Zen texts and Zen practice.

In analyzing how the actions of nuns and monks are affected by the concept
of pure Zen, I saw that nuns’ interpretation of Zen monastic life closely adhered
to the ideals outlined in the “pure” Zen concept. This was easy to see. It was
much more difficult to understand how the typical lifestyle of a monk fit in. At
first I could only see those monks who lived householder lives as ignoring this
concept of “pure” Zen. Was it because they were aware that it was a fabricated
construct? Were they merely acting within the bounds of the expanded monastic
regulations that the Meiji government enacted? Then 1 added another layer of
analysis.

The significant activities of S6t6 nuns during the past 100 years are a lucid
illustration of an important facet of Japan’s cultural development formally
launched with the Meiji Restoration of 1868. Since then, the tenor of Japanese
society has been characterized by a tension between acting in accord with exalted
patterns of the past and racing towards patterns that appeal to a novel vision of
the future. Meiji leaders were guided by two principles: restoration of the old
order (fukko) and renewal through modernization (ishin). Although there are im-
pulses in Japanese society fueled by an extreme concern for one or the other of
these streams, most people are seeking compatibility between the two. A glance
around twentieth-century Japan immediately reveals this effort, from the plots of
television dramas to definitions of respectability in the spheres of religion and
business, from minutiae in etiquette to competing values within a changing con-
cept of family. The values of a traditional lifestyle and its accompanying virtues,
however, are obscured by the accelerated tempo of change and by diverse and
competing attractions constantly punctuating the rhythm of life. Pcople still pause
to note the flourishing and flitting of cherry blossoms, but the act of securing a
location for the festivities has in many cases upstaged the flowers. Fewer and fewer
Japanese take the time, or have the leisure, to live according to traditions that
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have been carefully cultivated over centuries of refinement, including things as
mundane as diet and eating practices, clothing, and verb conjugations, as well as
“special” things like writing calligraphy with a brush, composing poetry, and ar-
ranging flowers.

Those who are propelled by a vision of the past are, however, not merely
maintaining the traditions of the past as they were. In a sense, their visions of the
past are more refined than the past actually ever was. In a climate of competing
visions, convincing explanations for choosing one way over another become nec-
essary. The strongest strategy is to create a vision of the past that highlights certain
appealing ideals. This requires, however, a consciousness about one’s actions not
usually found within the tradition under question. This activity is frequently cast
as an effort to preserve tradition, despite the fact that it is almost a deliberate
attempt not to follow a pattern of activity found in history. By “traditional,” T am
not referring to a static entity of the past that is repeated in the present. By “pre-
serving tradition” [ refer, rather, to the creative process of basing one’s current
actions on a perception of a particular heritage.

As to the traditions of S6t6 Zen, both female and male monastics of the S&t5
Zen sect turn to the teachings of Zen Masters Dogen and Keizan for guidance in
their interpretation of the Buddhist view of the world. There is, however, no
uniform picture of Dogen and Keizan, for there are numerous dimensions to their
writings and actions. They have been interpreted variously in different periods of
history, and they are viewed differently by women and men, academics, laity, and
monastics. Taking an anthropological approach to them adds a new dimension to
our understanding of Zen studies.

Soté nuns have used their interpretation of Dagen to serve as a symbol of
authenticity, a rallying point for legitimacy. Keizan’s teachings and practices, on
the other hand, are interpreted to represent innovation and adaptation. He is
remembered as the historical figure at the root of S6t6 Zen’s impulse to accom-
modate various situations and accept the need to change in accord with the chang-
ing needs of the monastic and lay community.

I heard nuns stress that the rationale for monastics leading householder lives
can be found in the writings of the historical Keizan. Their textual source for this
understanding is found in his Denkéroku® case on the fourth patriarch, Upagupta,
in which a dichotomous scheme between physical and spiritual renunciation is
introduced.* Dogen rejected the validity of spiritual renunciation.”” For Dogen,
it was all or nothing. Keizan, on the contrary, accepts the category of spiritual
renunciation, and he articulates his thinking on this issue in his sermon on the
fourth case:

For Buddhists, there are basically two forms of renunciation, which are physical
and spiritual. Leaving home physically means that they cast away love and af-
fection, leave their homes and birthplaces, shave their heads, don monks’ [sic]*
robes, do not have male or female servants, become monks or nuns, and make
an effort in the Way throughout the twenty-four hours of cach day. Whatever
the time, they do not pass it in vain. ‘They desire nothing elsc. They neither
delight in life nor fear death. Their minds are as pure as the autumn moon;
their eyes are as clear as a bright mirror. They do not seek Mind nor do they
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hanker [to see] their [original] natures. They do not cultivate the holy truth,
much less worldly attachments. In this way, they do not abide in the stage of
ordinary folk or cherish the rank of the wise and holy, but more and more
become mindless seekers of the Way. These are people who leave home phys-
ically.

Those who leave home in spirit do not shave their heads or wear monks’
[sic] clothing. Even though they live at home and remain among worldly cares,
they are like lotuses which are not soiled by the mud [in which they grow] or
jewels which are immune to [contamination by] dust. Even though there are
karmic conditions so that they have wives and children, they consider them as
being trash and dust. They do not entertain love for even a moment or covet
anything. Like the moon suspended in the sky, like a ball rolling around on a
tray, live in the noisy city and see one who is tranquil. In the midst of the three
realms, they clarify the fact that they dwell beyond time. They realize that
exterminating the passions is a sickness, and that aiming for ultimate reality is
wrong. They realize that both nirvana and samsara are illusions, and they are
not attached to either enlightenment or the passions. These are people who
leave home in spirit.*

Daogen defines renunciation in a conservative and “traditional” way, and Keizan
defines it in a broader and innovative way. These two concepts of renunciation
reflect the two streams in modern Japanese society, to follow “tradition” and to
change with the perceived needs of the times.

The vast majority of nuns follow the physical renunciation mode of monasti-
cism, the only kind of renunciation Dogen recognized. In the last few decades
their commitment has been challenged time and again when faced with the issue
of diminishing numbers in their order. They continue to assess and reconfirm
their commitment to a “traditional” mode of monasticism, even if this might
discourage would-be nuns. Others who follow a less ascetic mode of Zen monas-
ticism can legitimate their behavior using Keizan's teachings and labeling them-
selves spiritual renunciants.

Daogen’s and Keizan’s practices and views of women, however, are a separate
issue from how nuns view Dogen and Keizan. Dogen’s and Keizan’s writings and
activities that reflect their attitudes and teachings about women are explored in
chapter 2. The actions of nuns discussed in chapter 3 illustrate nuns’ interpretation
of Buddhist teachings, especially Dagen’s. Although academics have built a case
for asserting that Dogen changed his mind about women (from unconditional
acceptance to qualified rejection), the women did not change their minds about
Zen monastic practice.

This book is designed to explicate the religious disciplines of Zen nuns in
modern Japan. The structure and organization of the monastery illuminates the
pragmatic features of their lifestyle and training, while explication of the curric-
ulum and degrees conferred by the monastery gives insight into their education
and training. The annual calendar and daily schedule reveals the activities that
give contour and depth to their life. This study focuses primarily upon the foremost
S6t6 women’s monastery in Japan, Aichi Senmon Nisddd, because its educational
system is the lifeblood of the female monastics’ tradition and provides the locus
of contemplation, study, and practice of their values.
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The materials in chapter 4 show how the external structures of the nuns’ mo-
nastic life are based upon a “traditional” or Dogen model. In chapter s, the
thoughts and attitudes of the nuns will reveal what the nuns think of their own
lives. Based on information gathered while living in the monastery, plus data from
interviews and surveys, 1 reflect upon developments in the attitudes and motiva-
tions of female monastics and analyze the significance of their contributions to
Japanese Buddhism and Japanese society. I present the first scholarly examination
of the internal side of Zen monastic women, a rare glimpse into their personal
backgrounds, motivations, and values about religious practice. The views of mo-
nastic women seem to be fueled by images of powerful female figures who pre-
ceded them, empowering them to overcome the social strictures that have circum-
scribed their existence. I was led to this line of analysis because my anthropological
data show that Zen nuns do not see themselves as fundamentally oppressed. Be-
ginning with a positive valuation of their lives as religious women, they tend to
interpret their experiences in terms of what it tells them about their own under-
standing and practice of Buddhist teachings. It is clear that understanding Japanese
Zen monastic women is crucial to the understanding of the transmission and
preservation of traditional Japanese and Buddhist values in the face of modemnizing
impulses in Japan today.

We must, however, be conscious of two levels of interpretation when examining
the position of female monastics in modern Japan: the social and the religious.
At a social level of analysis, one might cite the fact that male monastics frequently
marry and have access to significant financial resources as an illustration of the
subordinate position of monastic women. At a religious level of analysis, however,
the majority of female monastics recognize themselves as living heirs of “tradi-
tional” Buddhist monasticism. As will unfold in chapter 5, most nuns” motivations
differ from those of many male monastics who frequently become ordained in the
context of a hereditary system. Not being tied to a system of heredity, most female
monastics make an independent and personal commitment to a monastic Bud-
dhist lifestyle. They choose to maintain a traditional lifestyle by including tradi-
tional arts of Japan as an integral aspect of their religious discipline and by abiding
by the traditional monastic regulations laid down by the founder of the sect. They
do not want to dilute the tradition. Furthermore, their fight for equality can be
viewed from both a social and Buddhist perspective. They are progressive women
in the forefront of the twentieth-century struggle for official acknowledgment and
equal opportunities. In so doing, they are actualizing Ddgen’s thirteenth-century
teachings that women be recognized as equals in the monastic profession. An-
thropological work sheds new light upon Buddhist Studies, especially Zen. 1 look
forward to the field continuing to explore the vast human resources available; they
cannot be overlooked when trying to understand Buddhism.

I strive to show the nuns in their complexity, for they are a diverse group of
people. The ideals they hold are not always directly evident in their daily actions.
This led me to seek out an understanding of how tensions, frustrations, and anger
are expressed in their lives and how these negative emotions function as part of
their religious practice. Indeed, there are many things that are rarc (and many
things that are common) about the way they live. But they are not primarily a
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forlorn group of people. I tried a number of “negative” interpretations of the nuns’
activities and circumstances. Here are some examples of hypotheses I entertained:
“Because nuns are oppressed, they are weak,” or “Because nuns are weak, they
are oppressed;” “The number of nuns is small, so they do not play a significant
role in Zen Buddhism or Japanese society;” and “Nuns have not made any real
gains in the twentieth century, because they are only able to do what the monks
used to do from the thirteenth through nineteenth centuries.” None of them
seemed to capture the dynamics I saw in the monasteries, temples, and streets, nor
the ways in which nuns described themselves. T kept returning to a positive view.
Thus, here are the six hypotheses I decided to explore in this work:

1. Many women in Japanese Buddhist history did not act as though they
were defeated by oppressive conditions.

2. In their fight for institutionalizing egalitarian regulations, twentieth-
century Sot6 nuns acted as though they were only asking for what history
had told them was their due.

3. Sotd nuns use distinctive strategies to establish legitimacy, relevance, and
power in the twentieth century.

4 Most twentieth-century women became Sot6 nuns because they wanted
to lead traditional monastic lives.

5. The aesthetic dimension to S6t6 nuns’ practice helps maintain and trans-
mit traditional Japanese culture in modern fapan.

6. In order to accomplish their goals, S6t6 Zen nuns in twentieth-century
Japan became innovators for the sake of tradition.

Methodological Considerations

In this work, the method employed in the research and the content of the research
are particularly congruent. Engaging in research on Zen nuns demanded
participant-observation field research, for many nuns are suspicious of scholars.
They trust lived experience more than just words. After I lived with the nuns for
a number of months at the main Sot6 Zen nunnery, Aichi Senmon Nisadé (in
Nagova), the abbess, Aoyama Shundd, confirmed my sense that just an interview
and request for documentation about their lives would have yielded little. The
abbess frankly stated that others have come requesting information about them,
but they were not interested in seeing how nuns lived firsthand, so she did not
even grant them interviews. Indeed, when I requested permission from the abbess
to study Soto nuns, indicating that I wanted to spend time living at the monastery,
she is the one who determined the Jength of time I had to stay there. Hence, my
primary method involved experiencing the life of the nuns by living with and near
them for a little more than a year.

I first visited Aichi Senmon Nisédo in January of 1988. [ participated in a
sesshin retreat and received permission from Abbess Aoyama to return to the
nunnery to live for a while as part of my field research. Finally, toward the end of
summer 1989, I went to stay at that monastery for women for a period of four
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months. Afterward, I lived in an apartment within 2 nearby nun’s temple for
another nine months. Since this concentrated period in the field ended in the
fall of 1990, I have continued to visit and interact with numerous nuns. My
investigation of these nuns enabled me to study their relationships with people,
the significance of events, the dynamics of their organization, and the meanings
of their patterns of behavior. I was able to segue into the rhythm of life there with
a minimum of discord primarily because of my sex,’® but also due to my facility
in Japanese, Japanese culture, and Buddhism. I did not take monastic vows nor
did I pretend to have any intention of becoming a monastic. This was acceptable,
because they have a program entitled josei kydshitsu, which is designed for
laywomen who want to experience the lifestyle of monastic women. I made every
effort to abide by their rules and learn their pattern of life. At first 1 was
overwhelmed by the minute details that regulate their behavior, and I was
constantly making mistakes. My sense of being out of place was eased by the
other laywomen and the recent novices who comforted me by confessing that
they had also taken time to learn all the details of where a person of low rank is
allowed to place her towel in the bath, where and how slippers are to be removed
when going from one room to the other, where each person of each rank is and
is not allowed to walk and sit, in addition to memorizing various prayers, sundry
scriptures, and numerous ritual motions. The monastic women did not question
my motivation and my position so long as I behaved as they did. That meant that
at times | had to hold my tongue and apologize, even if 1 was blamed for
committing a breach of conduct that I had not committed. At other times I had
to handscrub floors rapidly, sit in motionless meditation for hours in 45 °F
temperatures, rake leaves in gusty winds, wipe cooking pots clean with my finger
then lick my finger so as not to waste a morsel of food, polish rows and rows of
windows without using a cleanser, cart heavy tables up and down stairs, and go
for weeks on end without a moment of privacy. In short, I had to work hard to
build trust by not standing out or standing around.

Beginning with this extended period of participant-observation, living in a
women’s monastery as a lay participant, I gained an understanding of how the
ideal of monastic life compares to the daily life. It especially helped me appreciate
how the ideal can serve as an aim that enables the nuns to use the inevitable
tensions and conflicts that accompany their intense community relationships in a
constructive way. Even though the positive results are not always immediate, the
ideal serves as a guide and model. All the nuns would agree that to be patient,
not driven by personal desires, is preferred behavior. Not surprisingly, however,
the strains of being required to eat, sleep, bathe, work, study, and meditate with
the same group of people every day give rise to irritations, unhappiness, and con-
flicts. What makes examining this aspect of the nuns’ lives interesting is the way
they deal with their problems. Their discipline of human relationships is the foun-
dation of their Zen monastic life. It is both the most difficult aspect of the practice
and the dimension that yields the greatest transformation. The Zen monastic ideal
pressures the nuns to constantly try to be better in an environment so exacting
that you are constantly reminded of how far you are from that ideal. But progress
was visible. A quick glance at a corner of a room could usually tell you if a first-
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year nun or a fifth-year nun had cleaned the floors. Likewise, if something had
been done improperly, the response of a more seasoned nun would often differ
from a novice. It was evident that more time spent in the monastery’s intense
“greenhouse” environment made for a greater capacity to absorb blame, others’
idiosyncratic habits, and differences of opinion.

Aside from the insight gained from the participant-observation, this method
helped me establish bonds of trust that facilitated the gathering of information
through personal interviews. It was also instrumental in fostering relationships that
led to visits to numerous nuns’ temples around the country. These visits, in turn,
resulted in not only obtaining a firsthand look at the nuns’ lives and circumstances,
but also led me to a veritable gold mine of books, journals, and other publications
by and for nuns that are not catalogued in any libraries nor in the sect headquar-
ters. But I first had to establish relationships with many nuns in order to find out
what might exist and then where it might be located. I heard various things like,
“We used to have all the issues of Otayori until the fire. I think Dajun’s temple
might have a few of the early ones. Why don’t you try there.” Among other things,
I was eventually able to procure a whole set of their regular publication, the
Otayori. This required winning permission from the heads of Aichi Senmon Ni-
s6dd (Nagoya), Seikan-ji (Nagoya), Kannon-ji (Tokyo), and Lumbini-en (Toyama)
to copy what they had available. Although this required travel, time, and expense,
if the issues had all been neatly catalogued in a library, I would not have learned
as much about nuns’ lives.

I also conducted a nationwide survey that enabled me to gain a broader insight
into the self-perceptions, motivations, and attitudes of Zen nuns from different
regions, ages, and backgrounds. This method differs from the data gathered
through participant-observation, because it involves the nuns reflecting on and
constructing their own personal histories. The results reflect this difference. The
direct observations revealed how the ideals are negotiated in real situations,
whereas the surveys reflect how the nuns have interpreted their own lives in terms
of the ideals.

After my cloistered period in the monastery, I did research with the assistance
of a number of Japanese scholars at various institutions, including Komazawa
University, Nanzan Institute for Japanese Religion and Culture, and Aichi Gakuin
University. As a member of the rescarch group “Japanese Women and Buddhism,”
composed of a nationwide team of Japanese scholars, I benefited from their per-
spectives, insights, and feedback.

I approach the study of culture and religion—in this case, Japanese culture
and S6td Zen Buddhism—as an organic process of creativity. The fundamental
basis for my methodological approach is grounded in my disbelief in facts that
exist “out there,” independent of an experience, interpretation, or perception of
them.®! Therefore, I do not aspire to reveal a definitive truth. Following theorists
like Alfred North Whitehead®? and E. Valentine Daniel” who criticize essential-
ism, eternalism, and objectivism, | consider my work one possible interpretation
of the dynamics of S6t6 Zen monastic women in modern Japan. | base my work
on people with faces and names familiar to me, writings of monastic women and
men, and the frustration, insight, and acceptance that I have experienced.
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Research, particularly field research, is direct involvement in the here and now.
Moreover, even when doing historical or textual studies, these studies, and the
people who engage in them, occur in a particular place and time. The insight
found in Ddgen’s writings that being and time are indistinguishable in the present
moment lends historic weight to the claims of contemporary scholars that research
is a matter of an internally organic creation. Research, like all activity, is a phe-
nomenon in the present moment. It is an activity of discovery. It is not the dis-
covery of an entity existing independently of time, but the moment of discovery
is itself an event where being and time are created. Whitehead, a modern process
philosopher, uses the vocabulary “concrescence of an occasion of experience” to
describe this phenomenon. Dégen uses the phrase “being-time” to explain the
same. He asserts that “all being is ime” and “time itself is being.” “Thus,” he
continues in poetic fashion, “a pine tree is time, bamboo is time. . . . Mountains
are time. Oceans are time. . . . If time is annihilated, mountains and oceans are
annihilated.”**

The exploration of the history, lifestyle, teachings, religious practices, and self-
petception of the monastic women outlined in this work clearly depends upon
the lens through which 1, the researcher and writer, perceive them. I am aware
that the researcher and the researched have a mutually transforming effect upon
each other. The particular factors that affect my interpretation of Zen monastic
women are my female gender, my bicultural and biracial heritage as a daughter
of a Japanese mother and Caucasian American father, and my bilingual capabil-
ity in Japanese and English. My academic background includes ten years of grad-
uate school at Harvard University where 1 focused on Japanese Buddhism from a
cultural-historical approach. The combination of my religious orientation -
which includes experience in Protestant Methodist (social activist) Christianity in
America and Japanese cultural concerns for social harmony~—and the practices of
the monastic women —where action is paramount, rather than a confession of
beliefs —enabled me to adapt to their pattern of life with little resistance. The
composite of these background elements helped bridge the distance between in-
quiring scholar and Zen monastics,” resulting in a rich personal and academic
experience. [t is a challenge, however, to make contributions to theoretical and
intellectual discussions when one begins with a keen awareness of the personal
and imaginative nature of scholarly research and writing.*® Rather than denying
that there is a mutually transforming internal relationship between me, the
scholar, and my scholarship, 1 choose to make it an explicit feature of my scholar-
ship by reporting my personal background and experience. Readers can then
more critically evaluate the value of my research based upon their own collage of
concerns.

I would like to explore the issue of my ethnicity as it bears upon the rubric of
insider versus outsider” —a convention central to my primary method of research:
participant-observation. Although all people create their own identity, my experi-
ence of coming from two distinct cultural heritages has sensitized me to the pro-
cess of creating ethnic identity. Since | grew up knowing few people with an ethnic
identity similar to my own, I developed a heightened awareness of the construc-
tion, flexibility, and fluidity of ethnicity. Although this ability to be “many different
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things” is actually a capability shared by all people, I think the particular features
of a person who is culturally, racially, and linguistically engaged in two cultures
(by virtue of parentage, family life, and chosen experience) lead to a complex
ethnicity that enables one to respond quite naturally to situations that draw upon
one’s varied internal resources. This chameleonlike quality challenges the standard
definitions of “insider” and “outsider.”

To illustrate the complexity, | reveal an early episode in my life when I was
being raised in Detroit in the early 1960s. At the age of three, I was overwhelmed
with the need to explain my identity, because I was frustrated that it was not
immediately apparent to people around me, primarily white Americans. As my
mother, a black-haired woman with a dark gold complexion and a heavy Japanese
accent, held my fair-skinned hand that was attached to a body topped by a head
of blond hair,’ people would sometimes mistake her for my babysitter. My heart
was crestfallen at this innocent moment of mistaken identity, for it rendered my
mother invisible. [ came up with a solution. Complete with explicit facial gestures,
I began announcing to passersby in grocery stores and shopping centers in the
greater Detroit area that:

My Mommy's Japanese, (pulling corners of eyes up)
My Daddy’s American, (pulling corners down)
And I'm just a mixed up kid. (erratic up and down)

Being neither this nor that makes it difficult to determine my status as an insider
or an outsider. I am always both and neither, at least in Japanese and American
contexts. This illustrates the creative process of pivotal self-identification.

Embarking upon my field research in Japan, I found my mixed background
was helpful in facilitating the gathering of information and gaining insight.* 1
could intuitively highlight my “insider” persona when appropriate and draw out
my “outsider” persona when prudent. While living in the monastery, I did my
best to remain in the Japanese/insider mode, and while 1 was conducting research
in the universities and participating in the Japanese scholarly community, the
outsider/academic American® aspects were manifested. These facets, of course,
were not always so clearly delineated. For example, during exam period in the
monastery [ drew upon my academic background in Buddhist Studies to help my
friends. T had to be careful about whom and how I helped, however, because it
was awkward for someone of my low rank in the monastery to have such knowl-
edge. My assistance could easily turn into an embarrassing experience for my
seniors. At other times, while working with Japanese scholars, most of whom have
little knowledge of the actual lives of Zen monastic women, I served as their
informant on female monasticism in Japan.®® My experience in the monastery
confirmed the theoretical stance that there are no distinct categories of insider
and outsider.5? There is, rather, a continuum that ranges from complete difference
in gender, culture, race, education, age, class, religious orientation, etc., between
the researcher and the researched and relative similarity between them. The rubric
insider-outsider, therefore, must be used with extreme caution and an awareness
that the two words are merely relative designations which must be carefully con-
textualized.©?
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Although the novices in training and the various teachers did not question my
purpose, Abbess Aoyama did. Her concern, however, never became an obstacle
to my research. On the contrary, her interest in me as a person who is or is not
living according to Buddhist teachings gave me the comfort as a scholar that I was
on the “inside,” and it also drove me to work harder and plunge deeper so as not
to be guilty of her suspicion that I was engaged in a vain academic enterprise.
The only way [ could prove to her that I was not going to waste my life and abuse
their generosity was to persevere through all the hardships, conduct my research
with high respect and genuine concern for the people I was seeking to understand,
smile, and bow in gratitude. Not until our last lengthy conversation in the mon-
astery did she grace me with a twinkle in her eye. She was sending me back to
academia with her approval.
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My anthropological research revealed that Soté nuns entered the twentieth
century with a strong sense of confidence-—and less of a sense of frustration
than [ had expected to find. I began an enquiry of women’s contributions and
accomplishments in the religious history of Japan to understand why twentieth-
century Zen nuns were not debilitated by unfair practices. 1 discovered a history
of women in Japanese religion which reveals that many women maintained a
positive understanding of themselves and their capabilities. The following is a
possible interpretation of the events that are recorded in the Nihongi and the
Gangoji Garan Engi. Contemporary S6t6 Zen nuns highlight this moment in
history as support for their claim that women have been central to the develop-
ment of Buddhism in Japan.

Pioneering Monastics

In 584 c.E., Buddhism is a fledgling new religion in the land of kemi,’ having
been ofhcially introduced only about three decades ago. Interaction with Korea is
active, bringing fresh cultural energy. In that year, a young woman is moved by
the new teachings. She lives in a cultural climate where she has numerous models
of women engaged in religious affairs, and so it is natural that she and her family
consider her ordination in the new religion precisely because she is female. But
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there is no native role model of a nun, for no one in this island country has been
ordained into the Buddhist tradition. Being courageous and compelled by the
wisdom of these new teachings, she nonetheless commits herself to them. She
makes her historic vows and becomes the first ordained Buddhist in Japan.? Well
over a millennium later, some people still remember her by her Buddhist name,
Zenshin-ni.> Shortly thereafter, two women join her. They also devote their lives
to Buddhism, and are ordained as Zenzd-ni and Ezen-ni.* All three women have
a zeal to gain a deeper understanding of the monastic discipline and to become
fully ordained; as a result, they become the first Japanese to go abroad to study in
Packche on the Korean peninsula.® On the ninth day of the sixth month of the
year 587, “The nun Zen-shin and the others addressed the Oho-omi, saying: ‘Dis-
cipline is the basis of the method of those who renounce the world; we pray thee
to let us go to Packche to receive instruction in the Law of Discipline.” ¢ After
receiving full ordination, they retumed to Japan in 590 with heightened resolve
and determination to establish this new religion on Japanese soil. They resided in
a Buddhist temple, an amadera’ called Sakurai-ji, located in the central region,
Yamato.® At this time, Shotoku Taishi (574~622), a prince widely recognized for
his contributions to establishing Buddhism in Japan, has not yet made his grand
entrance onto the stage of Japanese government and culture.

Such is the bare outline of the story. At the very least, the story of the first
ordained Japanese Buddhists is a lucid example of a time when women were
favored. Although many specifics surrounding this event lie buried in history, some
details are available as follows. The official introduction of Buddhism to Japan
occurred in the first half of the sixth century, although evidence of active inter-
action between Japan and Korea suggests that leading Japanese were aware of the
Buddhist tradition in Korea before the Packche King Song (-myong) sent the gifts
of Buddhist scriptures and a Buddhist sculpture to Emperor Kinmei.® The Em-
peror had to face the various powerful leaders of competing clans, most notably
the Soga and Mononobe. Although Soga no Iname (d. 570) had a positive response
to the Buddhist tradition, the other clan leaders did not. Almost as though antic-
ipating a mixed reception of the Buddhist gifts, King Song chose them carefully.
He did not want to stir up tensions in Japan. He was hoping to continue in the
Yamato court’s favor, because of Paekche’s tenuous relations with other states in
the Korean peninsula.!® King Song did not send monks and nuns to serve as
teachers, and the statue he presented was probably less than a foot high, hence
too small to serve as a central image in a temple.”! The Buddhist scriptures were
apparently books on the life of Sakyamuni, and the sculpture described in the
Gangoji Engi as the “image of a prince” suggests that the statue was of Prince
Siddhartha, a nonimposing figure of the young Buddha-to-be.!? The form of Bud-
dhism that came to Japan through Packche was likely to have been a variety of
Southern Sung Chinese Buddhism."* The Japanese, however, interpreted the Bud-
dhas in the context of their own relationship with kami.'* This suggests that the
reception of Buddhism by the Soga clan and its rejection by the rival Mononobe
clan was in large part a strategy to win power, the Soga investing in the possibility
that alliance with the foreign tradition would secure their superiority.
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That the Japanese understood Buddha to be another form of kami is evident
in the actions of Soga no Umako (d. 626), the son of Iname. During a personal
bout with illness, Umako initiated the Buddhist ordination of young women in
the hopes that their supplications to the Buddha would assist in his recovery. It
was common for women to be recognized for their spiritual powers. It is difficult,
however, to distinguish the function of the Buddhist nuns from that of the role
of miko" in the indigenous religious practices. Nevertheless, Shima, the daughter
of Shiba Datto, who was apparently close to Soga no Umako, was ordained
Zenshin-ni. Two other young women who were considered pupils of Zenshin-ni
were also ordained. One was Toyome, the daughter of Ayabito no Yaho, who took
the Buddhist name Zenzo-ni, and the other was Ishime, daughter of Nishikori
Tsubu, who took the Buddhist name Ezen-ni.'s It was not possible for their or-
dination to be performed according to the practices developed by the tradition in
other regions.!” Ten fully ordained nuns and ten fully ordained monks were
needed to preside over the ceremony to fully ordain a nun. Thus, as recorded in
the Gangdji chronicles,' the three women left for Paekche to receive full ordi-
nation, where, upon arrival, they first received novice precepts (Skt. sramanerika).®
Later they received the six precepts (Skt. chasu-dhamesu-sikkha) of a probationary
nun (Skt. siksamand). There was just enough time for them to serve the two-year
period required of female ordinands before receiving full status as nuns.? They
returned to Japan after receiving full (Skt. bhiksuni) ordination in March of 5go0.2!
The three fully ordained nuns then took up residence in the temple Sakurai-i,
located in the present-day region of Nara Prefecture.?? Although the nuns did
receive full ordination, they were not able to gather a quorum of ten fully ordained
nuns (Skt. bhiksuni) to establish a nuns’ order in Japan that was continuous with
earlier Buddhist traditions.

Nevertheless, the following figures show that, within one century, the small
trickle that began with Zenshin-ni had become a vibrant stream that continues
uninterrupted to the present day. In 623, only four decades after Zenshin-ni in-
augurated monastic Buddhism in Japan, there were 569 nuns and 816 monks.?
Fifty years later {674), records indicate that Emperor Temmu (r. 673-686) had
about 2,400 nuns gather for a ceremony.? It is not possible to reconstruct with
certainty the motivations and concerns of the women and men who took the
monastic Buddhist path, but apparently during this time, many became tonsured
for the sake of the country. In these cases, the motivation seems to have been to
make life better in concrete ways, rather than to attain enlightenment in the sense
of becoming a supreme spiritual being. Apparently the country’s health and pro-
tection from natural calamities such as fire, earthquakes, and drought were their
primary concerns.® The Nihongi records that 1,000 persons, men and women,
were ordained when the Oho-omi fell ill in August 614.2 The Nihongi cites many
such examples, including two more concerning the Emperor Temmu and Em-
press. He had 100 people ordained on November 1z, 680, when the empress was
ill, and she subsequently recovered.?” She had 100 people ordained on behalf of
the emperor’s illness on the twenty-sixth day of the sarme month and year.?® Again
she had seventy-eight people ordained on the emperor’s behalf on the seventh
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month, twenty-eighth day of year 686; cighty people on the first day of the eighth
month; and one hundred more on the second day.®® Another example is that,
according to the Shoku Nihongi, Emperor Shomu (r. 724-749) had 3,000 people
ordained Buddhists in 725 in order to protect the country from calamity.®® Aside
from illustrating the tremendous growth of ordained Buddhists, this suggests that
the indigenous model of “religious professionals” —primarily shamanesses who
served as agents of hope and change —had a profound influence on the ancient
Japanese interpretation and development of Buddhist ordination practices.

In accord with the notion that women were endowed with various powers to
effect change or appease angry spirits, a number of women also held considerable
power in ruling the country. Their sacred power infused their political power.
Eight empresses reigned during the Asuka (550-710) and Nara (710-784) Periods
when Buddhism first began developing in Japan: Empress Suiko (r. 592-628),
Empress Koyoku (r. 642-645), Empress Saimei (1. 655-601), Empress Jito {r. 6go-
697), Empress Gemmeti (1. 707-715), Empress Gensho (r. 715—724), Empress K6-
ken (r. 749-758), and Empress Shotoku (r. 704—770).>' (In Japanese, the term
tennd is used for both men and women, but in English it is commonly translated
as “emperor” for men and “empress” for women. An entirely different term des-
ignates the main wife of the emperor, kdgs, but this is also commonly rendered
into English as empress.’?) Therefore, in English it is not obvious which women
officially reigned over the country. The on-the-throne empresses and beside-the-
throne empresses did many things to further the development of Buddhism in
Japan. One example recorded in the Nihongi is that on the seventh month, fif-
teenth day of the year 681, “In the fulfillment of a vow of the empress-consort a
great feast of vegetable fare was given, and the sutras were expounded in all the
Temples of the capital.”*?

Another figure, Empress Komyd (7o1-760), did not reign on the throne, yet
profoundly shaped the contours of Buddhism in ancient Japan.** Her biography,
contained in the Shoku Nihongi,”® records that it was her urging that prompted
Emperor Shomu, her husband, to issue an edict in 740 to establish national tem-
ples for monks (Kokubun-ji} and national temples for nuns (Kokubun-niji} in each
province with Todai-ji as the head temple.*® A gold-lettered copy of the sitra
Konkomyo-kys (Skt. Suvarnaprabhdsottama-raja-siitra) was placed in several seven-
story pagodas that were built in conjunction with the national temples. This sitra
teaches that four guardian deities protect a king who properly rules a country.
Both the monks’ and nuns’ temples were to assist in the protection of the nation,
but they each had a distinct focus. The national temples for monks were to pray
for the protection of the nation, as indicated by their name “Golden Light Temple
for the Protection of the Country by the Four Heavenly Deities” (Konkamyé Shi-
tenné Gokokushi-ji). The national temples for nuns were named “Lotus Temple
for the Absolution of Sins” (Hokke Metsuzaishi-ji). The Lotus Siitra was regarded
as a siitra that helped protect the nation. The nuns were particularly responsible
for praying for the absolution of sins for the country.”” A number of calamities
had plagued the nation, particularly fatal disease, which might account for the
focus upon the purification of the nation. The types of prayers that were offered
at these temples were recorded in the Shoku Nihongi. It is easy to sce Empress



Historical Background

Komyd's influence on this project, because the prayers for individual people re-
volve around those who are her blood relatives, including her father, mother, and
children. Altogether the temples were built on thirty sites around the country.
Initially each nuns’ temple had ten Buddhist nuns, and after 766 each temple had
twenty nuns. Since they received economic support from the government, it was
not necessary for them to gather alms or seek donations.®® These temples were a
major factor in the propagation of Buddhism outside the vicinity of the capital.

Empress Komyo's pervasive influence upon Nara Buddhism made a lasting
impact upon Buddhist development in Japan. She supervised the copying of many
stitras, some of which remain in Tédai-ji to this day. Among them is the Lotus
Siitra, a text highly prized by women during this period because they interpreted
the story of the Naga princess turning into a Buddha as proof that women could
be enlightened.® The empress is also known for her deep concern for people in
need. She was socially engaged in actively helping orphans and people who were
underprivileged and those who were hurt from military battles.* To this end, in
730 she established the charitable institutions Hiden-in and Seyaku-in. They were
designed to dispense medicine and relieve poverty and famine among the com-
mon people.t In 749 she was tonsured at the ordination platform (kaidan) of
Todai-ji.” Empress Komyd's monumental contributions reveal the impact one
woman had on shaping the course of Buddhist history in Japan.

Women not only forged the way, but they also received support for their Bud-
dhist activities from prominent male members of ancient japanese society. The
most obvious example of such a supporter is Shatoku Taishi (574-622), who is
renowned as a formative figure in firmly establishing Buddhism in Japan. The fact
that he had deep feelings and gave tremendous support to women in Buddhism,
however, is frequently left out of the accounts. His most striking contribution to
women and Buddhism is that, of the seven temples he is attributed with having
built, five are amadera.#® The most renowned of these temples, Chugii-ji, still
stands in Nara beside Horyi-ji.** Others include Tachibana-dera, lkeshiri-ji, and
Katsuragi Nunnery.

From all this, it is evident that Buddhist women were not only not discrimi-
nated against during this period, but that they were strong leaders and respected
members of society.” Unfortunately, subsequent historical developments have
shrouded the powerful roles women played in ancient history. It is true that the
Taika Reform Edict of 646 inaugurated the official influx of Confucian values
that promoted patriarchy. Although it was a gradual process, hierarchical struc-
tures, including religious organizations, became increasingly male dominated. The
matrilocal and matrilineal system gave way to a patrilineal system of heredity that
offered women little institutional power. This has left us with the prevailing im-
pression that has guided most historiographical schemes regarding women in Jap-
anese history —that women were largely seen as inferior to men in Japanese social
structures and institutions. The history itself seerns to be more complex. Although
in some contexts women were treated in an inferior manner during certain phases
of Japanese history, and in certain social classes and certain relationships, in none,
however, does it mean that they were inferior. Rather, evidence suggests that
women did not passively accept and simply succumb to the external pressures
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designed to unduly circumscribe their actions. Documents dating back to the
ninth century record women protesting against unfair treatment.* Their genuine
strength, however, lies in their creative response to discrimination.

Such events make it compellingly clear that historiography, not history, is at
fault in the omission of the contributions of women. Recently scholars have begun
to correct the histories that have omitted numerous participants, but some only
highlight the story of what women could not do. While it is important to include
the ways in which women have been oppressed, it is perhaps more important to
extend one’s purview to include what women have accomplished, especially when
achieved despite nonegalitarian circumstances.

Dégen and Women

Sotd nuns today maintain that the recognized founder of Sotd Zen in Japan,
Dogen (1200-1253), was part of the social climate of inclusivism characteristic of
the Kamakura Period (1186-1333) Buddhist reformers. They point to texts that they
claim support their view that Dogen took an afhirmative stance toward women.
This grounded their sense of legitimacy and fueled their fight to reform Sot Sect
regulations to reflect what they thought was the intent of Dagen’s thoughts and
writings.

In an interview with Abbess Aoyama Shundd, I learned that she begins her
analysis of Dogen’s attitude toward women with her understanding of his experi-
ence with his mother. Aoyama surmises that Dogen deeply felt his mother’s pain
at having been married off in a political struggle to raise the waning strength and
status of her family, the Fujiwaras.” Dogen resolved to understand the true mean-
ing of impermanence upon watching the smoke rise from the incense at his
mother’s funeral # Although this might be hagiographic account, one can imagine
the emotions of a young boy (he was seven years old) who has just lost his mother
only a few years after losing his father. Her untimely death only made more acute
Dogen’s sensitivity to the ways in which women were sometimes mistreated in
Japanese society. Aoyama suggests that his respect for his mother contributed to
his positive stance toward women. Whether or not her analysis can be verified
historically, it is worth serious consideration as a way a leading woman today within
Dagen’s own tradition articulates his attitudes towards women.

Soto nuns have noted the texts in which Ddgen mentions women. In his text
Bendowa (1231), Dogen unambiguously articulates that male and female practi-
tioners are equal.® He wrote this text after he returned from China, but he was
not yet solidly established. He was beginning to articulate his understanding of
Buddhist teachings, and he was determined to teach “true” Buddhism. He wrote
this text while he had at least one female disciple under his tutelage. Laypeople
were also around.

During the following decade, he wrotc a number of texts that are considered
the core of his philosophical writings. The philosophical orientation that unfolds
in these texts supports the statement that males and females are equal in practice.
In 1233, after moving to Kasha-ji, Dogen wrote a text that has been proclaimed as
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his most fundamental philosophical treatise, the Genjo Kéan. In the spring of
1240, just three years before he left for Echizen (where he established the mon-
astery Eihei-ji), Dégen wrote the impassioned text Raihaitokuzui in order to ex-
tinguish the errors of those he thought harbored incorrect thoughts about women
and Buddhist truth. In the same year he wrote Uji, the text in which he explains
his nondualistic view of the relationship between being and time. Sansui-kys, a
text that further develops his nondualistic view of reality, was likewise written in
1240. In 1241, Dogen displayed his independent thinking through his radically
nondualistic interpretation of the Nirvana Sitra passage, “All sentient beings with-
out exception have Buddha-nature.” He deliberately violated rules of Chinese
grammar to change the meaning of the sentence to be in accord with his under-
standing of the Buddhist concept of reality: “All existents are Buddha-nature.”s
This philosophical orientation precludes questioning whether or not Dogen held
that women did or did not have Buddha-nature.”

Daogen was also prolific in 1242, when he wrote a number of other texts that
further developed his interpretation of Buddhist concepts. In Daigo he says that
enlightenment (safori) is not something that “comes” or that one “has,” but by
nature is fleeting. In Zazenshin, the concept that enlightenment and practice are
one (shusho ittd) is hinted at when he asserts that the first zazen is the first zabutsu
(sitting Buddha). In a text also written that year, Gydji, Dogen first mentions a
sentiment that suggests a focus on monastic life over lay life. The social climate
in which Dagen wrote this text is relevant. Dogen was the first to establish a hall
called a shugyd dojo, just for practice. The monastic compound on Mt Hiei was
an exemplary establishment Buddhism place for practice, but it did not have a
shugyd dojo hall. Dogen’s innovation was a clear departure from the establishment
powers.

Seeing the Raihaitokuzui text—the text in which he unambiguously and force-
fully expresses positive views of women—in the context of his most important
philosophical texts, implies that Dogen wrote the Raihaitokuzui with clear aware-
ness that his emerging philosophy fully supported understanding males and fe-
males on equal terms. In the following Raihaitokuzui passage, he clarifies the
confusion surrounding female Buddhist teachers. “It is irrelevant whether a guide
has male or female characteristics, and the like; what counts is that the guide be
a being of virtue, of thusness.”** He continues with advice on the appropriate way
to express respect and gratitude to a teacher of the Dharma regardless of their
form: “Valuing the Dharma means that, whether [your guide] is a pillar, a lantern,
buddhas, a fox, a demon, a man, a woman, if it upholds the great Dharma and
attains the marrow, then you should offer your body-mind as its seat and serve for
immeasurable kalpas.”*® His point is that women are competent teachers, even
qualified to teach men. Dogen substantiates his counsel with an explanation of
the precedents established by those with whom Buddhism flourished in Sung
China®*:

Today in certain temples of great Sung China there are nuns who train. When

[a nun’s] attainment of the Dharma becomes known, an imperial edict is issued

appointing her abbess of a nunnery, and thenceforth she expounds the Dharma

at her appointed temple. All the subordinates gather together in the hall and
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stand to listen [to the abbess’s words on] the Dharma, and [to exchange] ques-
tions and answers of monastics. This has been the rule since olden times.*

As with much of Japanese Buddhism and culture, the Japanese turned to the
Chinese for inspiration and guidance. Dagen urges the Japanese to continue the
equality accorded women and men in China, especially in regard to recognizing
the true Dharma in female form:

In the case of a nun who has received the treasury of the true Dharma eye
through transmission, if [the monks of] the four fruitions, pratyeka-buddhas, and
even those of the three wise stages and of the ten holy states pay homage to her
and seek the Dharma from her, she should receive their obeisance. By what
right are only males noble? The empty sky is the empty sky; the four elements
are the four elements; the five skandas are the five skandas. To be female is
exactly the same: as for the attainment of the Way, both [male and female] can
attain the Way. Hence both should have high regard for the attainment of the
Dharma, and not argue about differences between male and female. Such is
the most marvelous law of the Buddha-way.*

Dagen includes an even more direct criticism of the practices he finds in Japan
in a version of the Raihaitokuzui found in the twenty-eighth fascicle of the Himitsu
Shobogenzo | The Secret Shobogenza)].>” It is a poignant example of his frustration
with Japanese Buddhist practices that helped increase his sense that he was the
first to introduce “true” Buddhism to Japan.

There is a ridiculous custom in Japan: it is the practice that nuns and women
are not allowed to enter the places called “restricted territories” or “training
halls of the Mahdyana.” Such a perverted custom has been practiced for ages,
without anyone realizing its wrongness in the least. Those practicing the ancient
way do not reform it; and those who are learned and astute do not care about
it. While some say that it is the work of the incarnated [buddhas and bodhi-
sattvas], others claim that it is a legacy from ancient worthies. Yet all fail to
reason about it. Their egregious absurdity is truly hard to believe. ... If such
obsolete practices do not have to be redressed, does it mean that the cycles of
birth and death need not be forsaken, either?*®

This passage is a direct criticism of the prohibition of women (nyonin kinzei)
practiced by the establishment Buddhist sects of Tendai and Shingon. Based upon
this statement, Dogen might have moved to Echizen in 1243 to actualize his
understanding of Buddhism which includes inclusive views—not as an indication
that he changed his mind about women. The timing of his departure from
Kyoto —occurring only three years after his unambiguous articulation (in Raihai-
tokuzui) of the errors of the ways of the established Buddhist institutions in regards
to women—suggests that the prevailing currents in society may have made it
difficult for him to freely practice his understanding of the Dharma. This would
concur with the experiences of Honen, Shinran, and Nichiren, who all practiced
inclusivism and who, for various reasons, all had serious complications with the
authorities. Dogen’s move to Iichizen, then, can be interpreted as (in part) an
attempt to actualize his understanding of the Buddhist teachings in an unencum-
bered environment.



Historical Background

Dogen never wrote that women had to become men to be enlightened, al-
though this was a common notion during his time. Ddgen also did not criticize
the Lotus Siitra. On the contrary, in the Raihaitokuzui he takes the story of the
Niga princess becoming a Buddha and equates it with a seven-year-old girl being
teacher to a 100-year-old monk.®® This suggests that he interpreted the Niga prin-
cess story in the Lotus Sitra in a light that was favorable to females. Nonetheless,
the prevailing interpretation among academics is that Dogen held egalitarian ide-
als in his early years, but he did not take them with him when he established his
“serious” monastery in Echizen.®® Kasahara Kazuo,® Hokoya Noriaki,%? and Ta-
gami Taisha® are some of the Japanese scholars who have published their views
that Dogen changed his mind from seeing women as equal to thinking that fe-
males did not have true enlightenment. They conclude that Dogen returned to a
purely monastic-oriented vision of Buddhist practice that did not include females.
This view of Dogen suggests that he was an inconsistent philosopher with little
integrity. Some western scholars seem to have uncritically accepted the view of
Daogen as promoted by Kasahara, Hokoya, and Tagami. A passage from Women,
Religion, and Sexuality succinctly articulates this interpretation:

When Dégen was young he believed in the equality of men and women and
criticized the foclishness of the Mount Hiei and Mount Koya temples, which
barred women from entering. However, in later years, by the time Dogen built
Fihei-ji Temple he no longer believed in the equality of men and women and
prohibited their entry.®

Another scholar reinforces the interpretation that Ddgen had a change of heart
toward women; she claims that Ddgen’s move to Eihei-ji is a “good example of a
case in which Buddhist celibate monasticism functioned in practice to prevent
women’s access to one of the greatest Zen teachers in history.”®

These claims are based upon one sentence found in one of the fascicles in-
cluded in the twelve-fascicle version of the Shébogenzs, the Shukke Kudoku. At
the end of the text it is written that “It is also said that one can attain Buddhahood
in a female body, but this is not the Buddhist path of the true tradition of the
Buddhist masters.”® This text was recorded in 1255, two years after Dogen passed
away. It is commonly agreed, however, that the date for this text is not clearly
established.S” Dogen scholars agree that this text was revised, but no one knows
in what way or to what extent. In numerous other passages in Dogen’s writings
(those that are clearly dated before he passed away), there are mentions of women
in a positive light that stand in direct contradiction to the one sentence that has
triggered so much controversy over whether Dégen changed his mind about
women. The possibility that a sentence was edited in later should be thoroughly
explored.® What makes the significance of this one sentence more problematic is
that, even within the same text, there are passages that contradict it. The aim of
the Shukke Kudoku fascicle is to convey the merits of being a renunciant. Citations
from the Daibibasha-ron (Skt. Abhidharma-mahavibhasa-sastra)® arc uscd to in-
voke the concern for renunciation held by Sakyamuni. One of the passages in the
Shukke Kudoku quotes from the Daibibasha-ron where Sakyamuni is cited as
making Vow 138: “After I attain perfect enlightenment in the future, if there is a
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woman who decides to become a renunciant but is prevented from receiving the
great precepts and attaining her purpose, then I will not attain true enlighten-
ment.””® Given the contradiction within this one text, it is clear that we must look
beyond the Shukke Kudoku to understand Dogen’s views of women more thor-
oughly.

In the face of the sheer number of passages in Dagen’s texts that develop his
positive view of women, versus the one sentence to the contrary — especially given
that the sentence appears in a text revised after Dogen’s death —the case for Dogen
reversing his views of women is weak. To offer the compromise that Dogen did
not change his stance philosophically, but he just decided it was impractical to
have women practicing at Eihei-ji, does not resolve the issue. The historical record
does not support such an interpretation.

Funaoka Makoto interprets the two facets of Dagen’s texts as nothing more
than emphasizing different things at different times in different conditions.” He
notes that things written at Eihei-ji were written to an exclusive audience of re-
nunciants. Some had a difficult time enduring this life, so emphasis on the high
value of renunciation would have encouraged the practitioners. This is in stark
contrast to the earlier texts from the Kosho-ji period when Ddgen was working
among laily.”” Funaoka argues that Dégen’s writings have contradictions that he
plays out differently at different times. They cannot be construed to mean that he
went from thinking laity can be enlightened to thinking that only renunciants
can,” nor that he thought women could be enlightened and then later decided
that women’s enlightenment was not true.

Kawamura Kodo follows a similar line of analysis. He also argues from the
perspective of viewing Dogen’s writings as a whole. He says we must consider the
vision of the “World of Shobogenzs” as a conceptual world of an intelligent
human being who dared to break out of a narrow-minded framework. He con-
cludes that the interpretation that Dogen went from understanding women as
equal to excluding them once he went to Eihei-ji would be rejected by Dagen as
“not the activities of the Buddhist teachers, but a one-faceted narrow view (San-
suikyg).” 7

Even if one could finally prove that Dogen changed his mind, the historical
record proves that he did not change his actions. A number of monastic women
were his disciples through to the end of his life.”” Moreover, Dogen’s male dis-
ciples continued to take female disciples for generations past the founder’s death,
a practice that continues to the present day.

Although no women took ordination under Dégen, a number of monastic
women had chosen to transfer into his order from the Daruma-sha or another
tradition.” His first female monastic disciple was given the Buddhist name
Rydnen-ni. She is atiributed with being the primary influence in Dogen’s most
explicit teaching on the equality of male and female practitioners in the Bendowa.
Rydnen-ni became Dogen’s first female monastic disciple one month before he
wrote the Bendowa on August 15, 1231, at Annyd-in in Yamashiro.” Dogen bestows
rare praise upon her at the time he was writing the Benddwa. In a Dharma talk
he says that Ryonen-ni had peerless aspiration to enlightenment, bodaishin (Skt.
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bodhicitta).”® Also, in the Eihei Koroku (vol. 8), Dégen wrote that Ryonen-ni was
deeply devoted to the Great Way of the Buddhas.” In the tenth chapter of the
Eihei Koroku Dogen wrote a poem upon Rydnen’s death. She probably died in
the winter, for the poem makes a reference to snow.® Menzan Zenji, in his
Teihokenzeiki Koroku, confirms that “Rydnen Bikuni” was Dogen’s disciple. Al-
though she was an elderly woman when she came under Dagen’s tutelage, she is
remembered for having practiced intensely and making great strides in her un-
derstanding of the life of the Dharma. She is remembered as one who knew Zen
from the marrow of her bones, and is sometimes compared to the prominent nun
Dogen heard about in China, Massan Ryonen-ni. Both were incontrovertibly
highly respected, and they serve as historical proof that women were able to realize
ultimate enlightenment. To offer an interpretation that suggests otherwise would,
aside from defying historical proof to the contrary, go against the fabric of Dogen’s
thoroughgoing nondualistic philosophy.

As recorded in the Eihei Sansogyogoki, Dagen also received significant patron-
age from women. The most renowned was Shogaku Zenni, who donated the funds
to construct the Dharma Hall at Dogen’s first monastery, Kosho-ji.8 Apparently
she was a distant relative of Dogen’s through his mother, a Fujiwara. She was
ordained on September 3, 1225,% after her husband, Minamoto Sanetomo, died.
She chose to devote her life and her riches to Buddhist practice under Dogen.

Another monastic woman affiliated with Dogen, Eshin-bikuni, is recorded in
the Eihei Karoku (vol. 2).#* In the section that mentions Eshin-bikuni, Dégen wrote
about life and death in general. In this context it specifically mentions that around
12441246 Ddgen gave a service at Daibutsu-ji** in memory of her father’s death.®
Although such evidence is disappointingly sparse, it contributes to the picture that
Dogen respected monastic wormen.

Egi-ni, originally a Daruma-sh nun, was another one of Dogen’s fernale dis-
ciples who is recorded in history. She was originally the disciple of Kakuan, who
had been a disciple of the leader of the Daruma-shii, Dainichi Nonin. She first
met Dgen in the winter of 1234 at Kosho-ji, and she remained under his tutelage
even after he went deep into the mountains of Echizen. The Eihei Koroku (vol.
5) refers to an event where Egini was with Dagen at Eihei-ji, perhaps on the
occasion of a memorial service for Dogen’s mother.® Menzan also mentions “Egi-
bikuni” in his Teihokenzeiki. On July 28, 1253 (exactly one month before Dogen
passed away), Dogen wrote that Egi-ni was the Dharma sister of Ekan, Ejo, and
Esho. This makes her the Dharma aunt®” of Gikai (the head of Eiheiji after Ejo
and just prior to Keizan). Altogether she spent a span of twenty years with Dogen.
Near the end, Egi-ni served at his side and assisted him at his sickbed until he
left for Kyoto on August s, 1253.% The fact that Egi-ni served the master when he
was vulnerable is a clear indication that Dogen trusted her. In a monastery com-
munity, serving in a capacity close to the master is keenly sought. He showed her
high respect and honor through the end of his life. Egi-ni remained an important
figure during the leadership of the next generation headed by Dogen’s devoted
disciple, Ej6.#? Her story confirms the fact that Dogen was committed to, and even
relied upon, monastic women throughout his life.
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Dagen had one of the lucid voices that sounded the philosophical and practical
truth of the equality of female and male practitioners amid the cacophony of
doubters. How much of his thought was realized in the 7oo-year history since
then? A successor of Dogen, Keizan Jokin Zenji (1268-1325), continued Dagen’s
teachings on equality, and he ordained and taught many women.” Keizan learned
his religious devotion from his mother, Fkan Daishi (d. ca. 1314).%' According to
the records, she was a nun who had been the abbess of ]6ji-ji at the time of
Gikai’s funeral in 1309.%? In honor of his mother, Keizan built an amadera, Hoo-ji,
the first S6t0 sect amadera. On October g, 1323, he appointed his mother’s niece,
his cousin Myoshd-ni, as abbess of this temple.” This action is a concrete illus-
tration of Keizan’s egalitarian practices in support of women. Again on May 23,
1325, Keizan (age 58) vowed to help women in the three worlds and ten directions
in memory of his mother, Ekan Daishi. In the Jokin hotsuganmon,® it is said that;

[Keizan] praised Ekan [his mother] for having dedicated her life to teaching
Buddhism to women. Keizan inherited her dedication. His disciple Ekyt was
the first nun known to have received a Sotd dharma transmission.” To help her
overcome the difficulties of Chinese, Keizan rewrote Dogen’s explanation of
the precepts in the Japanese phonetic syllabary.®

Records indicate that Keizan had around thirty nuns under his leadership.”” Many
of their names are remembered: Sonin-ni, Ekyd-ni,”® En'ini, Shozen-ni,*
Myosha-ni, Ninkai-ni, Shinmyd-ni, Shinshé-ni, Jénin-ni, Mydshin-ni. Sonin-ni
was from a high ranking family. She and her husband had a deep faith in Bud-
dhism, and in 1312 they were ordained together by Keizan.!® On January 14, 1322,
another husband and wife took ordination under Keizan at Yoko-ji. Shinmyd-ni
must have been at an advanced age, for it records that her husband was 83.1
Keizan is the main figure responsible for increasing respect for nuns by actively
implementing Dogen’s teachings on male-female equality.

William Bodiford, a specialist on medieval Sot6 history, concludes that “there
must have been many more nuns at medieval S6t6 monasteries than current
records indicate.”1%? Bodiford’s observation about Sotd Zen’s openness toward
women suggests that women were welcomed into S6t6 Zen, confirming that in-
clusive teachings were practiced. Indeed, the precedent of including women in
Sotd Zen practice established by Dogen and Keizan was maintained by their
SUCCESSOTS.

At least into the Muromachi Period (1338-1573) it is clear that the direct suc-
cessors to Dogen maintained the practice of treating women with equality (table
2-1). Kangan Giin (1217-1300) had four known nuns as his disciples. Gasan Joseki
(1275-1365),"> Gessen Rydin (1319-1400), ‘I'siigen Jakurei (1322-91), and Daitetsu
Sorei (1333-1408) all had nun disciples.’®* Gasan’s disciple, Soitsu-bikuni, also had
disciples. Among all Gasan’s female disciples, she was granted the status of being
Gasan’s Dharma heir.'” Records further indicate the active participation of nuns,
including the presence of nuns at the funcral services for both Gikai (1219-1309)

was written by a nun named Zenshin.'% Gessen and Daitetsu also had nuns help
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Table 21 Lineage Under Dogen!®

l l I | I o l

Egini Eshin-ni Shogaku-ni Ryonen-ni Ryonen Shoe Ejo Sckai Sen'e

l l I l

Giin - Gijun Gien Gikai

I f l |

Hoi-ni"  Joa-ni'" Shueni™ Somyo-ni' Keizan

| l | | | l l
En'i-ni | Shozen-ni | Ekan Daishi | Myosho-ni | Ekyti-ni | Sonin-ni  Ninkai-ni
Shinmyo-ni  Shinsho-ni  Jonin-ni Myoshin-ni  Gasan

| | 1 [ l | |

Gessen  Soitsu-ni  Myojun-ni  Genshu-ni  Honshoni'®  Myozen-ni***  Daitetsu

Soki-ni  Ryosoni'”  Zengo-ni"® Myoks-ni

perform their funeral ceremonies. These were probably not unusual instances of
nuns being involved in such ceremonies.!?’

The medieval S6to school, however, never developed official monastic centers
for training large groups of nuns. S6to sect temples and activities were primarily
concentrated in the provinces, which were controlled by feudal lords (daimya).
Nevertheless, in 1334, about 100 years after Dogen accepted his first nun disciple
a number of powerful nuns established the Soto-shi Nisodan.!'” Therefore, it is
most likely that the nuns did practice in small groups, but they did not receive
recognition or support for their efforts from the male institution.”'® Therefore, only
exceptionally superior nuns were referred to in historical texts.

Nonetheless, contemporary Sot6 nuns have a solid sense that women have been
a continuous presence in S5t Zen. When they look at the history of their sect,
they see women seriously engaged with Buddhist practice. When they read Do-
gen’s writings, they see women being affirmed. That is all they need to know to
conclude that regulations that treat women unfairly are wrong. But the twentieth-
century nuns had to act within the broader historical situation in which women
had been highly circumscribed.
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The Tokugawa Period (1600-1867) saw important changes that helped set the stage
for the twentieth-century nuns’ concerns and activities. With the establishment of
the Tokugawa feudalistic military regime, the pendulum swung in the direction
of increased demarcation between social classes and distinction between women
and men. The regime maintained peace through tight control in this exclusivistic
period. Buddhist temples and monasteries were vital to the organizational structure
of the unified nation, but the Buddhists” actions were circumscribed by the new
system.

The plight of women interested in participating in official capacities was par-
ticularly bleak during the Tokugawa Period. Confucian principles were formally
instituted in governmental policies as the Japanese entered the early modern pe-
riod. A renowned Confucian scholar of the time, Kaibara Ekken (1630-1714), is
attributed with writing the text which has been most influential in shaping the
education and social position of women: Onna Daigaku [The Great Learning for
Women]. In the same vein, Kaibara wrote a 1710 text for the education of Japanese
children. This text includes explicit instructions for women, setting out the Con-
fucian view that women should limit their religious behavior.

Women should always be careful to guard themselves. . . . They should not fre-
quent shrines and temples which draw crowds of visitors while they are still
under the age of forty.

Women should not be deluded by the arts of male and female mediums, and
should not pollute, approach, pray or flatter deities and buddhas at will. They
should concentrate on performing human duties. They must not divert their
attention to invisible spiritual beings.!"®

This is clear evidence that women in the Tokugawa Period had to overcome social
resistance to their ambitions to follow the religious life before the age of forty.
Forty years was used as a dividing line between women who were of childbearing
age and those who were not. The unambiguous signal was that women’s role in
society was to bear and rear children. Their ancient roles in the religious sphere
were being eroded. We find in the twentieth century, however, that the effects of
this erosion are not permanent. Indeed, women have been highting against these
negative impulses throughout history.'?

Girls in the Tokugawa Period were taught to adapt to new conditions, because
they would eventually leave their blood-relation’s home and move into their hus-
band’s home.!” The aims of their cultivation made them strong by training them
to be flexible and creative. This upbringing enabled women to develop the means
to lead full lives, and it did not always result in the type of behavior that was
deemed socially desirable. An obvious example of this is the response nuns had
to the strict control placed upon women.

Some amadera opened their doors to serve as a refuge for women in need.
They offered these women sanctuary. The two best known of these temples are
Tokei-ji of the Rinzai sect and Mantoku-ji of the Ji sect.'”? Women could not
receive a divorce in this feudalistic society, but it was not very difficult for a man
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to demand a divorce. At a temple, however, women, over a period of time, could
be granted a divorce. The temple was also a place where women could receive
an education.'” Thus, for various reasons, women found a safe and interesting
path in becoming a nun.

During this period, S6t6 Zen women are found engaged in monastic life in
the proximity of Eihei-ji. Hakuju-an, an amadera, was built before 1734 in Dai-
kakumura, a few kilometers from the Eihei-ji monastic complex. The temple was
founded by a disciple of Shoten Sokuchi Zenji. Shéten served as the first head of
the temple, and then a nun named Teijitsu-ni became the second head. It is not
clearly established, but there is a high possibility that Teijitsu-ni was the disciple
of Menzan Zuihd (1683-1769). Menzan had two female disciples, Teijitsu-ni and
Teishin-ni, and he mentions Hakuju-an in his Sansho Nikki on September 22,
1734. Today Hakuju-an stands at the edge of Eiheiji; it was moved in February
1827 to its current location a few steps from the main gate of Fihei-ji.’** Some
nuns stay at this temple when they come to Eihei-ji. The existence of this amadera
adjacent to the monastery for men disproves the assumption that nuns were not
allowed at Eihei-ji during this period.

The social structure and institutions of the Tokugawa Period were based on
feudalistic values that did not offer women much support. Despite this intense
discrimination, women often found a way to take control of their own lives, even
when limited by intense external control. The types of women who became nuns
during the Tokugawa Period included women from the imperial family and sam-
urai families, literary scholars, artists, prostitutes, and many who had a family
relative who was already a nun.'” Nuns continued to create avenues to live in
accord with their interpretation of the Buddhist teachings, even in a relatively
heightened era of male domination and exclusivism.

Meiji Reclamations

Competing values were woven into the fabric of Japanese society with the inau-
guration of the Meiji Restoration of 1868. The new Meiji government (1868-1911)
had conflicting aims. One was to return to the roots of ancient Japan. More
precisely it was an attempt to restore monarchical rule, harking back to Emperor
Jimmu (6th c. B.C.E). The other aim was renovation.'? Japan strove to become a
modern nation-state replete with western influences. During this era, there was a
strong sentiment that any attempt to maintain traditional culture was superfluous
and suggested a lack of concern for the critical situation in which the nation
perceived itself. The diametrical impulses and the accelerated pace of change left
people disoriented. The times demanded that society rapidly integrate the past
and future into the present.

Various changes were instituted at both the public and private levels, from the
educational system to the type of clothing people wore. Many conservative people
wore kimono as a conscious statement that Japan’s traditions were the source of
their distinctive talents. They wore their tradition with pride and respect. The
progressive factions were frequently seen in western fashions, an unambiguous
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declaration of their enthusiasm for modernization via westernization.'” A new
intelligentsia emerged out of the keen interest in westernization. Among the most
renowned was Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835~1901), who promoted western ideas, es-
pecially the equality of all men and women, liberty, and human dignity.'? In the
1870s, the early years of the Meiji Restoration, he had a bestseller Gakumon no
Susume [An Invitation to Learning]. It appealed to the people because he affirmed
that “Heaven does not create one person above another person, nor does it create
one person below another.”?* The equality of women was seriously considered in
this context, because in the flux of ideas during this time, liberalism focused the
thrust of the Meiji drive to expand education across class and gender lines."® In
1886, the government decreed that elementary education would be available for
all citizens. In 1900, four-year compulsory education was enforced. In 1901, Pro-
fessor J. Naruse opened the first institution for women that corresponded to uni-
versity status. He had spent three years studying women’s colleges in North Amer-
ica and two years of research in Japan. He wrote the book Women’s Education."™!
In 1907 the four years of compulsory education were extended to six.’*? Presently,
education is compulsory through high school —twelve years of some of the most
rigorous primary and secondary education in the world.

Leading the efforts of westernization were the emperor and empress, who en-
couraged women to get an education and improve their intellectual ability, even
to go abroad to study.”* Western feminism entered Japan and resonated with the
roots of women'’s spirituality in Japan. It was not the original source of Japanese
women’s concern for fair treatment and opportunity,’ but it served as a catalyst
during this time of change. Western feminism empowered and inspired the
women of Japan to reclaim their authority.**

Nakamura observes that despite these new regulations and movements, many
women spent more time in private lessons such as sewing, cooking, flower ar-
rangement, and tea ceremony than in their formal school education. These are
skills that were the focus of a girI’s training during the Tokugawa Period. Among
these traditional arts, girls were taught to adapt to new conditions. They had to
learn to be flexible yet strong, and have refined speech and behavior, which were
seen as feminine virtues.'’

Later, we will see how these qualities persisted as ferinine virtues, despite the
new manuals that were composed after 1868 to introduce western rationalism and
liberalism into female education. The education of nuns in the twentieth century
is a living tribute to some traditional feminine virtues. Judgment about whether
or not this is a positive or negative remnant of Tokugawa culture is not discussed.
Rather, I analyze the role and contribution Zen monasticism has had in Japanese
culture. T focus particularly on the changing role it has in modern culture and
how the roles of monks and nuns differ.

With the Meiji Restoration of 1868, the relationship of the government and the
monasteries went through another permutation more suitable to modern times.
Article 28 of the 1889 Constitution says that “Japanese subjects shall, within limits
not prejudicial to peace and order and not antagonistic to their duties as subjects,
enjoy freedom of religious belief.” However, the imperial family promoted its
abiding engagement with Buddhism, often mentioning that between Empress
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Suiko (1. 592-628) and Emperor Meiji (r. 1868-1912) there were thirty-six emperors,
seventy-four empresses, two-hundred thirty-three imperial princes, and sixty-seven
princesses who were ordained as Buddhist monks or nuns (while numerous others
took various forms of lay vows}."”® Although the government did not try to control
Buddhism, it still asked the monasteries and Buddhist sects to follow its regula-
tions, even in matters conceming the interpretation of monastic vows. This was
demonstrated nearly two decades earlier; on April 25, 1872, the Meiji government
changed the regulations and began officially permitting monks to eat meat, have
hair, wear lay clothing, and marry.” On January 23, 1873, the government also
changed the regulations for nuns, except they did not stipulate that nuns could
wear lay clothing.™* This reinterpretation of monasticism is a radical departure
from the ancient tradition of celibacy.'*' Indeed, the laity displayed widespread
discontent toward the laxity of priestly morals.”* Most monks have acted on these
new regulations, whereas the nuns have maintained the traditional monastic reg-
ulations, especially in regard to celibacy and remaining single. It is suggested that
nuns would not be acknowledged as nuns if they had followed the new regula-
tions.'® In the data I collected, however, the reason the nuns themselves give is
that they choose to remain true to the Buddhist tradition. They base their practice
upon the regulations of their founder, Dogen.

In historical and social context, it is hard to establish that nuns had a “real”
choice. To fight for the freedom to live according to their interpretation of Bud-
dhist teachings within the sect institution, they had to use something for support.
They found it in Dogen and tradition. For the nuns, the fight for fairness was
inextricably bound to maintaining traditional Zen. Perhaps the changes the monks
willingly participated in gave the nuns a renewed sense of their own self-worth
and a heightened awareness of their genuine commitment to a Buddhist lifestyle.
This awareness fueled the nuns in their movement for official recognition of their
activities and equal opportunity in practice, education, training, and teaching. This
new awareness might also be seen as part of a general wave of transformation that
swept through the mountain villages during this time. Farmers “discovered” their
own authority and overcame their deeply rooted passive attitude towards the gov-
ernment.’* A Japanese historian, Irokawa, asserts that “the unprecedented activi-
ties in agricultural and mountain villages during the 1880s were supported by the
intellectual as well as political aspiration of the common people, and those activ-
ities were the fountainhead of ‘Meiji vitality.” ”'* Perhaps it is no coincidence that
a number of S6t6 nuns came from farming families.

The Meiji Restoration began a stream of countless changes in Japanese society,
eventually transforming it from an isolated, nontechnological, feudal society to an
international, high-tech, democratic society. The monastic women of the twentieth
century are living embodiments of the Meiji government’s aims. Although a return
to tradition and a heightened zeal for modern innovations may appear contradic-
tory—and in most cases they were in direct conflict—in the case of Zen nuns
they find a compelling harmony. In order to reclaim the rights of women worn
thin through the years of male dominance, the nuns had to fight for equity. In
concurrence with Fukuzawa, who taught “that one should adopt a spirit of skep-
ticism toward all authority,”'* the nuns challenged the unequal regulations im-
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posed by the sect authorities. In so doing, they became models of modern women
organizing and establishing their own institutions. They helped propel the current
that was gaining power for women in Meiji Japan.

A sweep of history from the first ordained Japanese Buddhists to the perspica-
cious monastic women of Meiji reveals an uninterrupted stream of courageous,
creative, and faithful monastic women.'¥ These women did not act as though
they were defeated by oppressive conditions. The first Japanese Buddhist temple
in Japan was established and led by a nun. Tenaciously obedient to their concept
of the truth, monastic women of feudalistic Tokugawa overcame intensified male
domination. When we view the activities of the twentieth-century S6t6 Zen nuns
from this historical perspective, it is clear that they are not inaugurating women
into positions of religious leadership. On the contrary, they are acting in accord
with what history had shown them was their due.
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In the beginning, woman was the sun, the genuine human

being, Now she is but a moon—dependent on others for

existence and unable to do anything more than reflect the

glory of others—an infirm pallid moon. . . . She must
return to her original state of glory.”

-—Hiratsuka Raicho (1886—1971),

Leader of Japanese Feminist Movement,®

September 1911

As the twentieth century began, Japanese women were engaged in a deliberate
and active attempt to reassert their concerns. The stark proclamation by Hi-
ratsuka reflected the sentiment of forthright women of her age. The shackles of
the male-dominated and markedly regimented Tokugawa Period were shed in
their renewed sense of worth. Monastic women had a similar vision and acted
with swift strength. Fortified with the triumphs of female religious leaders of the
past, they approached their goals with confidence.

Sotd Zen nuns began the twentieth century with a deep commitment to living
a monastic Buddhist life, plus the conviction that their founder, Dogen, had teach-
ings that affirmed women’s practice. Although academics have become divided
over the significance of Ddgen’s egalitarian teachings, practicing Zen nuns were
not and are not divided. Nuns embrace Dogen’s views of women as positive;
empowered by Dogen’s writings, the nuns have affected the course of S6t6 history
in the twentieth century. But they began the century encumbered by misogynous
regulations in a sect administration that did not acknowledge nuns’ abilities, con-
tributions, or commitments.

The sect has a hierarchical system, with each rank being symbolized by an
appropriate robe color. A visible indication of the sect administration’s policies on
monastic women was that all nuns were required to wear black robes, black being
the color of novices. They were not permitted to receive the requisite monastic
or secular education for the higher ranking positions that would have entitled
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them to wear the colors commensurate with the rank. The issue for nuns in the
twentieth century was not the desire to wear colored robes, but the concern to be
as effective as possible as monastics. That means being officially allowed to par-
ticipate in the decisionmaking process of sect affairs, the level of which is deter-
mined by rank. Legend has it that Dogen refused a purple robe, the color that
symbolizes highest respect, for it did not coincide with his commitment to sim-
plicity. In keeping with their founder, many monastics prefer to wear black, re-
gardless of their rank. For male monastics, preferring black was a matter of choice-
but it wasn't a choice for women until the middle of the twentieth century.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, nuns did not have training facilities
supported or authorized by the sect administration, nor were they permitted to
enter the Sot6 sect university, Komazawa. Compounding the limited resources
available to them, the requirements for a nun were considerably lengthier than
those for her male counterparts, sometimes necessitating one, two, or even three
years more training. This extra effort was only rewarded with degrees lower than
the lowest male degrees. From this unfair foundation, it was easy to keep nuns
out of heading temples of any size or influence. (This, in turn, meant that nuns
were not involved with the financial system that would become notably lucrative
by the final decades of the century.) The regulations stated that only a monastic
with a certain rank could be considered for middle to high positions, but nuns
were not eligible to attain those ranks, no matter how long and hard they practiced.

A significant core of S6td nuns was determined to rectify these inequities. Their
goal of being treated fairly would require a creative mix of established practices
and novel methods. Starting in the 1880s, they began to reach their goal by com-
bining monastic discipline and training with secular education. After establishing
a firm foundation and cultivating a sizable number of competent nuns, they or-
ganized themselves in a concerted effort to force male sect leaders to institute
what they held were Dogen’s teachings on egalitarianism. Throughout this period
the majority of nuns maintained a lifestyle in accord with their idea of traditional
Zen monasticism. On the contrary, numerous male monastics increasingly chose
to live according to relaxed monastic regulations permitted by the Meiji govern-
ment. Many monks also began modifying their practices in an attempt to adjust
Soto Zen to modern times. Although a number of nuns were engaged in tradi-
tionally nonmonastic activities, they appeared more monastic in contrast to the
trend in the monks’ community. This eventually helped foster an increased per-
ception of monastic women’s authority and legitimacy, making it difhcult for the
male sect leaders to ignore the claims nuns made based upon the founder’s own
writings.

The nuns’ actions tell us much about what they thought of themselves. They
did not act like women who were just discovering liberation. They acted like
women who knew that historical precedents made them entitled to fair treatment.
From the beginning of the century, they acted with deliberate and well-reasoned
conduct. They knew that nuns were supposed to be full members of the sect, and
they were tired of men leaving them out. They understood Buddhism to be a
tradition that was fair to women, and they acted with confidence. The leading
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nuns managed the competing currents of tradition and modernization to shift
toward a structurally egalitarian S6t6 Zen institution.

My exploration into the world of Japanese Buddhist nuns concentrates upon
the S6to sect of Zen, for it is currently the largest and most organized sect of nuns
in Japan. The Soto sect has the most nunneries {three: Aichi Senmon Nisodg,
Niigata Senmon Nis6ds, and Toyama Senmon Nisadd), compared to the Jodo
sect, which has one (Yoshimizu Gakuen of Chion-in). The other sects do not
have a special school for the sole purpose of training nuns. Although S6t6 nuns
are more diverse than what is examined here, I have focused my attention on
nuns primarily affiliated with the Aichi Senmon Nisodd in Nagoya. The leaders
of each generation | explicate were involved with the Nagoya nunnery. These
particular nuns represent the largest group within S56t6 nuns. Furthermore, their
records are the most organized, extensive, and accessible. I have gained access to
this period of their history through sources found primarily in the Nagoya nunnery
archives. The major documents include Satoshii Nisoshi [The History of S6t6 Sect
Nuns], the authoritative book on the history of the S6to sect of monastic women,
edited by Tanaka Dorin, Katd Shinjs, Yamaguchi Kokan, and Tajima Hakuds;
Rokujiinen no Ayumi [A Path of Sixty Years], a book that explicates the history of
the Aichi Senmon Nisodo; and Jérin and Otayori, journals written for and by
monastic women.

I am not seeking to discover what “really” happened to these nuns during the
twentieth century. Rather, I am interested in finding out how nuns say they ex-
perienced this part of their history that resulted in so many positive structural
changes. Therefore, it is more important to find out how nuns represent and
understand their actions than it is to ascertain the “facts.”

In her analysis of shamans in Japan, Carmen Blacker found a close relationship
between suffering, endurance, and gratitude and the spiritual awareness that as-
cetics sought and achieved.? [ found a similar correspondence in the nuns I stud-
ied. The key to understanding their interpretation of their lives—especially how
they do not express oppressive feelings in the face of blatantly unfair treatment—is
that they see enduring suffering as part of what will help refine them along the
Buddhist path. Therefore, gratitude even for “oppression” is integral to their dis-
cipline. They strive to view all experience as a resource, an opportunity to polish
oneself. This attitude toward their experiences will become evident through the
way they have articulated their activities. In short, they used suffering to further
their aims. They were not unaware of the unfairness of their situation. But because
they did not see the “official authorities” as having much say in their religious
practice, they found effective ways to change the external structures to accom-
modate their understanding of S6t6 Zen monastic life. They did not wait for the
sect Institution fo support or recognize their efforts. They took action in accor-
dance with their interpretation of Buddhist teachings.

This chapter traces the three generations of S6t6 monastic women who have
been responsible for releasing nuns from systematically undue restrictions. 'The
foci of the three generations are (1) the four pioneering nuns who founded Na-
goya’s official training monastery for nuns in 1go4; (2) Kojima Kendd (1898-19gs)
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and the founding of the Nisddan, the organizing body that helped establish egal-
itarian regulations; and (3) Aoyama Shundo (b. 1933) and the life and teachings
of a traditional female monastic Zen master in modern Japan. The first generation
broke through the embankment of inequity by focusing on the fundamental link
of the vicious cycle: education. The second generation continued to blaze the
trail by forcing the sect administration to revise sect regulations, eradicating rules
that had given male monastics preferential treatment. By the third generation, the
fruits of the previous generations’ toil were beginning to ripen. Structurally and
institutionally, a nun could live according to her interpretation of Buddhist teach-
ings and practices. In this sense, third-generation nuns could choose to be more
“traditional” than those who came before them. The first two generations had to
be more innovative in order to establish a tradition they held was in accord with
the founder’s interpretation of Buddhist monastic life. Reflecting the different
needs of each generation, these women manifest strength of character, creative
ingenuity, and a profound commitment to Buddhist monastic life.

First Generation: Rapid Ascent through Education

Monastic women were leaders in the drive for women to seek education outside
the home, but it was a path filled with institutionalized obstacles. During the late
Tokugawa Period, nuns lived in sub-temples studying and practicing together. The
sect did not officially acknowledge their efforts. They did not authorize the sub-
temnples to grant degrees that would qualify nuns to rise in the ranks of the sect.*
The sect-administered degrees were part of the hierarchical system that determined
who could teach what level of course recognized by the sect and who could run
what level of temple. Since nuns were not allowed to study and/or practice at
anything but the subtemples, they had to determine their own fate with discipline
and commitment. In a move to increase the quality of their education, the first
monastery school for resident S6t6 nuns was established by a nun in Gifu prefec-
ture on April 1, 1881.° Nuns had not yet received recognition from the sect ad-
ministration for their efforts, but shortly thereafter each region established its own
school for nuns. In 1887 the second school was established in Aichi prefecture,
followed by one in Kydto in 1888, then Tokyo in 1889, and Toyama in 18¢2.6
These monastery schools gave the novice women training in Buddhist practice
and a general education. The general education they received at the monastery
schools qualified them for middle-school (jogakkd) degrees conferred by the Jap-
anese Ministry of Education, but the schools were not authorized to grant degrees
that were conferred by the sect administration. The new monastery schools the
nuns established were, nonetheless, more advanced than the sub-temples in which
monastic women trained each other and practiced together, for they offered a
more organized and higher level of education.

Many temples also ran terakoya, schools for neighborhood children.” Although
the terakoya was invariably at a monk’s temple, the majority of those doing the
actual teaching and carc of the children were nuns.® Nuns also were involved in
nursery schools and day care for children during the farmers’ busy seasons. Tar-
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geting these areas of activity reveals that although they personally renounced the
householder life, nuns had insight into the needs of householders. Temples were
the predominant facility for education. During the Meiji years of rapid moderni-
zation and reexamination of traditional customns and values, temple education was
reformed. Sot6 nuns forced the currents of change in their favor, and after a little
more than a decade they won the official right to establish schools fully authorized
to train women in the monastic life as well as offer a government-authorized
general education.

With the administrative barrier removed, S6t6 nuns wasted no time in fulfilling
their dreams of higher education. On August 10, 1902, regulations were established
for official degree-granting Soto-shii Niso Gakurin (S6t6 Sect nuns monastery
schools). It was originally determined that there would be three locations in the
country that would give instruction on various Buddhist teachings and offer
courses as found in a regular secular school. But by 1907 monastery schools for
nuns had been established in Toyama, Aichi, Nagano, and Niigata prefectures.
The schools’ curriculum was designed to prepare novice nuns broadly in both
Buddhist studies and general academic studies. The requirements during their
tenure at the monastery school included Soto sect teachings, teachings of other
sects, ethics, practice, Japanese, Classical Chinese (kanbun), history, geography,
math, calligraphy, chanting scriptures (shomyd), and sewing. To receive the Soto
Sect preparatory degree (yoka), one had to attend the monastery school for a year.
The Standard Degree (fonka), involved three years of study and practice.” These
monastery schools were distinct from a pure monastery, for their aim was to train
monastic women to be effective in both the Buddhist community and the com-
munity at large. In order to function and be respected by society, the secular
component of the education was indispensable. Since most schools were tradi-
tionally affiliated with a temple and there were few public schools at this time, it
was not unusual to have them combined in this manner. S6t6 nuns persisted until
they won both the authority to grant official monastic degrees recognized by the
sect administration and grant official academic degrees recognized by the Ministry
of Education.

This historical achievement was fostered in large part by the efforts of the
wommen who established the first autonomous school officially authorized to train
monastic wormen. Four monastic women, Mizuno Jorin, Hori Mitsujd, Yamaguchi
Kokan, and Ando Dokai, established the Aichi-ken Soto-sha Niso Gakurin on May
8, 1903, only nine months after the regulations enabled them to do so. The nun-
nery designates May 1903 through March 1908 as their founding period. As we
look at this period, the background of each founding nun will be illuminated. A
brief sketch of their individual backgrounds will elucidate a pattern, especially that
education was a commonality that linked them together. It also seems to be of no
coincidence that each of the women received significant support from their fam-
ilies, all of which were of good standing. Both the type of women who chose the
monastic path during the late nineteenth century and the vision and determination
of these particular women will become clear in the ensuing paragraphs.

Mizuno Jorin (1848-1927) was the key figure among the four nuns who founded
the monastery school for nuns in Aichi prefecture. She epitomized the type of
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woman who was cultivated for a leadership role in the nuns’ community. She was
a native of Aichi prefecture, and her family was well-to-do and of high standing
in the community. So despite the lack of institutional facilities, it was not difficult
for her to realize her goal of receiving a high monastic education. Her family
supported their daughter when, at age nine, she initiated the request to be a
renunciant. She practiced near her home at Bisha-dd under the tutelage of Kanko-
ni, a nun renowned among nuns for her strength. Mizuno made quick progress
under her and showed great diligence and intelligence. In 1858, she went with
her teacher to Kyoto, where Kankd-ni was to become the eleventh head of Yorin-
an. Yorin-an, originally a Rinzai temple for nuns, has a history that reaches back
to Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-1598).!° After Kanks-ni died in 1884, Mizuno became
the twelfth head of Yorin-an. During these years, Mizuno had done an extensive
study of classical texts under a recognized teacher, Kanbyd-ni. Mizuno distin-
guished herself in 18go when she became the Dharma heir of U Riki. It was quite
unusual for a nun to become someone’s Dharma heir, for the regulations did not
allow for it. She then went to Niigata and Toyama in 1893 to practice Zen further.
In the autumn of 1901 she was received by the head Zen Master of Eihei-ji, and
she was given the title Ni-oshd (Female Buddhist Preceptor).!! Despite the fact
that sect regulations did not permit nuns to be granted this title, the highest Zen
Master of the sect saw that she was clearly deserving of such recognition. Estab-
lishing such precedent made blazing a path for nuns more acceptable. Mizuno’s
vision for nuns was taking form. She moved closer to her goal in April 1902, when
she was appointed national head of Zen nuns at the behest of the Zen Master of
Fiheisi.

On August 15, 1868, Hori Mitsujd (1868-1927) was born into one of the most
prominent families in the Nagoya castle region in Aichi prefecture. It was not
unusual that the Hori family consented to tonsuring their child at age nine, for
the family was actively engaged in the founding and continuation of a lineage of
nuns laterally related.'? The Hori family is a notable example of the dominant
pattern of aunt-niece blood relations in the nuns’ community. It is no surprise
that the Hori nuns rose to leadership positions, for they had strong financial and
social support. Hori Mitsujd became a disciple of her blood-related aunt, the nun
Hori Tokujo-ni of Ryiisen-kutsu (later renamed Saiks-ji)** in Higashi-ku, Nagoya.
At that time, nuns did not have much opportunity for academic study. It was not
common for them to have time nor the necessary resources for such pursuits.
However, while in training, Mitsujé would create time to study diligently. Like
Mizuno, she seems to have understood that education was the vehicle for ad-
vancing nuns. Mitsuj6 began to reveal her promise when on September 27, 1885,
she was granted the title Head Nun (Ni-shuso) at Eihei-ji. It was almost inevitable
that the young Mitsujo would eventually meet Mizuno Jorin, for they were among
an elite category of highly educated and officially recognized nuns. The following
year (1886), she began to practice and study under Mizuno Jorin at Yorin-an in
Kyoto. Her pursuit of Buddhist Studies led her to a series of teachers. She received
the teachings of Hakuchozan at Hoji-ji in Nagoya, where she studied alongside
monks. Then from February 18gg through Scptember 1go1 she went to Zenbo-ji
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and studied under Hayakawa Kenryt; in 1910 she received the title Ni-oshg from
the Soto sect head temple. It was rare to have the resources to study extensively
and reach a high level of education; Mitsujé’s accomplishments are a reflection
of her intellect and also the high status and support of her family. In 1911 she
moved to Chosei-an (later renamed Seikan-ji) in Chikusa-ku, Nagoya.

Ands Dbokai (1874-1915) was born in Aichi prefecture, the third daughter of
her family. From a young age she showed intelligence and had an affinity for
studying. She became a Buddhist renunciant at the age of thirteen at Entsd-an, a
temple outside the city of Okazaki. She took initiation (tokudo) under the thirtieth
generation head of Ryukai-in, Kondd Shuken. She then studied under the nun
Andd Daiken-ni at Minami Kifun Yakushi-da,'* later renamed Korin-ji.”* Daiken-
ni was the second head of Korin-ji. Ando Dokai eventually became the third head
of Korin-ji. Andd met Mizuno in April 1891. She studied and practiced under
Mizuno for nearly thirteen years at Yorin-an. Andd remained a devoted attendant
over the following twenty years, when they worked together establishing and run-
ning the nunnery. Once again, an exception to the regulations prohibiting women
from high monastic titles was necessary. In 1911 Andd also received the title Ni-
oshd with a mark of outstanding achievement and a special robe from the Zen
Masters of both Eihei-ji and S&ji-ji. Not long after achieving her goals, And died
at age 42 on August 4, 1915.

Yamaguchi Kokan (1875-1933) was born in Aichi prefecture on November 2s.
At the age of four she was adopted by the nun Yamaguchi Dékin-ni. Beginning
at age eight, she started studying Chinese classics under the tutelage of Yamaguchi
Daikyt. In 1888 she received initiation from Sada Kendd. She subsequently stud-
ied the doctrines and teachings of Sot6 and other sects with him. In April 1902
she received the title Ni-shuso from Eiheii, indicating she was a leader among
monastic women. She practiced and studied under Mizuno J6rin for ten years.
Yamaguchi was dedicated to the advancement of monastic women. She was only
twenty-nine when the official nunnery was established. Yamaguchi served the nun-
nery for thirty years, first in the capacity of teacher and later the school superin-
tendent. In 1907 she became the sixth head of the temple in which she received
ordination, Otaka-machi Yakushi-ds. Completing the quartet of prodigious nuns,
Eihei-ji followed suit and also recognized her as a Ni-osho. Yamaguchi is remem-
bered by nuns as a model of erudition who had an intense interest in philosophy.

Having quickly ascertained their mutual concern for education, in 190z these
four monastic women decided it was time to advance the education of all nuns.
They were exasperated at the lack of facilities for running an educational program
for monastic women. After a long and careful deliberation over the structure for
training and educating monastic women, Mizuno Jorin created a proposal, and
was joined by Hori Mitsujs, Yamaguchi Kokan, and Andd Dokai. As comrades,
the four nuns worked together to establish a nuns’ training school, a Nisoda.
Under the guidance of their teacher, Mizuno Jorin, they divided the various tasks
necessary for establishing the nuns’ school. Mizuno wrote of her sentiments at
that time:
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For many years I have been responsible for cultivating nuns. [ have encouraged
them to practice The Way while walking, stopping, residing, sitting, and lying
down. The current group of nuns has come to be dissatisfied with the education
at Yorin-an. We are, therefore, resolved to establish a monastic school for nuns
(nigakurin) with official recognition from the sect. It will support the future
education of monastic women. We cannot quit. Together we vow to establish
fthe nuns’ school] through a spirit of cooperation. !¢

These remarks show that the establishment of an educational facility for monastic
women was not initiated by the sect headquarters or the male leaders of the
religious community. At the beginning of the Meiji Period, the social and religious
status of monastic women was low. Few recognized the necessity for monastic
women to have an education. Nevertheless, the nuns’ school was finally estab-
lished, founded upon the vision and dedication of a small group of monastic
women under the leadership of Mizuno Jorin. At first they did not receive any
assistance from the sect. These nuns overcame great hurdles to establish the school
through their diligent efforts and organizing skills.

Their beginning was modest. They used Ando’s small resident temple—
Yakushi-dd (Kérin-ji)—as their shelter and school room." It was surrounded by a
verdant and thick bamboo grove at the edge of the countryside.'® This was the
stage for the historical drama where the nuns set precedents in the education of
monastic women by establishing a place where nuns could practice and study and
receive recognition for their efforts by the sect headquarters. They opened the
training monastry on May 8, 1903. They combined the opening ceremony with
the entrance ceremony for the first class of novices.

This monastery underwent numerous changes as the nuns responded to the
needs of the times and the opportunities they created. The name of the monastery
changed in accordance with each major development. In general, I use the term
Nis6dd (Nuns' Training Monastery) to refer to their facility. This is the term that
is used by most people today, because it is part of the current official name, Aichi
Senmon Nisddd. A number of nuns who started their training before 1949 still
call it the Nigakurin (Nuns’ Monastery School), for that was the name it used
during the years the monastery also offered education in a broad curriculum that
even included math and science. Today the appellation “Nigakurin” has an af-
fectionate and nostalgic ring to it. (On a practical note, I have also found more
taxicab drivers know how to get to the “Nigakurin” but not the “Nisods,” even
though it is the same place. Perhaps this is due to the fact that more elderly nuns
use taxis today than the younger ones who have the strength to get up the steep
incline.)

In the first year of the Nisodo, twenty-two women entered. There were origi-
nally eight teachers. All thirty lived together in the two six-mat tatami rooms
(approximately 210 square feet.).!” The space served as their sleeping quarters at
night. Upon waking, the women immediately transformed it into a meditation hall
for zazen. At other times it was used as a worship hall for services. Throughout
the day it alternated as a dining area and classroom. They were devoted to their
practice day and night. The food was primarily barley. The miso soup? was mostly
salt, with little of the primary ingredient, soybean paste. It was inconvenient to
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obtain simple supplies like books, pens, and ink, so they had to make a trip into
Nagoya once a month. It was also difficult to see a doctor due to the remoteness
of the location. Despite the extremely tight conditions, they studied diligently,
overcoming numerous obstacles. It is also possible that their practice had to be
extremely strict because of their tight conditions.

Tanaka Dorin (1884-1973), 2 nun who graduated in the fourth class and even-
tually became abbess, recalls when she first went to the Nisodo. There were no
vehicles to transport her over the three 12! of mountain roads. She wore straw
sandals and carried her baggage over the mountain. She reminisces about an
unforgettable moment of sipping water that flowed over a rock along the way. To
the east of the Nis6dd were mountains, to the west a woods, to the south a bamboo
grove, and to the north a train track—the Chitio-sen. There was no electricity at
this time. She also remembers how salty the soup was.

Although at first they had no abbess, they were organized and approached their
tasks with seriousness. The curriculum of 1903 was comprehensive and ambitious
for these monastic women, who did not have support from the sect headquarters
for their actions. Hori assumed the position of school superintendent. Mizuno
Jorin and Hori Mitsujo taught both Soto Sect teachings and Zen practice. Andd
Daokai was responsible for explaining the teachings of other sects and Buddhist
ceremonies, while Yamaguchi Kokan also covered the teachings of other sects and
Classical Chinese (kanbun). Fight other instructors came in and taught history,
science, math, calligraphy, sewing, tea ceremony, flower arranging, and lan-
guage.?> They studied various fascicles of Dogen’s Shobdgenzd, including Kiesan-
mon, Bendowa, and Fukanzazengi. The novices also studied the Eiheishingi.?
Many of the Soto Zen texts they studied focused on practical instructions on how
to live the monastic life. It is significant to point out that the Bendowa text includes
explicit statements about males and females being equal in practice. The educa-
tion novice nuns received was comprehensive, reflecting the expertise and seri-
ousness of the founding nuns.

In 1906 Mizuno Jorin helped with the construction of a new lecture hall at
the Nisodo. In May of that year they became a Sharitsu Nisé Gakurin, a denom-
inational nuns’ school. Until that point they were run privately, but their diligence
brought them official support from sect headquarters. The first class of nuns grad-
uated in 19o7. About ten nuns entered each year. Beginning in 1912, the size of
the entering class increased to an average of twenty nuns. By 1945, 150 nuns were
studying and practicing there.?* These nuns’ efforts were a driving force for the
advancement of monastic women in this century, creating a generation of solidly
educated and trained nuns.

The nuns designate April 1908 through May 1945 as the second period of the
Niso6do, known as the “Yanagihara Jidai.” The number of student nuns soon ex-
ceeded the capacity of the original site of the school. This increase was apparently
augmented by economic conditions. Although the Russo-Japanese war (19o4-1903)
was considered a major triumph because it was the first time in Japan’s recent
history that Asians defeated a Caucasian race, late Meiji Japan’s taxes were high.
Famine and epidemics drove the poor into desperation. Many girls left home to
seek work in factories and brothels, and some sought refuge in the life of a mo-
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nastic. Indeed, in the 1910s the number of novices increased with women from
various backgrounds. This helped prompt the effort to find adequate facilities to
accommodate the increased need.

Hori frequented Chaei-ji, a modestly sized temple renowned for miracles.?®
She prayed daily to Kannon, the Bodhisattva of Compassion, who was enshrined
there. A wealthy man who lived in the neighborhood named Umemoto Kinzaburo
also came to that temple to pray daily. One day, he asked Hori about what kind
of miracle was sought such that a nun would visit this temple on a daily basis.
She told him of the need for a new location for the nuns’ school. Umemoto
answered her prayers with the donation of construction supplies and 1,000 tsubo
(3,300 square meters) of land in a nearby region called Yanagihara, which lies just
north of Nagoya Castle.?® The nuns helped in the construction, and they literally
moved a lot of earth to fulfil their goals. In November 1909 they moved the site
of the Nisod6 to Yanagihara. There were many hardships involved in moving the
Nisodo to Nagoya, but due to the exceptional effort of Hori at the construction
site, they achieved their goal. Through the help of others and their own hard
work, they made a monastery school that could train and teach the increasing
numbers of women entering the monastic path.”

In September 1912, however, tragedy struck the new Nisods when a typhoon
destroyed one of their new classrooms and killed three nuns.”® With resilience and
the generosity of their benefactor, Umemoto, they began building a new worship
hall in 1913. In 1914 they also undertook the construction of a great lecture hall.
The following year, they held a ceremony on behalf of the donors and in cele-
bration of the effort of the numerous people who made the new construction a
success.

On the twentieth anniversary of the Nisods (1923), Mizuno Jorin wrote the
following:

Although many people thought it was quite a risky enterprise for those with no
economic support or knowledge about the ways of the world to organize such
an institution, with unwavering peace of mind we endured hardships of body
and mind and have surmounted the difficulties. We could not imagine welcom-
ing in the twentieth anniversary of the Gakurin at that time, but now upon
seeing the grand anniversary ceremony, | have learned the profound gratitude
of Buddha'’s infinite liberation. It is only possible due to the assistance of the
followers and Buddha’s infinite protection. From start to finish with consistent
sincerity from the bottom of our hearts, this is the requirement of being single-
minded, not divided in two. Although I have recently been ill, the fact that I
can attend the twentieth anniversary ceremony in health is a joy beyond all
bounds.?

The twentieth anniversary celebrations were augmented with the publication
of the Nisadd's first journal, Jorin. Arisaga Tainin, the director of the Jorin Asso-
ciation (Jorinkai) that published the journal, began the inaugural issue with some
remarks about the founding of the Nisodo:

"The original Nigakurin was established after the second war in which the coun-
try was resolved to recover its honor in the Japan—-Manchu war. Tt was a period
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in which people were incited to take opportunities, to be diligent in develop-
ment, to display perseverance and determination in government, economics,
education, and religion. The Nigakurin was established for the purpose of wak-
ing up those nuns who desire the indolence of many years of having passively
accepted the status quo. The spirit of the education was to accommodate the
devoted nuns in the sect. By working together, we achieved educational disci-
pline through overseeing the educational level of middle and higher girl’s school
education while also providing a religious education. This was an alarm bell
awakening those who lost sight of the religious mission of teaching the Dharma
through education. This is the origin of the Nigakurin and its spirit of educa-
tion.>

The curriculum in 1926 included twenty-nine instructors {many of them nuns)
and a greater diversity of courses, adding writing, sociology, geography, biology,
music, and English.*' The school was thriving. By 1927, however, Yamaguchi
remained the sole survivor of the original four founders, after Mizuno and Hori
died within months of each other. Before passing away, Mizuno said: “I am fast
growing old. 1 ask from the bottom of my heart that you stay devoted to the cause
of the education of future nuns. You must not waver and pass any opportunity.
I'm counting on you.” Yamaguchi responded, “We are in an urgent time, and we
will not be lax and hesitate for even one day.”*? Horl Tokud and Tanaka Dérin,
among others, worked with Yamaguchi from then on, and they devoted themselves
to the great task of educating monastic women and gaining various substantial
facilities. On September 13, 1933, Yamaguchi also died.

The four founders left a legacy of competent nuns in their wake, so their
passing did not interrupt the steady flow of progress. By the Nisoda’s thirtieth
anniversary in 1933, the school had added Buddhist history, religious philosophy,
pedagogy, logic, and psychology to their curriculum.” In 1937, to mark the twenty-
third memorial of Andd Dokai’s death, the nuns placed a memorial stone in the
grounds of Kérin-ji to remember the birth of the Nis6d6 at Andd’s temple, the
stone simply inscribed as: “Séto-shii Nigakurin Foundation Site.”**

In 1941, when the Pacific War began, the Nisods had 140 student nuns. During
the years of war, like all able-bodied people, the nuns in training were mobilized
for labor by the government. They left the Nisgdo in traditional monastic work
clothes, stopping for a prayer to the Buddha to have that day pass without harm
as they went to the factories to work. They had to carry gas masks on their shoul-
ders in case of an air raid with poison gas. Kitd Shunk®d, then a young nun, recalls
how their elderly teacher, Hori Sensei, brought them hot food and water in the
factory.®® Fortilying their organizational structure even as the country was strug-
gling to fortify its own forces, in 1943 they changed the name of the Nisodd to
“Soto-shit Dai-ichi Nigakurin” (S6t6 Sect Primary Monastic Women'’s Training
School).

Nuns designate May 1945 through December 1947 as the third period of their
history. It was a time when they were recovering from the ravages of the war that
had forced them to move a nuinber of times before they could settle in a suitable
permanent location. On May 14, 1945, a time when hunger was incessant, therc
was an air raid that left the Nisodo in ashes. All the novice nuns were at the
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Nisado that day. When the sirens went off, they all went into the air raid shelter
with only a few things. A deafening sound burst their ears as the planes flew low,
dropping bombs that burned with sharp metallic sounds. The sound of burning
grew louder as they realized their school was in flames. Fear was palpable as they
huddled together. A faint echo of somber tears resonated in the shelter when the
teacher, Hori, became aware of their impending danger. She shouted, “We must
escape and separate. Return when the flames have died down!” Everyone obeyed.
When the flames grew quiet, they all returned to the Nisodd garden only to find
the air-raid shelter had also burned down. The small items they had brought with
them to the shelter had become ash. Fortunately, no one had been hurt. All 131
novices held each other’s hands as they stood around their school of ashes.*

Takama Shtdg, the regional representative of the S6t6 sect administration, said
he will never forget that May 14:

Hori Mitsujo Roshi came to report the damages. She bowed deeply with her
hands together. She had just come the 6 kilometer distance in bare feet. I invited
her in, but she said she must take care of the children [novices]. She ran back
without having come in. | had tried to offer her shoes to get her 6o-year-old self
back through the broken glass and shrapnel, but she would not accept.’”

After the Yanagihara site was destroyed by the bombings,®® the nuns stayed in
a local temple, Fukugon-ji, until they arranged for more permanent accommo-
dations. From August 1945 through December 1947, the nuns resided at another
local temple, Kentoku-ji.** They built a new school (and a place for sleeping),
adjacent to the temple Shoba-ji in Nagoya, and on December 3, 1947, they finally
moved in. They had passed the previous two and a half years quite literally as
unsui—clouds and water—the name given to novices to stress their lack of abode
and the malleability needed to accommodate to monastic life. They were grateful,
however, to have a regular monastery, and they went to the Buddha’s relics en-
shrined at nearby Kakudzan to offer their prayers. They had survived the war
without a single person sacrificed, and they finally found refuge in a pleasant
location in a quiet and convenient area of Nagoya called Shiroyama.*

The fourth era of the Nis6dd, lasting from January 1948 through March 1963,
was a period marked by the restoration of the fundamentals of monastery life.
These decades represent the time when the vision of the four founding nuns
became firmly established. Knowing that education was the key to becoming ef-
fective participants in the sect administration and gaining more power to define
the parameters of their monastic life as women, the nuns maintained the centrality
of education to their training. In April 1948, under the United States occupation
led by General Douglas MacArthur, new regulations for high school education
were instituted; the “Soto-shii Dai-ichi Nigakurin” (Sotd Sect Primary Monastic
Women’s Training School) became the “Soto-shtt Kotd Nigakurin” (Soto Sect
Higher Monastic Women’s Training School). The change in name signified that
the Nisodd was no longer responsible for, nor authorized to, grant high school
diplomas. This, however, did not prevent nuns from receiving a higher education.
Upon the encouragement of the president of Aichi Gakuin,* Koide Yazo, many
nuns entered the university to further their academic studies. Novices were al-
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lowed to continue monastic training and reside at the Nis6d6 while attending the
secular school

In 1949, the Nisodd assumed its current name, Aichi Senmon Nisodo (The
Aichi Advanced Training Monastery for Monastic Women), which reflects the
shift in their focus. From this point on, the nunnery would specialize solely in
monastic training. In conjunction with this shift in emphasis, in March 1950 they
began an all-out campaign to build a meditation hall. They did alms gathering
(takuhatsu) for one and a half years.® Teachers and students went nationwide
secking support. Their success was celebrated on September 12, 1951, when they
had the opening ceremony and an inaugural meditation retreat (sesshin). Nuns’
reflections of that ceremony and retreat reveal deep emotion, for they had attained
their goal despite institutional obstacles compounded by setbacks experienced be-
cause of the war*

A clear indication of the nuns’ pride in their accomplishments is expressed in
their concern to contextualize their activities in terms of Soto Zen history. They
wanted to highlight the efforts of Dogen and Keizan, whom they viewed as Soto
leaders who established the legitimacy of women devoted to S6t6 Zen monastic
life. Thus, in 1953, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of their founding
and at the behest of the Nisods, Tajima Hakudo wrote Dagen, Keizan Ryozenji
no Nisgkan to sono Eka no Niso (“Dogen’s and Keizan Zenji’s Attitude toward
Monastic Women and the Monastic Women under Them”). Tajima was chosen
to lead the project because he had an important combination of expertise and
experience. A professor at Aichi Gakuin, he specialized in the history of Soto Zen
in Nagoya, he had keen interest in nuns’ contribution to that history, and he had
firsthand insight into the internal workings of the S6t6 sect—for he himself was
a Soto monastic. In a capacity as editorial board, a number of nuns were instru-
mental in bringing the project to fruition. Most notably, Kojima Kendg, the prom-
inent nun, led this effort to establish a strong awareness of the tradition of Zen
monastic women. After seven years of research, they also completed S6t6-shii Niso-
shi (The History of Sot6 Sect Nuns), which was published in 1955. By 1963, the
curriculum was modified, reflecting the nuns’ heightened concern for educating
novices about the historical background of their tradition; they added history of
monastic women; Zen history; history of Buddhism in India, China, and Japan;
poetry (waka); and children’s sermons. The texts that were studied at that time
include the Shobogenzo, Shushogi, Gakuds Yojinshi, and the Denkéroku, among
others.*

The year 1963 also marked the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the Ni-
s6do. To commemorate the event, the nuns had a few more rooms added to the
monastic complex, including a formal traditional Japanese drawing room (shoin)
and library. A nun who was in the first graduating class, Otsubo Kasen (1880—
1979), gave these remarks at the anniversary ceremony:

The four teachers J6rin, Mitsujo, Dokai, and Kokan, all endured hardships for
which there are no words to adequately express. At the time it was a Gakurin
[monastery school] in name only since facilities and supplies were sparse and
all the young nuns were not strong. We were dependent on the endurance of
our teachers. They were genuinely kind in teaching us. That was 6o years ago,
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yet even now the spirit of those four teachers lives on in the heart of a small
nun.*

The first monastic woman to be officially recognized as the abbess of the Ni-
s0d6 was Tanaka Dérin (1887-1974) in 1963.% She was a disciple of Mizuno Jorin.
Tanaka entered in the second class of the Nisodd in 1904. She devoted her entire
life to the school of nuns. Tanaka saw them through a triumph; in April 1970,
more than a century of discrimination between monks and nuns was abolished
with the establishment of a place to train nuns as high-ranking teachers— Toku-
betsu Nisodd (Special Advanced Monastery for Monastic Women). From this time
forward, nuns could train nuns to serve in the highest teaching ranks of the sect.
This completed their goal of advancing monastic women’s education to equal that
of male monastics.

Shortly thereafter, Tanaka died on September 235, 1974, just after the nuns had
performed the Autumnal Equinox ceremony. Ever mindful of perfecting detail,
she had stopped to teach a novice the correct way to play the complicated rhythms
of the wooden fish-shaped drum (mokugyo) and gong (keisu), and then she quietly
retired to her quarters. The following morning they found that she had already
passed away.*® Kato Shinjo becamne the abbess after Tanaka’s sudden death. The
death of leaders in the nuns’ community does not result in a disruption of their
activities—still more testimony to the efficacy of the training the nuns received.

Nuns were now able to direct the course of their actions more freely, and they
were officially recognized for their achievements. They had autonomy of decision
in administering their own monastery for officially training future monastic women
and advanced teachers. The struggle and glory of the establishment and devel-
opment of Aichi Senmon Nisodd illustrates the courage and resiliency that char-
acterizes Zen monastic women in general. The background of two other Nisodd
in Toyama and Niigata prefectures reflect the broad extent of the Zen monastic
women’s activities.*

In anticipation of the head temples, Eihei-ji and Soji-ji, granting ofhcial ap-
proval for establishing Nisods, the Toyama Niso Gakurin opened in March 19oz.
They wasted no time in obtaining official recognition after the August 10, 1902,
regulations established the right for monastic women to run monastery schools.
The Nisodd there was founded upon the efforts of the monastic women Okumura
Taids, Kametani Esan, Tamagawa Jitsubyd, and Mydgen Soshin. In 1937, sixty-
three nuns were in attendance at Toyama, as opposed to approximately 100 in
Nagoya. At the end of the war in 1940, there were thirty nuns.

At the Toyama Nisodd, they now maintain a traditional Buddhist practice of
alms gathering (takuhatsu) that is designed to build physical and spiritual
strength.’® Deliberately scheduling two cold months and one hot month (March,
July, and November), the nuns go out each time for a stretch of five days to gather
alms. The practice is designed to train one how to overcome the challenges of
cold and hot weather, as well as to lecarn humility and gratitude. The milder
seasons of spring and fall are avoided, for they do not train a person as well. 'I'he
abbess of Toyama Nisodo, Hasckawa, is adamant that nuns should be taught by
nuns.®! She claims that monks teach differently, although she would allow a monk
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to teach the nuns two out of twelve hours of instruction time. Due to the small
number of novices and the location in the countryside, the monastery is run more
like the training temples of old, where a teacher would train disciples in their own
temple. The large institutional training monasteries have become more common
in recent history.

Nakamura Sengan, another pioneer in the history of the S6t6 nuns’ movement
for educational reforms, founded the Niigata Niso Gakurin on April 1, 1907. Al-
though she worked alone, she made a contribution to the education of monastic
women outside the major central regions of Japan. Her work also extended beyond
the period of her direct influence during the Meiji and Taishd periods. Like the
other nuns’ schools, at first all secular school subjects were taught along with the
rigors of monastic training. With the change in the Ministry of Education regu-
lations, the schools were no longer authorized to confer junior high and senior
high school diplomas. So in 1952 they became the Niigata Senmon Nisgdd (The
Niigata Advanced Training Monastery for Monastic Women). Like the other Ni-
s0do, this new title reflected that their main purpose had shifted to focus only on
monastic training. Their meditation hall is located on the second Hoor, a reminder
throughout the year that deep snows blanket the region during the long winter.
Although the area is relatively remote, the number of nuns in training at one time
reached eighty. In 1972 the nuns built a kindergarten on the land that they had
previously used to cultivate their food. Now with the number of nuns greatly
reduced, they do not need such a large plot of land, but they continue to grow
their own vegetables and run the Niigata Nisods like a family unit.*? They main-
tain the structure of a monastic training school —holding classes, practicing rituals,
and doing zazen-—despite the small numbers, for their aim is not quantity. The
goal always has been and continues to be focused upon training nuns to excel in
a quality of life worthy of a monastic.

The strategy of the leaders of S6t6 nuns to concentrate on education bore the
desired results. They set out to train young nuns to think carefully about what
needed to be done, and they produced hundreds of nuns who knew how to dis-
mantle the male power structures that sought to institutionalize the nuns’ subor-
dinate status. These nuns of the early and mid-twentieth century had become
strong under the hardships of war and the frustrations of unequal sect regulations.
They were poised for action.

Second Generation: Strategists of Egalitarianism

The educational foundation was firmly established in the first half of the twentieth
century, enabling many nuns to direct their efforts to rectifying the other inequities
of the sect administration’s regulations. During the middle decades of the century,
nuns went from ranks below that of all monks to being permitted to attain high
levels equal to their male counterparts. The fight for equality in monastic ranks,
teaching ranks, and temple ranks was carried out through the Sét6-shta Nisodan
(Sote Sect Nuns” Organization), an official organization established by the nuns
in 1944 for addressing the neceds of Sot6 nuns. Their battle with the Sat6-sha
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Shizmucho (S6t6 Sect Administration), the official organizing body of the Soto
sect, was led by the invincible efforts of Kojima Kendd (1898-1995). Her biography
will be highlighted in this section, for her life story is a series of first-time oppor-
tunities claimed by and granted to a Sotd Zen nun. It is no coincidence that
Kojima’s most zealous and productive years coincide with the period of most rapid
progress toward equality for the nuns. It is notable to mention that this was also
the most turbulent period of recent Japanese history, spanning the years before
and after World War II when the rhetoric of male military dominance was at a
high point. My examination of Kojima will be based on her published autobiog-
raphy, my extensive interviews with her, and a rare collection of her articles that
she entrusted to me.”

Kojima was born in Nagoya. When she told her mother of her decision to
become a monastic, Kojima still remembers how her mother cried daily. Kojima,
however, had been interested in becoming a monastic since she was quite young.
Kojima spoke with conviction about those days when she resolved not to be dis-
suaded. She explained that her family belonged to the S&to sect, and as a child
she frequently saw monks and nuns. She reminisced about how her young heart
was moved by their robes and their chanting, although she later reflected that
being a monastic required a commitment of steel. Garments are only external
adornments, words easier than action. In 1910, at the age of twelve, Kojima ac-
complished her first goal: she became ordained. As she grew a little older, she
began to recognize clear discrimination between male and female monastics. She
said that she could not endure it.

Kojima entered the Nisddo in Nagoya after she finished the mandatory two
years of high school. She mentioned how she entered with excitement and joy,
but that she soon realized how difficult it was. The teachers were extremely strict.
Kojima, a nun who proved to be one of the most important and powerful nuns
in this era, even admitted that at moments she thought she would die. Since she
decided to enter the monastery upon her own initiative, however, she could not
return home. She persevered.” Upon graduation in 1918, Kojima became Hori’s
assistant, but Kojima was compelled to obtain a higher education. Even after
Kojima graduated from Aichi Gakuin, it was not enough to quench her thirst for
study. Although no female monastic had been permitted to attend Komazawa
University, she was determined to go. She explicitly noted in my interview with
her that she was determined to succeed, because she knew such regulations went
against the current of egalitarian teachings she had learned from Dégen and the
Dharma. Empowered with this knowledge, Kojima did not hesitate to act.

In 1923, 10% of all monastics were women. The nuns fought for raising the
level of education of nuns, which was equivalent to junior high school level at
that time. They wanted college-level education and money to support an educa-
tion equivalent to the monks’ educational opportunities. They demanded better
texts, teachers, and a library.*® In 1925 Kojima prevailed, and along with four other
nuns— Katd Shinjs, Taniguchi Setsudd, Adachi Teiks, and Kurata Baigaku — be-
came the first monastic women to enter Komazawa University. Kojima studied
there for three years. She commented that they were trcated well by the dean,
and, since they were older than most of the students, they were also treated well
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by the male student body. Kojima then returned to the Nisodo. Hori and Yama-
guchi requested that both Kojima and Kato take responsibility for the future of
the Nisodo.

After more than ten years of caring for the Nisodo and participating in the
movement to secure egalitarian regulations for nuns, Kojima decided that it was
important to expand her scope of activity. This required her to take a recess from
her duties at the Nisodd. She was among a small number of nuns who ministered
in Hawaii on behalf of the International Division of the Soto Sect Administration.
Kojima ministered from 1938 through 1941. Her first year was spent at Mampuku-
ji on Maui, and the remaining three years were at the Eihei-ji Betsuin in Hono-
lulu. The followers at these temples were primarily nisei, second generation Jap-
anese. The work the nuns did abroad included running various classes that focused
upon the needs and concerns of women and children. Along with teaching Zen
practice and teachings, they ran Sunday school, a women’s club, a girls’ club, a
female youth club, and a children’s club. They were also engaged in teaching
various cultural classes such as tea ceremony, calligraphy, sewing of western and
Japanese garments, music, children’s stories, and dance. Her retumn to the Nis6dd
was sudden, because of the onset of war. Kojima then resumed her teaching
position at the Nisddo.

The war left many orphaned children. The nuns responded with compassion
and dedication. One nun in particular, Taniguchi Setsudd-ni (1go1-1986), devoted
the rest of her life to helping these children. She established Lumbini-en, an
orphanage.”® Taniguchi followed Dogen’s four virtues of a bodhisattva in running
the orphanage®™:

1. Fuse: to give.

2. Aigo: to use gentle, loving words.

3. Rigys: to completely forget the self in one’s effort to help other people.
4. Doji: to live helping each other out.

Kojima assisted her, and commented on the irony that their commitment to being
nuns had led them to be mothers.

The period 1930-1945 marks the Fifteen Years War, a time of general ferment
in Japan. All people, including monastic women, made a concerted effort to show
their devotion to the nation. Women were joining forces with the realization that
they could change their status in society. In 1931, the First All-Japan Women’s
Suffrage Rally was held.’® Yet Soto nuns led the way one year earlier. At Eiheiji,
on the occasion of a special Buddhist practice session (sesshin) for the 6soth
Memorial of the Second Patriarch Koun Ejo (1198-1280)* on May 14, 1930, the
Soto Sect National Meeting of Nuns (Sotd-shil Zenkoku Nishil Daikai)® wrote a
statement reflecting their concerns and aims.

The most powerful nuns from all parts of the country gathered at Fihei-i for
a number of national meetings. Nakamura Sen’e, the successor to Nakamura
Sengan (the founder of Niigata Nis6dd), served as the leader at this meeting.®!
Nagazawa Sozen,* the head nun of one of Tokyo’s most important nunneries,
Kannon-ji, scrved as leader at their second meeting®* A large number of promi-
nent representatives from Nagoya were actively engaged in this historic effort to
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rectify the position of nuns in the Sotg sect. Tanaka Dérin, disciple of Mizuno
Jorin and future abbess of Aichi Nisodg, served as the leader of their third meeting.
Yamaguchi Kokan, one of the four founders of the nunnery in Nagoya, and Hori
Tokus, sibling in Dharma and blood relations to Hori Mitsujd, another of the
four founding nuns, made their contributions to this historic event. Katd Shinjo,
their blood-related cousin who would one day become an abbess of Aichi Nisado,
was also present. Kojima Kendd, whose voice would soon reverberate throughout
the sect administration, was also in attendance. This group of visionary and de-
termined nuns solidified their concerns and wrote a stalwart resolution with de-
mands for equal treatment by the sect administration.

The Sot6 Sect Administration records on regulations regarding S6t6 Zen mo-
nastic women document the evolution of the official egalitarian advances accom-
plished during this century. The Soto Sect publishes their regulations annually in
the Soto-shii Shiisei, but there are usually few substantial changes. The regulations
from 1941 represent the basic regulations before the Nisadan instituted reforms. At
this time, the highest rank a nun could attain was below the lowest monk rank.
Also, even if a nun functioned as the head of a temple, she was not permitted to
perform the zuise, a ceremony of telling both Main temples (Eihei-ji and Soji-ji)
that a person is officially becoming the head of a temple (jashoku). Therefore, a
nun could not technically become the head of a temple. A nuns’ census registra-
tion (koseki) was, therefore, kept at her teacher’s temple. This prevented nuns from
formally having independence. The record-keeping policies hid nuns activities.
These regulations that circumscribed nuns at the officially documented level, how-
ever, did not prevent nuns from actually making the contributions and performing
the role of a temple head.

These nuns were empowered by their understanding of the teachings of Dagen
and Ej5.5* They acted upon their faith in their “original destiny” and what they
called their “natural rights” —concepts that had come into currency along with a
host of western ideas in the Meiji period. They do not merely claim rights, they
reclaim rights that were theirs before the sect administration institutionalized in-
equality:

We monastic women have largely been neglected by members of the sect, to

say nothing of general society. The result has been that the institution of the

sect has not granted us our natural rights. Due to this negligence, a great num-
ber of monastic women have endured under miserable conditions, and the
situation has not changed much over time. However, we will not permit the
flow of history to stop and leave us in our current situation. Indeed, we have
arrived at a time when the actual day is not far from women in society clamoring
with loud voices and claiming the right to participate in government. At the
next special meeting of the legislature, the government and the people from
both political parties will introduce a bill for the civil rights of women. Is there
not a more lucid tale to have scen than this? Even if it is only one day sooncr,
we monastic women, too, must awaken from our deep slumber; we must free
ourselves {rom the bonds of iron chains. On this occasion, having been granted
the opportunity to participate in a National Monastic Women’s Meeting at the

Head 'Temple, Eiheiqi, the historic seat of the great Dharma, we monastic

women must become selfaware of the important destiny to which we have been
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assigned. Along with this, we must claim our natural rights. This will happen
soon, for we have the capacity to truly uphold and not doubt the spirit of the
Second Patriarch Koun Ejo and the original founder, Dogen Zenji. The ma-
jority are of congenial spirit, namely, we the monastic women of Japan are ever
more solidifying our joint forces. We must succeed in attaining our original
destiny, and in so doing let us claim the natural rights that we deserve but have
not yet gained!”

Resolutions

I. We monastic women are resolved to work to achieve the important mission
of educating the people along with exerting ourselves to increasingly im-
prove, advance, and cultivate belief in ourselves by looking in the mirror to
see our duty and the current of the times.

II. Beyond accomplishing our duty as monastic women, we are resolved, in the
name of this large association, to petition to the sect authorities and the
institution of the sect to claim the rights as follows in each item.

A. We want authorization to designate Dharma heirs.

B. We reclaim the right to participate in the governing of each aspect of
the sect and to opportunities for education and the like.

C. We reclaim the capacity to have appointments in each category of reli-
gious teacher.

D. We resolve to hold annual seminars that focus upon the various concerns
of monastic women.

E. We reclaim the right to be granted positions as heads of temples at least
as high as those with the status of full-ranking temple (hochi).®

In 1937, at the third Soto Sect National Assembly of Monastic Women held at
Soji-ji in honor of the 6ooth anniversary of Emperor Godaigo (1318-1339), the
delegates wrote another resolution, including petitions for authorization to desig-
nate a Dharma heir, to wear different colored robes (nuns still were only allowed
to wear black), the right to participate in all aspects of the sect governing orga-
nization, and to have increased educational opportunities. Thereafter, they de-
cided to present their resolutions annually.&

The nuns formally established the Soto-sha Nisé Gokokudan (Soto Sect Nuns
Organization for the Protection of the Country) in 1944.% Kojima was elected
president. Their motto is: “Do not discriminate against [a person’s] sex, this is the
True Law of the exquisite and supreme Buddhist Way.” They stated the three
aims they established for this organization as follows.

1. To be authorized to grant Dharma transmission.

2. To build a school for teaching nuns, and to publish a history of nuns
before Koun Ejo’s 7ooth Memorial {1980].9

3. To be engaged in social work. For example, we started the orphanage
Lumbini-en, when we found children who had lost their parents in the
war struggling for survival in Ueno Park and the subway station in Asa-
kusa [Tokyo]. Taniguchi Setsudd took sole responsibility for the long-
terim daily care of the children.”
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Sot6 nuns saw their aims clearly and proceeded with confidence. They developed
their role as protector of the unfortunate, institutionally cultivating and advocating
a socially engaged monastic life.

After the war they gave the organization its current name, Soto-shd Nisddan
(Sotd Sect Nuns” Organization), and the nuns received an office in the sect head-
quarters building in Tokyo. They organized their various concerns and needs into
divisions. The Religious Discipline Division (Shiidé-bu) oversees Zen training and
practice, ceremonies, and chanting of scriptures. The Encouragement of Learning
Division (Shogaku-bu) is concerned with the development of educational funds
and dormitory fees. The Education Division (Kyoka-bu) is responsible for the
women’s section, youth section, and the educational writing division. The Division
for the Arts (Geino-bu) oversees the music section, drama section, tea and flower
section, and the writing section (calligraphy and poetry writing). The Social Work
Division (Shakaijigyd-bu) promotes activities such as orphanages, nursery schools,
kindergartens, child care, youth protection groups, adult protection groups,
mother—child groups, and a welfare commission. The final division deals with
resources (Shigen-bu). At the helm of the S6t6-sha Nisodan, Kojima left her mark
upon the history of St nuns through this position of power and responsibility
from 1944 until 1963. In that capacity, she fought for and succeeded in winning
equal regulations for the nuns.

The timing of the nuns” demands was in the context of a large-scale surge in
the cause of women, in part promoted by the Allied Occupation Forces. On
October g, 1945, the Occupation Forces demanded that Japan take five steps. The
first step was the liberation of women.” The new constitution made with the Allied
Occupation Forces in 1946 gave women full legal and political equality.” Article
14 reads: “All people are equal under the law and there shall be no discrimination
in political, economic or social relations because of race, creed, sex, social status,
or family origin.”

From December 15 to 17, 1945, the nuns held a retreat (sesshin) at Eihei-ji.
The text studied during this retreat was the Raihaitokuzui fascicle of Dogen's
Shobogenzo, a text renowned for being Dogen’s most explicit articulation on the
equality of women and men. The fact that nuns used this text as the base of their
fight for equal regulations proves that these nuns interpreted Dogen as a founder
who held egalitarian views. Unlike a number of academics who a few decades
later would develop an interpretation of Ddgen as a man who changed his mind,
these nuns in 1945 did not question whether Dogen modified his views late in
life. In fact, the sect showed their approval of the nuns’ interpretation of Ddgen,
for they eventually granted the women their requests. In 1946 the nuns again made
an appeal to establish egalitarian practices within the Sot sect, and they submitted
their five concerns.

1. Concern: new roles, because nuns must fulfill their capacities.

2. Concern: a method for advancing the education and skills of the nuns.

3. Concern: a petition to decrease the limitations sct upon nuns’ teaching
ranks and appointiment to monastic ranks.

4. Concern: the prosperity of nuns’ temples and hermitages.
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5. Concern: the problem of establishing opportunities for the nuns’ disci-
ples.”

They gave their concerns to sect leaders along with the following concrete de-
mands as an acceptable way to resolve the issues.

1. Those who graduate from a nunnery should be allowed to enter Koma-
zawa University.
2. The head of a nunnery should be a nun [abbess].
3. Do not discriminate between male and female monastics in monastic
rank if they have the same level of practice.
. To have the same entitlement to teaching ranks as male monastics.
. To have the same rights to being the head of a temple as male monastics.
. To have the right to vote on sect matters and to have the right to be
elected to office.
7. To receive authorization for a Nisé Senmon S6dd [a nunnery that con-
fers advanced teaching degrees].”

AWV B

The sect leadership responded with changes that are in accord with the spirit
of Dogen’s egalitarian teachings:

1. Equality in Teaching Degrees, hereafter:

a. Third Subordinate Rank Nun Instructors (Sankyii Nikyoshi) to be
raised to Third Rank Teacher (Santd Kyashi)

b. First Subordinate Rank Nun Instructor (Ikkya Nikyoshi) and Second
Subordinate Rank Nun Instructor (Nikyi Nikygshi) to be raised to
First Rank Teacher (Itt6 Kyoshi) and Second Rank Teacher (Nito
Kyoshi), respectively.

c. After three years a nun is to be granted the degree First Subordinate
Rank Nun Instructor (Ikkya Nikysshi), and after five years to be
granted the degree Second Subordinate Rank Instructor (Nikya Nik-
yoshi).

d. A nun who is classed as Second Rank (Nit6) or above is to be granted
the title Ni-osho. Those who have graduated from the Nigakurin or
Nisodo are to be granted the degree Third Rank Teacher (Santo
Kyashi). Those who graduate from Komazawa University Senmonbu
are to be granted the degree Second Rank Teacher (Nit6 Kysshi).

2. To recognize Nishisé {monastic women as teachers).

3. To authorize the titles Nishisé and Ni-osho upon their completion of
established periods of training.

4. To be eligible to be the head of a temple if one is at least a Ni-osho.
One becomes a Ni-osho after five years of practice (ango).

5. The right to vote is limited to those with at least the rank of Teacher
(Kyoshi).

Atter World War 11, just as all women werc given the right to participate in
national government, the new sect regulations included the authorization for nuns
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to designate their disciples as their Dharma heir, men and women to be treated
equally in attaining teaching degrees, official recognition was granted to female
monastic teachers, permission was granted for nuns to have their own training
sessions (ango), and nuns won the right to vote in sect matters.” The sect admin-
istration had effectively and fundamentally been reformed according to the de-
mands nuns had resolved to win less than twenty years before.

With Kojima Kendd at the helm of the Nisddan, the reforms continued to
dissolve the bastion of male authority and power over nuns. She traveled exten-
sively in the name of equality (sometimes Kojima had no choice but to stand
seven to ten hours on the train to get to a meeting at the sect headquarters™). In
1947 she guided other significant changes that marked a move in the direction of
autonomy; new regulations allowed nuns to move their census records to their
own temples. This modification of the regulations provided high nuns with visible
proof of their status. Also, regulation number 536 permitted Oshé and Ni-oshé to
wear colored robes commensurate with their rank.

The inertia of reform continued. Due in large part to Kojima’s perseverance,
in 1948 nuns also became eligible to hold elected office. In 1949, nuns who studied
at Komazawa University were able to matriculate as regular students, the same as
male students.”” Four nuns entered that year. Another major triumph was winning
authorization for Dharma transmission in March of 1951. In November of that
year, both Kato and Kojima went to S6ji-ji and entered the highest teacher (shike)
training program that was opened there.

Together Kato and Kojima were successful in establishing a new tradition to
reflect the raised status of nuns. Beginning in 1949, each year on October 14 a
nun was allowed to serve as shokashi™® at S6ji-ji, one of the sect’s Main temples.”
Soji-ji was chosen, for the nuns maintain the general impression that Keizan Zenji
(the founder of S6ji-ji) was actively concerned with the affairs of monastic women.
Katd was the first nun to he given the honor.® Another example of the strong
run, kindergarten through university. The high school girls attend the annual
ceremony. Kojima was the shokdshi the second year. In the beginning, the shokashi
had to be at least seventy years of age, but now the Nisddan chooses a nun
regardless of her age. To serve as shokoshi is a position of honor and a symbol of
the nuns’ triumph over a period of institutional discrimination.

The most dramatic reforms, however, occurred in the 1953 regulations. The
tides of reform had swelled nationwide, and all Buddhist sects in Japan went
through a major revision at this point. Ni-oshg or above could now be formally
designated head (jishoku) of full-tank (héchi) temples. It is important to note that
hochi have lay supporters who provide financial resources. The rank of temple
above hachi is called kakuchi. These are temples with great historical and cultural
importance and temples with significant power. Previously, monastic women were
only allowed to head heisochi level sub-temples or hermitages. They had no lay
supporters, and thus they had little financial resources, because onc of the major
activities (and a mainstay of income) of a temple is to perform memorial scrvices
for the ancestors of their lay supporters.
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Another sweeping change was that the nuns’ teaching degrees and monastic
rank titles were raised all across the board. Prior to the reforms, the requirements
for the various degrees were much more stringent for nuns than for monks. For
example, after being in training for five years, a nun received the same degree
that a monk could receive after just two years of training. Furthermore, there were
high pesitions that a nun was never eligible for, no matter how hard she studied
or practiced. The irony of this is that the monastic women became more thor-
oughly trained than the average monk, because they had to work harder to get
minimal degrees.

In 1965, the major revisions to the regulations were stated as follows:

1. The monastic ranks are to be High Seat Nun (Nijéza), Foundation Seat
Nun (Nizagen), Preceptor Nun (Ni-0shd), and High Preceptor Nun (Ni-
daioshd, authorizing these nuns to teach others and train monastics at
their temple).

2. Since fraining sessions for nuns (Ni-ango) can only happen in full rank
(hochi) temples, all temples ranked sub-temple are to become full rank.

3. Nuns can wear robes commensurate with their rank.

4. Establish a Tokubetsu Nisodo to open the path for cultivating advanced
teachers (shike).

Kojima documents their fight, recalling her relentless approach to winning fair
and just regulations. In her advanced age, she remarked that she was slightly
embarrassed for her forthright action, but the twinkle in her eyes reflected no
genuine regret®! She was notorious for speaking out at official sect meetings,
frequently the only nun among many powerful male leaders of the sect. She
recounted to me with delight how she had pounded her fist and spoke with con-
viction. However she was renowned for being even tougher with herself and her
fellow nuns than she was on the sect leaders. Kojima reflected that the good
fortune of the Nisddan came through selt-discipline and uniting their strength.
Reflecting her indomitable spirit she frequently recited the Zen dictum, “Seven
times down, eight times up.” On September 29, 1952, Kojima’s efforts were ac-
knowledged when she was commended with an award of excellence at the occa-
sion of the 7ooth Memorial for the Founder of the Soto Sect. In her mid-gos,
Kojima continued to live by her own proclamations of June 1949: “Devote yourself
to opening the true path for monastic women. One ought not be negligent in
one’s duties, for death is in the distant future.”

Kojima extended her concern for Buddhist monastic women beyond sectarian
boundaries. From October 1951 through October 1961, Kojima served as an ad-
ministrator of the Zen Nihon Niss Hodan (Pan-Japanese Buddhist Nun Associa-
tion), and from 1961 to 1965 she served as its director. They established three aims
at the founding of their organization that united monastic women from all sects.
Their first aim was to get official recognition for monastic women as Dharma
transmitters and heirs, because they assumed these were standard for disciples of
the Buddha. In conjunction with that, the monastic women wanted to be au-
thorized to train their successors to be teachers. The third aiin was a natural
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development from the other two, namely, that the monastic women wanted to
participate in the Sect Assemblies and have the rights and responsibility to initiate
and to be involved in sect activities. Their motto is:

Brilliant like the sun,
Pure like a lotus blossom,
True well-being comes
From compassion,

From wisdom,

From liberation.

The Pan-Japanese Buddhist Nun Association published their first journal, Ha-
nahachisu (Lotus Blossom), in the spring of 1961.52 As with their motto, they took
their title from the image of a lotus blossom that is pure, yet rooted in the mud.
It is a journal written for and by monastic women across all sectarian lines. They
are concerned particularly with realizing the compassion of Sakyamuni. The pages
of the journal are filled with pictures, poems, articles on practical aspects of Bud-
dhism, scholarly articles, a series on one’s obligation to one’s parents, and articles
by nuns and laywomen. References to western literature — Goethe and Toynbee —
are sprinkled throughout. There are articles of international concern, including a
number on the then Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. It also contained mes-
sages like “World Peace Begins at Home.” There was an article entitled “The
Universal Age of Religion.” Numerous articles are devoted to South Vietnam and
the conditions and plight of the Buddhist nuns there. Children and television
shows also come into the scope of their concern. “Food Makes Character” is an
example of the types of articles they have included on health and medicine. Many
articles highlighted historical nuns” accomplishments and contributions.

Kojima also helped connect the concerns of Buddhist women in various parts
of the world. She served thirteen years (1952-1965) as the executive director of the
Japanese Federation of Buddhist Women. She was also the sole Japanese repre-
sentative to participate in the Third International Buddhist conference, held in
Burma in November 1954. She also participated in the Fourth International Bud-
dhist conference, held in Nepal in November 1956. At that time, the Japanese
delegation went on a pilgrimage to the famous sites marking Sakyamuni’s life. In
Bodh Gaya, the site of his enlightenment, Kojima noted that although there were
temples from various countries of the Buddhist world, there was no temple from
Japan.

Although it took a few decades to organize, an organization of representatives
from all the major Buddhist sects in Japan decided to establish a Japanese temple
in Bodh Gaya. A young nun, Kits Shunks (b. 1925), wanted to help in the land
of Sakyamuni Buddha. She had been deeply affected by the strength of Kojima,
having been disciplined under her tutelage at the nunnery in Nagoya. A lone nun,
Kito went and oversaw the temple while it was still under construction from 1970
10 1974. She went knowing only Japancse to a place where there were no Japanese
people or Japanese speakers. Yet, she bore the heavy responsibility for commencing
the work of the Japanese temple there. Although there were powertul iustitutions
supporting the establishment of the Japanese temple, she had to carry out the
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actual task, knowing that the leaders of all Buddhist sects in Japan were depending
on her. She quickly endeared herself to the local Indians, and a few dedicated
young men learned Japanese from her.® The needs of the people in Bodh Gaya
far exceeded her ability to serve, but she healed many people with a little aspirin,
seirdgan (stomach and diarrhea medicine), soap and water, bandages, and a never-
ending stream of smiles, hugs, and loving kindness. Kito left an indelible mark of
compassion upon the villagers of Bodh Gaya. She opened the door for the Japa-
nese Buddhist community by firmly gaining the trust of Bodh Gaya’s people. It
was fitting, even though unintentional, that Kito’s teacher, Kojima, led the cere-
mony that officially opened Nihon-ji, the Japanese temple in Bodh Gaya, on
December 3, 1g73. Although a nun named Ichijo Chiké Jonin, the head of the
Pure Land Sect, was scheduled to perform the honors, she did not arrive in time.?
Kojima had the perspicacity and wherewithal to lead the lavish ceremony without
any preparation.®®

At Koun Ejo’s 6soth memorial service in 1930, S6t6 nuns were determined to
establish parity in sect regulations by his 7ooth memorial service. In 1980 when
Eihei-ji celebrated the 7ooth memorial service for Koun Eja, Kojima Kendd led
the ceremony as shokashi.® It was a symbol that nuns had attained their goal.
Since eighty-three-year-old Kojima had won many of the battles with her own
fists —literally pounding on tables—she was the perfect person to be the first nun
permitted to lead a ceremony at the temple Dagen founded. Kojima wore yellow
robes, a sign of her high stature in the sect. More than 200 nuns attended the
ceremony. [t was a grand display of the support of the nuns. In formal statements
made on that day, Kojima emphasized the fact that she was not doing this alone;
the efforts of numerous nuns hidden in the shadows had made the event possible.
The serious nature and gravity of the ceremony was underscored by the twenty to
twenty-five nuns who had gathered before the ceremony at Hakuju-an, the nuns’
temple adjacent to Eihei-ji, and held a retreat (sesshin) from April 23 to May 13.

Kojima remarked from her vantage point as a dedicated leader in the struggle
to rectify inequities in the sect:

I never thought nuns would hold a ceremony at Eihei-ji. We nuns accomplished
our goals rather quickly. A true testament to the heart and spirit we put into
our actions. It is like being in a dream. The most important thing for young
nuns is to educate them and mature them in character and not to dilute the
nuns’ lifestyle.s

Thirty-six years after its establishment, the Soto-shii Nisodan could boast of nearly
complete success in abolishing discrimination between monastic women and men;
in a few short decades the nuns had claimed their “natural rights” for equal
regulations between monastic men and women and egalitarian status within the
institution of the sect. Kojima reflected upon her experience, “Anything can be
done when you all join strength and work together.”®

The Sotd Sect Administration designates 198g as the year in which total equality
was achieved between monks and nuns. In that year, they changed a few more
regulations in an attempt to entirely abolish any remnants of unfair and discrim-
inatory practices. Unfortunately, they did not consult with monastic women when
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they determined which aspects of the sect’s regulations were still discriminatory.
They decided not to distinguish between male and female when calculating the
number of teachers in the sect, and they have removed the designation ni (“fe-
male” or “nun”) from the titles of monastic women. This effectively renders in-
visible some important distinctions between male and female monastics, because
it is generally impossible to determine the gender of a person with a Buddhist
name. Without the addition of the character ni to distinguish between males and
females, it has become increasingly difficult to gather data on the activities and
contributions of monastic women. The common opinion of the monastic women
is that removing the character ni also removes any recognition of them. Rather
than removing the ni, monastic women think it would be clearer and less discrim-
inatory to add the character nan (male} to male monastic titles.* As a scholar of
Japanese monastic women, I concur with the opinion that making a distinction
between female and male monastics is necessary and actually less discriminatory,
for it does not allow inequities to remain hidden in vague statistics.”® The fact that
sect administrators changed the rules without consulting nuns suggests that the
administration is premature in claiming its equal practices.

Kojima’s life history is a concrete illustration of the tension between the self-
perception monastic women have of themselves as equal in the Dharma and their
struggle with the institutional authorities of the sect to claim their equality. Her
story, however, is not a story merely about her battle with oppressive male insti-
tutions. It is a story of her creative triumph over them. Despite the image that the
male institutions tried to propagate, monastic women prevailed with their teach-
ings and practices of an egalitarian Dharma. Kojima felt that nuns had succeeded,
because nuns even gained the right to be elected a Zen Master of the head
temples. She summed up, in her own words, the secret to her invincible spirit:

Whether the Nisodan, the Nigakurin, an amadera, or just one individual mo-
nastic woman, no advance will occur without the spirit of an independent way
of life. To accomplish the spirit of an independent way of life, though, like 1
have said, it is important to realize this strength from the outside, but even more
important is the inner strength.”

Third Generation: Zen Master of a New Tradition

More recently, monastic women have entered into a period where novice nuns
reap the fruits of their teachers’ struggle for parity. The nuns now control their
own religious training, enjoy educational and ceremonial rights, and have the
appropriate titles and religious robes. The present lifestyle in the training monas-
teries shares some of the benefits of an affluent and more democratic society, yet
the nuns’ practice and education maintain a severity and intensity that the Zen
tradition has cultivated (at least rhetorically) for hundreds of years. A major figure
in this chapter of their history is the abbess of Aichi Senmon Nisodo, Aoyama
Shundo (b. 1933), widely respected within the tradition for her spiritual excellence
and for being among the first women to be granted graduate-level education at
the S6t6 sect’s Komazawa University. Her influence extends into the broader Jap-
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anese society through numerous books and articles written for the laity and into
the international scholarly community through her participation in religious dia-
logue. She exemplifies the current opportunities of Zen nuns and is renowned as
a living exemplar of their attainments.

At the age of five, Aoyama entered her aunt’s temple, Muryd-ji, located in the
shadows of the Japanese Alps in Nagano. Her aunt, Aoyama Ryokan (1888-1992),
became her teacher and raised her in the ways of a nun at the request of her
parents. She was strict with the young Aoyama, but being a child, Aoyama was
very flexible. Aoyama recalled how her teacher ensured that she would be able to
sit in full-lotus posture with a minimum of pain. Since her teacher had experi-
enced a lot of hardship mastering this most fundamental posture of Zen medita-
tion, her teacher did not want the young girl to experience the same. Her teacher
made her sit in full-lotus posture while taking a bath, because the warm water
would soothe the muscles and the effects of gravity were not as strong. It was a
good idea that was conceived in her teacher’s heart of gold, but there was one
small flaw. When Aoyama would sit in full-lotus in the big Japanese bath, she
would flip over and her head would go under.”? In the end, Aoyama did master
sitting in full-lotus posture with no pain. Her teacher made her rise early to chant
sittras— learning scriptures by heart before she could even read them-no matter
how low the temperature was in the unheated worship hall in the snowy moun-
tains of Nagano prefecture. Discipline was the key to life there, and although it
was hard for a child to endure, Aoyama remembers how her teacher made it seem
more like a game with little challenges. She remarked how her teacher effectively
taught her the value of work, effort, sweat, and appreciation.

Although Aoyama was raised in the temple, and it was most likely that she
would become an ordained nun in the future, the final decision was her own.
She explains that the fundamental reason in her decision to become a renunciant
was her love for her mother. Her mother would say that she was going to go to
hell because she loved her children more than anyone else’s. Aoyama wanted to
find a way to save her mother.” When at age fifteen Aoyama expressed her desire
to renounce the householder life, however, her mother was sad. She had hoped
her daughter would wait until she was twenty-four or twenty-five to make such a
serious decision. Aoyama writes and speaks with deep affection for her mother.
Though sadness filled her mother’s heart, she sewed her daughter clothing to last
her for her entire life as a monastic woman. Aoyama still wears those clothes. She
makes a special note to always have some of her mother’s handmade clothing
with her especially when she travels, even though the clothing is almost threadbare
from constant use. Aoyama’s mother, however, also included a bridal kimono that
she had also made for her daughter, in the hopes that someday. . . . Aoyama is still
deeply moved by her mother’s display of concern for her daughter. She quotes an
old saying, “For every billion people there are one billion mothers, but my mother
is a peerless mother.” With deep love for her mother, Aoyama did not sway from
her original decision to become a nun, and she carried her mother’s love —and
the bridal kimono-—with her into the temple. She had the claborate silk brocade
bridal kimono resewn into hangings for the altar pillars. They are used on special
ceremonies. She also made a promise to her father, who became ill and died
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while she was still young. Aoyama still remembers him saying, “Since I was weak,
[ was not able to do anything with my life. Please grant me the favor of you
becoming a renunciant and do enough disciplined monastic training and medi-
tation for me too.”** With confidence, certainty, and determination, young Ao-
yama became tonsured.

The poem she wrote at age fifteen, just after graduating from middle school in
the small town of Shiojiri, expresses the enthusiasm she had for her new life:

Inflame life a crimson red and
Affect karmic relations.
Cut black hair and enter The Path!

At that time, Aoyama thought she was choosing the path to the highest happiness
in the world. She was aware that there were many paths to take, but she thought
you could only live one of them. With no second chances, Aoyama wanted to
take the best. Her desire for happiness was so strong that she was not willing to
settle for partial happiness. She wanted total happiness. She marvelled at how
greedy the path of a renunciant was.”

When she went to the monastery, she thought that it would all be people who
were on the same path and the teachers would be perfect. She looked forward to
being embraced in an entirely perfect Buddhist world where she would quickly
realize enlightenment and become a Buddha. It did not take long for Aoyama to
learn that the path does not include wandering eyes that judge the ways of others.
She said she learned that the Buddhist path is to focus on oneself. Aoyama added,
“When you stop to examine others, you cannot see yourself.”

Aoyama wanted to study hard and pass the college entrance examinations for
Tokyo University. The schedule at the Nisodd, however, was unremitting. She
had little time and light by which to study, but she was determined. She finally
arranged to have a light allowed in one room for studying after the “lights-out”
bell. Through her high school years, raw desire kept her studying until midnight
or 1 A.M. every night, even though wake-up was at 4 A.m. She remembers washing
her face with cold water to stay awake. It became clear, however, that despite her
best efforts of studying at the Nisods, it would not be enough to be successtul in
this most challenging of university entrance exams. One year before the exams,
her high school teacher suggested that she leave the Nis6d6 for just one year, then
surely she would pass the exam. Aoyama became aware of her quandary. Her
dream was to attend Tokyo University, but her Zen training was more important.
She wrote a senior student she knew in Tokyo about her dilemma. The response
was quite simple: “If you want to be a scholar, go to Tokyo University. If you want
to be a religious, go to Komazawa University.” Aoyama saw clearly after that. She
continued her training at the Nisodd, and she attended Komazawa University. She
eventually went on to graduate work, earning the equivalent of a doctorate de-
gree.”

While attending Komazawa University, there was a phrase that circulated.
“When a nun comes to Komazawa University, she will renounce the monastic
path, so nuns should not go.” Aoyama had a professor approach her on this matter,
insinuating that she might be one of the first to go since she was intelligent and
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pretty. She was indignant at the intimation. Aoyama retorted that if she had wanted
to marry, she would never have been ordained. As she looked back on this, she
realized that her professor’s words had actually strengthened her to persevere on
the monastic path.

During the fifteen years she was away studying, her teacher tended the fields
and the temple, supporting her studies and activities year in and year out. While
Aoyama studied in Tokyo, she had lived at a temple, Shobd-an. When Aoyama
returned to her home temple, she put her head to the floor, tears of gratitude
welling up in her eyes, and humbly gave thanks. She knew that all those years
she had enjoyed herself while studying in Tokyo were possible because of her
teacher’s efforts and understanding. Her teacher replied, “Welcome home. You
did well.” That was it. Then they went into the fields to work together.” Perhaps
this was one of the incidents that eventually inspired her to write the poem:

Helping donkeys to cross

And horses to cross:

Such a bridge 1 wish to be

Yet I am merely helped to cross.”

In 1970, at age 37, Aoyama became the abbess of the Tokubetsu Nisodo of
Aichi Senmon Nisodd in Nagoya. This was a genuine sign that discrimination
between male and fernale monastics was diminishing. There was now a nun head-
ing a fully authorized facility that trained nuns to be advanced teachers. It was
not long before that a female monastic teacher who had raised a disciple was not
even authorized to give them initiation, much less give Dharma transmission, or
designate a Dharma heir. The nuns inaugurated Aoyama’s tenure as abbess by
holding a one-week retreat (sesshin). In this capacity, Aoyama has a deep influence
upon the novices.

Aoyama has also become the head of Muryo-ji, the temple in Nagano prefec-
ture in which she was raised. Aoyama runs a number of activities at this temple.
She reaches laypeople at a personal level with her various temple activities. She
teaches tea and flower lessons regularly, and she leads an annual “Zen no Tsudoi”
or Zen retreat for laity. The success of the three-day retreat, held at the end of
August, can easily be measured by the increasing number of people who attend.
Some have been faithfully attending every year for more than thirty years. Some
parents now come accompanied by their elementary school children, helping to
make up the more than 200 people who gather to do Zen practice together in
one small nuns’ temple. The worship hall transforms from a Zends to a dining
hall, to a lecture hall, to sleeping quarters, with extreme efficiency born out of a
spirit of cooperation.’®

An even broader group of people have an opportunity to hear Aoyama at lec-
tures around the country and occasionally on national television. These engage-
ments help her reach out to a broad cross-section of people with her teachings on
Zen life. She also serves as a role model for women. Her glowing face is so
renowned that one of the major Japanese cosmetic companies asked her to give
a talk, and they wanted to know specifically how she keeps her facial complexion
so well. Her eyes twinkled as she simply stated, “I wash my face with soap and
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water, and I do not use any cosmetics.” She went on to discuss a life of Zen that
focuses one’s concentration on the present moment and accepting it as it is. There
is a lesson to be learned in every event, and something for which to be grateful
in everything. Live what is under your feet today. She explained that approaching
life in this way is her key to her “glowing complexion.”

Aoyama reaches even more people through her numerous books. They range
in topic from tea and Zen to the Lotus Siitra, to biographical accounts, to inspi-
rational reading and spiritual guidance. The titles of her publications include
Chazen Kanwa [Quiet Talk on Zen Tea] (1978), Utsukushikihitoni Zen ni Tkiru
Nisd no Kotoba [Becoming Beautiful: The Words of a Nun Who Lives by Zen]
(1983)1°%, Nori no Kemanshd: Hokekys o Ajiwau [Flower Garlands of the Dharma:
A Taste of the Lotus Satra] (1984), Imani Inochi Moyashite: Watakushi o Sufete
Dou Michi o Hirakuka [Inflame Life Now: How to Unlock the True Path by
Abandoning the Self] (1987), Tenzo Kyskun: Suzuyakani Ikiru [“Admonitions To
a Cook™: Living Ireshly] (1987), and Kokuhatsu-tachite Irishi Michi [Black-Haired
Ones Entering the Path] (1989).'%?

A few fellow nuns have expressed concern about the possibility of a conflict
between Aoyama’s increasingly public and popular profile and her ability to trans-
mit the true Buddhist teachings. They are more conservative than the nuns who
earlier this century had worked so hard to enable nuns to live the tradition unen-
cumbered by inequities. The fact that there is tension between nuns who are more
traditional and those who are less traditional is testimony to the freedom nuns
now enjoy. The concern about Aoyama’s effectiveness, however, seems to be un-
founded, because Aoyama’s prolific writings and public appearances have borne
fruit in the hearts of many. There is at least one woman who entered the monastic
path upon reading Aoyama’s books and another who was moved to pursue the
monastic life after seeing her on a television appearance. She receives numerous
letters and telephone calls in response to her books, and she is happy to speak
with anyone who will do a retreat (sesshin) at the Nisodo first. Men are also
welcome, although they must find sleeping accommodations elsewhere.

Aoyama exemplifies the concerns of many nuns in today’s complex world
where various religious traditions are engaged in international dialogue, seeking
deeper mutual understanding. She was part of a group of Japanese Buddhists who
participated in an East-West Spiritual Exchange Program in the summer of
1979.1* The Japanese Buddhists went to Bonn and Rome, and then for three weeks
actively shared in the life of various European contemplative monasteries, includ-
ing Trappist and Benedictine. In the fall of 190, the Catholics came to Japan
and participated in the lifestyle of the Buddhist monasteries. Benedictine nuns
stayed with Aoyama at Aichi Senmon Nisodd. Having experienced the interna-
tional Buddhist-Christian exchange, Aoyama thinks that “Truth is one. Words
create competition.”!0

Aoyama has said that she does not look for only the sweet things in life. She
explains that it is precisely because she does not find disappointment in the com-
plexity and richness in life that she can act as she does. “Birth, old age, illness,
and death, as well as happiness and misfortune, gain and loss, love and hate, all
these are important tools for weaving the brocade of human life. A brocade cannot
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be woven with the single color of happiness.”'*® She reflects that happiness and
sadness often arise merely from changing one’s point of view, a point illustrated
by a poem she composed as a child in fourth grade:

The Playground
“It's small, it’s small”
We complain as we play.
During morning assembly when we must clean up stones we grumble,
“It’s huge, it's huge!”1

She teaches that the mind is fickle. With deep understanding and insight into
daily life and human nature, Aoyama advocates, “Go straight by winding along.”
In her teaching, Aoyama frequently draws upon the lessons in life that happen all
around us. She illustrates her point that there are many ways to measure life by
recounting an incident a young mother had told her: Some people put one ounce
of effort and reap ten; others put ten ounces in and reap one. The most important
thing is to do your best. On more than one occasion, [ heard her recount the
story of a young boy to drive this point home. There was a young school boy who
was not likely to win the race over his faster friend, but his friend fell down during
the race. The little boy waited until his friend got up before continuing the race.
Who wins? Who loses?'” Aoyama knows how to make her lessons clear. It is
always apparent how one might apply them in one’s own life. This is one of
Aoyama’s gifts that people repeatedly mention.

Aoyama frequently draws upon poetry and incidents in her own life to illustrate
her teachings. One of her favorite poems is by Aida Mitsuo, known for his simple,
yet insightful, Buddhist poetry:

When one piece of china hits another piece of china, they easily break.
If one of the pieces were soft, both would be all right.
Let’s keep hearts soft.!%

This is Aoyama’s preface to explaining what she tells herself when she is not
flexible and has a heart of “china.” She describes monastic life as an environment
in which everyone bumps into each other, breaking off the sharp edges. Through
this mutual “rounding off” process, all become softer and more human together.

She stresses that the body and mind are not separate. If the body becomes
weak, the mind will also become weak.!” I had the opportunity to witness an
example of her refined mind and body working in harmony when [ was helping
with breakfast preparations in the kitchen of her temple, Muryd-ji. It should be
mentioned that nearly all activities in the temple are so well designed that the
number of minutes it takes to accomplish the various tasks can be timed accu-
rately. The pace is always fast, so there is little room for changing the schedule
once it has been set in motion. This particular morning, Aoyama was unexpectedly
called and needed to leave forty-five minutes eatlier than planned. She was to
have an unrelenting day, as usual, and we could not let her leave without breakfast.
Meals are a community activity, so breakfast had to be prepared for everyone with
forty-five minutes less than usual. Since Aoyama is usually busy with numerous
activities, much to her regret, she rarely has time to work in the kitchen. That

79



8o

Women Living Zen

morning, however, she felt so bad about throwing the temple schedule into dis-
array that as she rushed to prepare herself to leave, she came through the kitchen,
picked up two apples and a knife, set out a plate, and peeled the apples. Her
hands were a flurry of motion. Within seconds she handed me the plate—once
again apologizing for the change in schedule —and asked me to take it into the
dining room. Impressed with how quickly she was able to cut and peel the apples,
I took the plate of neatly arranged apple slices. As T was walking down the hall, |
was struck by the most beautiful and thoughtful gesture. There was a perfectly
straight and continuous hairline sliver of red peel left up the middle of each and
every one of the sixteen slices of apple! It became clear to me that she is never
too busy to strive for perfection nor too rushed to do all activities with a keen
aesthetic sense.

It ever a flower represented the life of a Zen nun, it is the plum blossom.
Aoyama expressed the reason why she respected this flower: “Instead of succumb-
ing to severe winter weather, they exude their fragrance, look noble in their garland
of snow, and flourish.”1*® But perhaps the most frequently repeated lesson I heard
her say while at the Nisodo was: “It is not a matter of cannot; it is a matter of
whether you do or you do not.”""! In other words, one has the potential to act, so
to hide behind “inability” is not a valid excuse for not acting. Her words encap-
sulate the spirit of the nuns throughout history. They did not succumb to the word
games like “nuns are prohibited from,” “nuns are unauthorized to,” or “nuns are
not allowed to.” The nuns give these words no power. The nuns just “do.” Finally,
in this century, the institution did too.

These three generations of monastic women are connected by their commitment
to actualizing their interpretation of Dogen’s Buddhist teachings in twentieth-
century Japan. The generation that opened the twentieth century was not intim-
idated by a sect administration that wielded regulations that circumscribed the
nuns’ lives. They had a lucid vision of what was necessary for nuns to lead lives
in accordance with their understanding of Dogen’s teachings and Buddhist truth.
These perspicacious nuns did not accept the authority of an institution that was
not practicing egalitarianism. They joined forces to dismantle the cornerstone of
the barrier that was designed to keep nuns in a subordinate status to monks. With
their keen intellect, poignant insight, and resolute strength, they quickly won the
authority to establish official training monasteries for women. This first generation
realized that education was the key to their freedom, and they succeeded in seizing
that key for themselves and all subsequent nuns.

During the middle years of the twentieth century, the second generation aimed
to rectify the remaining inequities in the sect regulations. They empowered them-
selves with their knowledge of Dogen’s egalitarian teachings. The most powerful
leaders in the nuns’ community worked in concert and wrote resolutions and
demands to the Sot6 sect administration. They claimed their rights to temple
leadership, Dharma transmission, and advanced education. They did not acqui-
esce until all regulations were the same for male and female monastics.

As a result of the efficacious efforts of the first two generations of nuns in the
twentieth century, the third generation now fully participates in all aspects of
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religious and institutional life of the S6t6 sect. They can choose whether or not
they want to pursue advanced degrees. Many train their own disciples in their
own fullranking temples. They are respected in Japanese society for their sincerity
and commitment to the traditional monastic life. A number of nuns even have
the opportunity to interact with religious people around the world. Sot6 nuns
began the century with asserting that Buddhist truth and Dogen’s teachings in-
cluded equality, and they reformed the S6to sect regulations to conform to those
views. Sotd nuns in modern Japan can now choose to live a monastic life in accord
with their vision of traditional monasticism.
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FOUR

The Monastic Practices

of Zen Nuns

On Becoming a Beautiful Nun

Nuns are forever praying for beautiful things.
The Buddha probably does not like a nun who does not
have spirit.
A nun whose heart and body are beautiful is an
incarnation of the Buddha.
Kon T8ko-ni, inaugural issue of

Hanahachisu [Lotus Blossom], 1961

Nuns’ Vision of Monastic Life

An inviting and popular perception of Zen monastic life in the West is that it is
a world where men wise in their foolishness engage in enigmatic conversation
about nondualism. In reality, the more typical Zen monastic life as it has devel-
oped in Japan is a highly regulated lifestyle that aims to awaken one’s Buddha-
nature by placing a high priority on order and propriety inculcated through a
pervasive hierarchical system and strict discipline.!

After a few months in the monastery, I became so exasperated at the intricacies
of human relations that I had to talk about it. I found a safe place in the kitchen,
one of the few places in the monastery where you can talk a little more freely. [
was washing yama-imo, a small round Japanese yam that is hairy like a coconut.
Because they are so full of dirt when they come out of the ground, the traditional
way of washing them is to put several in a bucket and bump them against each
other. In this way, the bumping helps them get mutually clean. This conjured up
the image of rocks inn a rock turnbler. Before life in this confined environment, 1
had never thought so much about the fact that il is the rocks hitting against cach
other that does the polishing. I was beginning to appreciate that gems become
beautiful by first applying abrasive measures, banging and cutting off imperfec-
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tions. I mentioned this similarity of the vegetable cleaning and rock polishing,
and I timidly added that’s how [ felt life in the monastery was like. I was surprised,
and relieved, when the other nuns working in the kitchen burst out laughing.
They use the vegetable cleaning image to describe life in the monastery all the
time. It was comforting just to know that I was not alone in thinking that I had
landed myself between a rock and a hard place.

A monastery is not the place to go if you are looking for a tranquil respite from
the pressures of a demanding world. In a way, interpersonal relationships in a
monastery are an intensified version of those in the greater society. You live so
intimately that you can tell who is walking behind you by their footsteps, and
often you can even discern what mood they are in—rushed, angry, sad —by their
gait. Even the mere sound of the footsteps of someone you currently are upset
with can raise your ire. In the monastery, though, tensions are actively and con-
sciously employed as resources for meeting their ideal: to be like a plum blossom,
strong enough to be gentle in even the harshest conditions. This does not mean
that everyone manifests this ideal all the time, but that the nuns pressure each
other to strive toward it. The learning process is filled with subtle, creative, and
sometimes even childish expressions of malcontent. Once the initial negativity has
been released, it is not uncommon that all parties concerned will privately reflect
on how their own actions coniributed to the conflict. This is where their religious
practice of mindfulness is most helpful. It helps the nuns gain clarity on them-
selves and their situation. This is their discipline of human relationships.

Basing his appraisal upon the more popular view of Zen, Victor Turner refers
to similarities between Zen life and his concept of communitas. The social di-
mensions of communitas— unity, fraternity with other people —are readily found
in Zen monastic communities, but Turner makes special note that unstructured
character, spontaneity, and immediacy are the particularly appealing aspects of
Zen.? These, however, are the fruits of Zen that ripen only with heavy doses of
discipline,? and the Zen monastery is the place where that discipline is cultivated.*
This chapter investigates the meaning, daily pattern, structure, activities, curricu-
lum, and discipline of the monastic lives of modern Sot6 Zen nuns.

Turner is aware that society’s attempt to routinize communitas through mo-
nastic institutions is a paradoxical endeavor, for qualities inherent in an institu-
tional structure are at odds with many of the qualities that characterize commu-
nitas: simplicity, silence, transitional states, homogeneity, equality, and absence of
status. Simplicity and silence are unequivocally central values of Zen monastic
life, but Turner well realizes that one of the most obvious differences between
communitas and monastic communities is that a monastery is an institutional
structure that is intended to be maintained. The people within the Zen monastery
walls, however, are not expected to continue living in the monastery like Catholic
monasteries where a group of people live in continuing community. The Zen
monastery has become primarily a place for training leading to certificates of
qualification that authorize one to head a temple.” Once a monastic has received
the level of training desired, he or she generally serves either as an assistant or
hecad of a temple. In this sense, the monastery is a transitional community. How-
ever, by entering a temple, one stays tied to the sect inslitution, of which the
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monastery is a part. Socially, then, the monastery is only partially transitional. On
the other hand, in a more philosophical sense, Sotd Zen monastic life is designed
to train a person to act in awareness of impermanence.

Homogeneity —the dissolution of distinctions among individuals—is perhaps
in relative terms higher within the monastery than in the larger Japanese society,
for monastics participate in a rigidly prescribed life in which everyone has a similar
appearance, wearing the same robes with clean-shaven heads. They share the same
space, wash their faces in the same manner, bathe, eat, clean, chant, and do zazen
together. The external appearance of similitude, however, often conceals the social
diversity within. Backgrounds, motivations, aims, and personalities vary greatly and
become magnified in the intensity of monastic life.

Theoretically everyone in Sot6 Zen is equal in terms of Buddha-nature, but
Zen monasteries have made a high art out of the hierarchical structure that dictates
the details of daily life.* From where you take your slippers off, to where you place
your towel in the bath, to which conjugation of verb you use when speaking with
whom, all is determined by how long you have trained at the monastery and in
which division you work. Unlike in the greater society, chronological age is not a
strict factor in seniority. A first-year novice at age seventy-eight must respect a
twenty-two-year-old second-year novice as her senior. In other words, seniority is
determined according to the length of time one has been a monastic.” The divi-
sions in which you work, although they are hierarchically organized, are based
upon a system of rotation. So at some point each monastic in training will be in
the highest ranking division and in the lowest. Although indications of status are
prevalent, all divisions are seen as equally necessary. The strict hierarchy is de-
signed to retrain one’s focus upon oneself. It demands one’s constant awareness
of how one’s actions affect the people around one, and to act in response to what
the environment requires, rather than what the self desires. In the words of a
twentieth-century Sot6 Zen Master, Sawaki Kods, “Religion is not something
for remaking the outside world. It is for remaking our eyes, ears, and point of
view.”®

Nuns teach that Dogen’s understanding of Zen monastic life is an institution
that teaches the ephemeral nature of reality. It aims to draw out the fundamental
Buddha-nature in all by raising a monastic’s awareness to the infinite forms of
Buddha-nature. The hierarchical structure pervading monastic life functions as a
tool designed to hone a monastic’s sensitivity to the interdependence of all. Ideally,
a monastic awakens to her actions being a part of a vast web. This becomes clearer
to the novice who is trained to notice her position vis-a-vis those around her.
Reinforcement of her particular relationship to those around her are made explicit,
for example, by which words are appropriate for which person at what time; by
making her pause to think who comes before and after her in order to determine
the most respectful and least obstructive location for taking off her slippers; and
by regulating exactly how much water to use and precisely how to use that water
to wash her face so as to not make disruptive sounds and use more water than
necessary.” These are considered to be concrete acts of compassion born out of
wisdom.
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A practice of establishing seniority is not seen by the monastics as inequity, for
when one is within the monastic community, it becomes natural to treat with
respect a person who has been a monastic longer than yourself and who has
worked hard helping you develop. Relentlessly paying attention to minute details
teaches one how to actualize that respect. For juniors (who must arrive at a room
before their seniors), respect means to leave just enough space—too much space
would indicate a rebellious brand of arrogant humility —for their seniors to take
their slippers off close to the doorway, so their seniors do not have to walk on the
cold floor very long. The seniority system does not merely train juniors in relation
to seniors, but, the senior-most member of a division is responsible for her whole
division’s performance.’® Even if she does not know how something is done, she
must figure out how to accomplish the task.

Zen monastic life, in Turner’s vocabulary, is a quintessential example of a life
“betwixt and between.” It is an institutional structure (an entity that aims to per-
petuate itself) that strives to teach an appreciation of the life of impermanence
and the ephemeral nature of reality. For the Zen nuns I studied, their aim in
living in such an environment is to cultivate the trainees’ understanding of Dogen’s
teachings that diverse forms are all Buddha-nature. Seniors teach their juniors
these teachings in sometimes simple, even silly, ways. For example, senior nuns
will shriek, “Ouch, ouch” if a junior nun treats a sitting cushion (zafu) harshly,
explaining that it is bad to treat “Buddha” poorly. The strict hierarchy, replete
with status and ranks, compels one to see that there are no independent entities,
but rather that all are interrelated. The rules of a monastery are designed to show
nuns how to act like a Buddha in everyday life.

Certain aspects of Dogen’s approach to discipline are notably similar to the
Buddhist monastic discipline in its earliest phases in India. Dégen was among a
number of Japanese Buddhists of his time who were concerned with the laxity in
regards to monastic discipline. In Japan, monastic discipline and the meaning of
renunciation were quite different from what had been understood in India. Dogen
sought to create a Buddhism in Japan that was in accord with his understanding
of true Buddhism. A number of fascicles in his Shobogenzo and Eihei Shingi
outline his vision of monastic discipline. Dogen based many of his specific points
of monastic discipline on a text that was widely used in Southern Sung China,
the Chan-yiian cl’ing-kuei (J. Zen-en Shingi), compiled in 1103. Ddgen did not
directly follow the discipline as laid out in any versions of the Vinayapitaka (Book
of Monastic Discipline). Nonetheless, reflecting on the original intent of the mo-
nastic discipline, Ddgen’s basic approach to discipline seems to echo the primary
concern of the early Buddhist community. John Holt explains that “. . . sramana
teachers [from which Buddhist teachings emerged] advised that one must act in
prescribed manners by means of disciplined self-effort in order to gain salvation.”"
Actions that brought one closer to enlightenment were cultivated. In determining
the types of acts that should be encouraged, the early Buddhist Community ac-
cumulated a list of acts that were not proven to be conducive to attaining the goal
of enlightenment. This effort resulted in the Vinayapitaka, which Holt describes
as a “text [that] consists of a systematic endeavor to specify the means by which
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nibbana might be won. .. .2 The points of the discipline are based upon how to
act so that one can become enlightened.

Minute acts, sekhiya, also became a part of the monastic discipline in India.
Holt explains how their apparent tiviality betrays a vital aspect of the goal of
discipline: “T'he motive which generated their [sekhiya’s] inclusion into discipli-
nary code was quite simply this: perfect control of inward demeanor leads to
petfect control and awareness of outward expression, even the most minute public
expressions.””> Every action, even small ones, affect one’s course on the path to
enlightenment. Both the Vinayapitaka and Dogen’s writings on monastic disci-
pline teach that enlightenment is realized with disciplined action. The major point
of departure is that Ddgen does not see it as a means (discipline) to an end
{enlightenment) nor that the external action is a refiection of inward demeanor.
The nuns who tain novices invoke Dogen’s teaching on the “oneness of practice
and realization” (shusho itto). They stress that disciplined action is enlightened
action.

The following section shows how the nuns interpret this concept, and how it
is actually taught and experienced in S6t6 monasteries by women in contemporary
Japan.

Daily Life in a Monastery of Zen Nuns

Let me draw from my field notes made regarding the day I entered the monastery
in order to give you a more direct impression of what 1 was thinking at the time.
The incident shows a cab driver’s views on nuns, providing a quick, unsolicited
glimpse of how nuns are perceived by an average person unaffiliated with the
monastery. The cab driver’s advice to me also expresses the common view of the
role of women in society. Primarily, this passage reveals some of my thoughts
about nuns before actually experiencing life in the monastery.

In terms of methodology, I cannot help but reflect that [ could only have done
this type of research precisely because I was eager to devote the next several
months of my life completely to this life, and I had no previous experience living
in a monastery. Had T entered the monastery with any dread of suspending all
personal life, right down to when I could bathe and how to position my legs when
I sat, I surely would not have been in a state of mind that would have helped me
establish a trusting relationship with many nuns. Such negativity would have been
seen as a burden to the novices who had enough to deal with already. The abbess
would certainly have been suspicious of my sincerity and commitment to do re-
search. Actually, Aoyama, the abbess, is the one who decided how long I had to
stay in the monastery for this research. When I asked for permission to do the
research, she set the terms. One semester, the longest of the three. I was to be
given no preferential or deferential treatment.

Unbcknown to me at the time, my idealistic thoughts about nuns werc a critical
component of the rescarch method: my naive trast made it possible to gather an
unprecedented quantity and quality of information. A positive attitude toward the
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nuns’ lifestyle and respect for them as Buddhists helped bonds of trust develop
naturally. Because very little information on nuns was available through public
soutces, these trusting relationships with nuns were my most important resources.
Therefore, it is important to show what it was like when 1 first entered the mon-
astery:

Thinking that the cool temperature of the air-conditioned cab feels good, 1 tell
the elderly white-gloved taxi cab driver that I would like to be dropped off at the
Nisdds, the Zen Monastery for women. He pauses, then says, “You mean the
Nigakurin.” He smiles warmly and reminisces about a strong old ama-san'* he
used to drive, but he thinks the elderly nun has passed away since he has not
seen her in a few years. He remarks how young I am to be going to a monastery,
and he urgently inserts his opinion that I am too young to shave my head. 1
should marry and have children. He stresses that the life of an ama-san is hard.
I concur that it must be a hard life and assure him my intention does not
include shaving my head, as he wishes me well on my visit with the monastic
women. They are of the finest people I will find in Japan, he boasts. With a
romantic spirit of excitement (based upon sheer ignorance about what cloistered
life in a Zen monastery will be like), I alight from the cab, thank him for his
kindness and step through the thick wooden gate into the walled-in monastic
complex.

Cicadas singing in the late summer air welcome me as [ selfconsciously
bow to the new Scripture pavilion immediately inside the gate. I note that
this is my first walk down this path, but I would like to think that one day
my body will bow instinctively as 1 pass the holy sites within the monastery
walls. The garden is stark with white stones, moss offers softness as it snuggles
against the trunk of an old plum tree. How symbolic that a plum tree grows
in the garden of a Zen monastery, since Dagen Zenji held special reverence
for plum blossoms, that delicate flower famous for its late winter blooming.
Zen nuns, | imagine, must be like pink plum petals graced with snow flakes—
strong enough to be gentle in the harshest conditions. 1 bow to the left, facing
the s0dd, monastic hall, and pray that I will grow strong enough to keep pace
with the Zen nuns in this hall that trains all kinds of women to be like hardy,
delicate plum blossoms. As 1 walk through the doorway a woman in black
robes with a clean shaven head greets me with peaceful eyes and a warm
bow.

My romantic rhapsody is broken by a shrill jangle, jangle. Pitter patter go
the feet of the wake-up nun running through the dark halls. Rustle, rustle as
we don black robes illuminated only by moonlight. Thump. The futon goes in
the closet. Splash water on face. Down the steps quickly. Slowly, left foot first,
we enter the monastic hall one by one, bow to Monju-bosatsu,' the bodhisattva
of wisdom, and find our assigned zafu meditation cushion. Rusile, rustle. Si-
lence.

Boom Boom Boom boom boomboomboomboom BOOM!

Morning zazen ends with a drum roll. On to the worship hall (hatté) with
images of Dogen Zenji and Keizan Zenji flanking Sakyamuni. Hot tea and rice
cakes have been offered to them. The hour of chanting passes slowly, but with
each passing day, as the temperature drops, the tempo increases. One morc
round of the Heart Stitra to Kannon-sama,'¢ the bodhisattva of compassion who
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stands at the front entrance, and finally the ritual time and motions of the early
morning are broken as we greet each other in refined Japanese:

“Ohayd gozaimasu. Yoroshiku onegaitashimasu.” [Good morning. May you
be my kind guide. ]

We scurty off to clean floors, breakfast, more cleaning, classes, lunch, a brief
break, classes, tea, evening siitra chanting, cleaning worship hall, dinner, short
rest, nightly zazen. Thump, the futon is pulled out of the closet.

I spent four months in training at Aichi Senmon Nisddd in Nagoya, from Septem-
ber 1 to December 23, 1989.17 This was my first experience living in a monastery
of any variety and inevitably there were rough edges. My transition was helped,
however, by my academic background in Japanese Buddhism, personal religious
orientation, and Japanese cultural heritage (my mother is a native Japanese), all
of which made it a bit easier for me to segue into the rhythm of life within the
cloistered walls of the monastery with a minimum of discordance. Another advan-
tage was that before entering the monastery, I had not stadied monastic life in
any depth, so I did not come encumbered with preconceptions of what it should
be like. Mostly, I was nervous, concerned with not becoming a burden to the
nuns, but wanting to learn as much as possible. Above all, I knew that this ex-
perience of participating in monastic life would be a rare opportunity to under-
stand at first hand the nuns’ daily pattern of study and meditative discipline.

This was my aim: to understand the nuns’ lives through an in-depth description
of the structure of the monastery and the nuns’ lifestyle, rituals, meditative disci-
plines, and educational requirements. It almost goes without saying that the ideals
set forth in various teachings are not realized in practice each moment. But what
is interesting about the nuns’ practice is that they have managed to use the dis-
crepancy between actual activity and disciplined activity as a resource for under-
standing the significance of disciplined activity.

The discussion here is based on my experiences and observations of Sot6 Zen
nuns’ training and conditions at all three S6t6 Zen monasteries for women, but
primarily Aichi Senmon Nisodd. Without this time in the monastery, I would not
have insight into how the ideals of monastery life differ from the actual conditions.
Nor would I have understood how the ideals are sometimes achieved through
what on the surface appears to be negative experiences. Every nun [ spoke with
mentioned that the hardest but most effective aspect of training was the difficulty
in human relations. Without spending a prolonged period of time trying to adjust
to the structure of monastic life, I certainly would not have gained insight into
how the pervasive hierarchical system functions to make each nun mindful of the
people around her.

Since I did not shave my head, | was always last in the bath (a Japanese bath
is communal), so it was one opportunity 1 had to be alone and relax a little. |
relished my first bath in the monastery. A nun had walked in to the changing
room while [ was bathing, however, and noticed my towel arrogantly lying on a
middle shelf. T was reprimanded for such rude behavior. At first T thought it was
ridiculous that I had to place my towel on the floor below the shelves in the bath,
when 1 was the last person to take a bath. No one would be needing any of the
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shelves, so what did it matter? The act of putting my towel on the floor, rather
than a shelf, reminded me of my position, thereafter making it uncomfortable to
linger in the warm water. No one else could tarry in the bath, because they had
to think about the others waiting to come after them. Being last made me no
exception.

Moreover, had I not done this phase of the field research with a modicum of
decency, I doubt I would have had in-depth interviews or surveys, been introduced
to many nuns, and hence discovered many texts that enabled me to learn more
about the nuns’ activities and history. Neither would I have understood how beauty
is not merely a matter of refined aesthetic sensibilities, but it is the crowning mark
of their disciplined practice.

Aichi Senmon Nisodo is located in a wealthy residential neighborhood in Na-
goya. From the moment one steps from the street lined with large modern-style
homes through the large temple gate, it is hard not to feel the respect for tradition
and discipline that is manifest in the meticulously cared for Zen gardens and the
traditional architecture of the buildings. The monastic compound includes all the
basic facilities and buildings: a six-sided scripture pavilion, a majestic bell tower,
a worship hall (honds) with a patina that only comes with age, a traditional mo-
nastic hall (s6dd), a shoin for guests, a tea hut, and a newer facility that includes
the kitchen, bath, classrooms, library, teachers’ rooms, abbess’s quarters, guest
rooms, office, dining room, and rooms for novices. The temple has a large bell
that is struck at sunrise and sunset, sending a deep sound that reverberates through-
out the compound and into the neighborhood. The worship hall, like most S5t6
temples, has Sakyamuni in the center of the altar. Fresh flowers, lotus ornaments,
and candles flank the Buddha. Daily offerings of tea, fruit, and cakes can always
be found reverently placed in front. To reinforce the understanding that the mo-
nastic hall is a place of silence, the sign above the s6dd entrance is missing the
character for “mouth,” which is a component in the characters for “s5da.” Inside,
Monju-bosatsu is seated in zazen, rather than wielding his sword of wisdom. His
presence in the center of the s6dd reminds those who are also seated in zazen of
the centrality of wisdom in their practice.

The traditional architecture creates an environment conducive to quiet sitting,
but the traditional windows that slide open and shut on wooden runners are also
designed in such a manner as to train one in the art of accepting that cold is cold,
for winter winds can always find a crack through which to enter. The shoin is
surrounded by a garden, complete with a stone well for washing impurities off
before entering this special place set aside for highly respected guests. In traditional
fashion, the floor is tatami straw mats, and there are only cushions upon which
to sit. With no furniture to distract one’s attention, an intimacy develops between
the guests despite the formalities that always accompany a visit to the shoin. Tea
ceremony classes are also held in the formal rooms of the shoin, for it has all the
necessary features for serving and preparing tea properly and sets the proper tone
for keen attention to intricate details. A stroll through the mossy garden leads to
a tea hut only opened for extremely rare and special tea ceremonies. A newer
building in the compound is used for most classes, cooking, eating, slecping,
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bathing, and studying. Throughout the monastery, the passing of the seasons is
enjoyed with winter plum blossoms, spring cherry blossoms, summer camellia,
and the flaming yellow leaves of the gingko tree in avtumn.

The daily schedule of the monastery is similar to that of any standard S6t6 Zen
monastery. Here is a typical day at the nun’s monastery'®:

4:00 AM. Wake-up (shinrei)

415 Zazen

5:00 Morning siitra chanting (chéka-fiigin)

6:15 Daily moming cleaning of monastery (seiso)

730 Breakfast

8:00-12:00 Classes, samu (working together — gardening, cleaning, prepa-
ration for events), or private study

noon Lunch

12:30-3:00 .M. Classes, samu, or private study

3:00 Tea

4:00 Evening sttra chanting (banka)

4130 Cleaning of worship hall and monastic hall

5:30 Yakuseki, primarily consisting of the days’ leftovers®

6:00-8:00 Private study in own room

8as Night zazen (yaza)

9:00 Lights out (kaichin)

Nuns rotate the job of waking everyone up. The nun assigned this task must rise
earlier than everyone else, dress in the dark, and run through the monastery halls
barefoot while ringing a high-pitched bell. At the instant the bell is heard, all must
move with planned efficiency, especially the lower ranked people for they must
arrive in the s6do by 412 A.M. Seniors may have another minute. In other words,
in twelve minutes one must neatly fold all bedding into the closet, dress, brush
one’s teeth, wash one’s face, use the toilet, and get seated in zazen posture facing
the center of the mediation hall. After the abbess arrives and makes offerings to
Monju-bosatsu, everyone (except the abbess) rotates on her meditation cushion to
face the wall for forty-five minutes of sitting in silence. As described in Dogen’s
Zazen-gi, one tests both feet on the top of one’s thighs for the full-lotus posture,
or just one leg for the half-lotus posture of sitting. The back is straight, shoulders
squared, eyes looking down one meter ahead; the breath is deep and slow. When
the drum sounds, the period of zazen is over, and everyone bows and files out to
the worship hall. The morning service includes bowing, offerings, and chanting,
punctuated by bells and drums indicating what is to be done next. Directly after
the service, everyone goes to her respective division to do the assigned cleaning
chores. By 7:30 all the floors in the monastery have been hand cleaned, all surfaces
dusted, the flowers watered, and the garden spruced up. The cast-iron gong clangs
in a pattern that everyone knows means the food is ready. After a perfunctory
breakfast consisting of fifteen minutes of chanting, glutinous rice porridge, and
pickles, at 8:00 classes commence, more cleaning is done, or private study ensues.

"The schedule for each day depends on numerous factors; there is no established
routine. Somechow, all that needs to be studied or cleaned is accomplished. Tunch
at noon is the biggest meal of the day, frequently the highlight. From 12:30 to
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3:00 P.M. there is time for either classes, cleaning, or study. Tea is at 3:00, and
the evening service is held at 4:00. By 4:30 everyone has changed back into work
clothes and cleans the worship and meditation halls (for the second time in the
day). A meal of leftovers occurs with little formal ritual at 5:30. Many days the
meal might be warmed-over rice porridge, white rice, and a few vegetables. From
6:00 through 8:c0 in the evening, there is more time for study. This is also the
time that the head nun thanks cach woman for her work that day and assigns the
chores for the following day. A final round of zazen is held from 8:15 to g:00.
When the bell is struck to end the session, everyone returns to her division’s room,
lays out the bedding, and the ceiling light is turned off. Technically this is “lights
out,” but the various demands of study, memorizing siitras, and a host of other
details frequently keep most nuns up with a desk lamp on until 11 or 12. Silence
during this time, however, is imperative.

The nuns base their schedule on Dogen’s teachings on monastic life. He wrote
regulations and procedures in a thorough and meticulous fashion. The teachers
in the monastery stress that the rules are designed to teach the disciples to act in
accordance with the Dharma in each and every activity—to treat all life with
respect, to purify the mind of illusions of self and other, good and bad, desire and
dislike. The ideal behind this method is to make the regulations and ideals of the
sangha an internalized mode of living, rather than an external set of regulations
to be obeyed.

Zazen is a vital element in the practice of nuns in the monastery, but in
keeping with Dagen’s emphasis on practice in each aspect of life, the teachers at
the monastery train the novices to do sewing, dusting, scrubbing, eating, washing,
walking, and sitting (not just zazen, but all sitting— while listening to lectures,
eating, talking, etc.)?* as practice. The abbess, Aoyama Shundd, often reminds
people that if you think you are too busy for “practice,” then you do not under-
stand what practice is. Practice is in the way you do everything, not just zazen,
for one is enlightened when one acts like a Buddha. A Buddha does not waste
water while face-washing. A Buddha licks food bowls clean.

I learned that the key to finding peace at the monastery is to accept the fact
that the present moment is all there is. “Now” is the only time when something
can be done. The logic is that if you just do what is necessary at the time, then
all necessary things will be done. To rebel against this reality only causes you to
suffer. T'o contemplate “maybe” or “later” only means that you must fight against
these wishes and keep pace with the others. Yet, to accept the task before you and
to do it with your whole heart leads to freedom and peace. When it is cold, it is
cold. When your right knee hurts, it hurts. When the morning wake-up bell rings,
you wake up. When the bell in the $6d5 is struck, you stand up. When the gong
is struck, you go to eat. When the samu drum is beaten you go to work.

Purity and cleanliness are core concerns in many dimensions of Japanese life.
Historically, this concern stems from the purification practices and rituals that
were central to pre-Buddhist Japanese religion. Zen Buddhism, in particular, has
institutionalized this as a fundamental aspect of monastic life. Maintaining a purc
environment requires a pure mind. Since Zen teaches that there is no dichotomy
between the body and mind, Zen adepts maintain that while polishing the floor,
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the heart is also being polished. Therefore, cleaning serves total hygiene, spiritual
as well as physical.

How does a Buddha clean? Senior nuns never tire of reminding the novice
that a Buddha cleans carefully, not missing a speck of dust or spilling an extra
drop of water. Each motion while dusting must be done with efficiency, grace,
and respect for the object being dusted. Cleaning is perhaps the aspect of Zen
monastic life that comes closest to achieving the ideals of the teachings on a
regular basis. During a good part of the time in the monastery, enlightenment is
cleaning.

Preserving the traditional schedule, the monastery I studied allows the nuns to
bathe and shave their heads on dates that contain either the number four or nine.?!
At times when the heat and humidity of Nagoya were intense, I dreamt of pouring
the water we used for flowers over my own wilting head. At these moments I felt
the oppressive tenacity of tradition. Yet 1 came to understand that it is precisely
because the nuns do not waver on such details that they are living bearers of the
traditional monastic Zen life.?

No actual system, of course, is as perfect as its ideal appears on paper. Likewise,
the pristine image of nuns in public, does not tell the whole picture. It was the
actual conditions of everyday life at the monastery that showed me just how hu-
man these nuns are. [ was initially disappointed that even these nuns displayed
petty concerns, but then 1 saw how they are able to use the tensions and emotional
conflicts that accompany intimate community life as resources for “polishing their
hearts.” I came to understand that this discipline of human relationships is actually
the heart of their Zen practice.

The stereotype of Zen monasteries being a haven for like-minded individuals
to pursue inner tranquility free from social concerns and constraints—a place to
sit in deep meditation-—does not capture the dynamics that come into play in
actual monastic practice. Many nuns told me zazen was the easiest part of the
practice. When you sit you do not have to deal with anyone else directly; you just
sit there. Human relations are what make monastic life a training ground. In this
sense, zazen is not the central practice. The primary practice is learning how to
get along with the people around you. Every nun I spoke with on the matter
explained that learning to cope with the challenges of human relationships—
idiosyncracies, anger, jealousy, pride —is where the real Zen practice occurs. At
times it seemed like what the whole day was about was how not to raise anyone’s
resentment—or scheming how to gain revenge on someone. The monastery is a
virtual greenhouse that magnifies all tensions. Only now from the safe distance of
being on the other side of the globe and several years removed can [ find the
hurmor in it.

The following vignettes lifted from actual events at the monastery may illustrate.
The structure of monastic life is extremely rigid, and the rules and expectations
governing behavior are quite exacting. Indeed, interpreting the regulations was a
common conversation that was primarily about power. When you arc accused of
a breach of conduct by a nun who is your senior, the monastic culture dictates
that you bow with your head to the floor and apologize profusely. Feelings of
anger, frustration, and dislike, thercfore, are forced into rather subtle levels of
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expression. Due to the intensity of the lifestyle, however, even very subdued forms
can communicate poignantly. For example, if you are angty, you can roll around
in bed and make a fair amount of disruptive sound, so those around you-the
target of your anger—may have difficulty falling asleep. Since sleep is at a pre-
mium, this technique can be a powerful mode of expression. At the other end of
the night, which always comes too soon, another opportunity for expressing dis-
satisfaction occurs. You can wake up before the wake-up bell and noisily put your
bedding away. Loud arising will make your negative emotions clear to everyone.

Mealtimes are another time when negative feelings can be indicated in quiet,
yet effective, ways. Food becomes a focus of emotion because it is one of the few
things to look forward to in a demanding day of precision cleaning. If you are
upset with someone who has a small appetite, you can serve them large portions
of food. Since you must eat your bowls clean, this is a particularly direct way to
cause discomfort to the person who happens to irritate you. You can always tell
who was angry at whom by whose bowls get overly loaded with heavy glutinous
rice porridge. Indeed, the cook could have tremendous power to express negative
feelings by cooking too little or cooking things that are not very tasty, but I never
saw this power abused. On the contrary, it seemed that the person who was the
cook for that session was particularly popular among the other nuns.

Work period (semu) offers numerous possibilities for expressing resentment and
feelings of alienation. You can work extremely quickly and make the others around
you look lazy. Or, you can work on easier tasks just slowly enough to not draw
attention to yourself, but force your cohorts to do more of the harder work. Another
popular strategy is to excuse yourself to go to the bathroom and take a long time.
This is an especially preferred technique when the work involves weeding a shady
part of the garden where mosquitoes abound. These signals of dissatisfaction may
give daily life some spice, and in retrospect they seem quite humorous. When
you are in the middle of them, they can be very painful.

At one point I even tried to leave the monastery. T made surreptitious overseas
phone calls scheming with a fellow graduate student back in Cambridge about
how to get our advisor, Nagatomi Sensei, to call the abbess and explain that [ had
to leave. Although ! never had my advisor call, I did talk with the abbess about
leaving. She flatly said that I could not. I was defeated. There was no escape. It
was from this point on that for mere sanity [ had to start finding out what was
redeeming about life in this greenhouse of tensions and seeming pettiness.

[ became increasingly aware that I was not alone in feeling defeated and frus-
trated at not being up to doing all the necessary actions. I ventured out into the
hallway after lights out and discovered that this is the time senior teachers infor-
mally apply the healing balm of understanding that they themselves nurtured in
their own experiences. One teacher in particular, Kits Shunkd Sensei, was com-
monly sought out for the compassion of her wisdom. She would instruct novices
to let their feelings flow like water, because if they let problems or tensions build
up, they would clog and begin to sour. Frequently she drew images from nature
to encourage the discouraged. I was not the only one who benefited from her
stopping to point to the gnarled old gingko tree out back that had weathered
countless seasons. She exclaimed at the sight of the tree aflame with brilliant
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vellow leaves and explained the natural development of strength over time, the
need for each season. Novices find it hard to feel pain very long in the presence
of such compassion, wisdom, and beauty, especially since it seems to be in such
stark contrast to the rest of the day. Kito Sensei, along with the other teachers,
did her best to keep the novices focused on disciplined action, rather than becom-
ing consumed with self-indulgent thoughts and mindless actions.

On one occasion Aoyama Sensei even revealed that when she first came to
train at the monastery she was quite disappointed. There were many aspects of
the life and people around her that she thought were not in accord with the
Dharma. Her teacher scolded her saying, “Who do you think you are? Nobody is
petfect. You have to learn from everything, not just the pure.” This teaching, she
said, inspired her to see the Dharma in all forms and activities, and to not limit
her own practice by judging the behavior of others.

It is here, in the intensity of life within cloistered walls, that tensions over minor
matters—issues that would be of little consequence in the broader society—are
built up and then resolved. At one time, Miyata Sensei, a well-respected, no-
nonsense teacher, came by just as a typhoon was passing over Nagoya. It was a
fitting time for her to address the novices about a minor controversy brewing in
the monastery over the care of a few stray and unhealthy kittens. Regulations do
not permit the monastery officially to keep pets, so some nuns thought they should
send the animals away. Others maintained that their intention was not to keep
the kittens for pets but to help sentient beings whose lives might otherwise be
threatened. Miyata Sensei quietly taught that if we are entrusted with the care of
living creatures, we must take good care of them no matter what kind of life form.
She reminded the novices that living according to the Buddhist teachings was
more than just following rules.

At a time when numerous demands on the abbess called her away from the
monastery for an extended period, tension and conflict in the monastery mounted
with every whispered conversation and with each set of averted eyes. The air grew
thick with insecurity and disharmony. Then at lunch, unannounced, the abbess
returned. Upon seeing her, quite by surprise, tears of joy and relief came to the
eyes of a number of the novices. Everyone began acting differently. It seemed as
if the abbess’s mere presence instantly healed the self-inflicted wounds resulting
from petty complaints. In public, these nuns appear exemplary, an extremely well-
disciplined group of people. Yet, the fact that the abbess’s presence (or lack
thereof) could affect their actions to this extent is testimony to both the abbess’s
profound power and the length of time required for training to live a strictly
disciplined and refined monastic life.

The pressure of interpersonal tensions in the monastery can be very intense. A
senior novice, Baijun-san,” explained the situation while helping her junior with
some problems with another nun. Though she was still considered a novice her-
self, Baijun-san wanted to help diffuse the tensions between her juniors. Her ten-
ure in the monastery, she said, had taught her that problems can arise in all phases
of monastic life, although the types of problems change. She explained that when
you fust enter the monastery, you can barely do anything and everybody scems to
pick on you. When you get a little more advanced, you begin to worry that you
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cannot keep up with your peers. Then, as you become even more advanced, if
you cannot do something—or even if you can—your juniors complain about you.
When you do not do something properly that you are supposed to be able to do,
it is more painful than when a new nun does not, because she is not actually
expected to do everything properly. She went on to talk about how difficult it is
to live with a group of people who are unrelated; but, she added, it is a wonderful
place to learn. “In this place,” Baijun-san reflected, “you even learn to be kind to
people who dislike you. Also, people will tell you when you are wrong. This is a
gift, because not many people will tell you.” In this sense, she continued, “people
here show genuine kindness. They give you the opportunity to improve.” Of
course, she noted, it is not pleasant when they dole it out, but she added that she
still chose to be at the monastery rather than anywhere else. From Baijun-san’s
comments on the ups and downs of monastic training, it is apparent bow life in
the monastery continuously challenges nuns to refine their actions. It is precisely
these moments—when people are not acting exactly according to the discipline —
that train people to pare down their ego.

Completing Rohatsu Sesshin, the most arduous practice of the year, often
brings out a lighter and more forgiving spirit in everyone, despite the fact that
final exams follow on the heels of the sesshin. Since each and every nun has
persevered for the duration, minor complaints about this or that style of action
seem out of place. At tea time one day during this period, all the novices were
giggly while doing a parody of the “Ten Disciples of Sakyamuni.” Their upcoming
exams would cover this and other aspects of Buddhist doctrine and history. The
women started compiling a list of the “Eleven Disciples of Aoyama.” By using the
Chinese pronunciation of common Japanese words, they came up with formal
and eminent sounding names that represented all their bad qualities: Most Emi-
nent Imbecile, Most Revered Chatterbox, Most Honored Indolent One, Most
Highly Disarrayed, Most Respected Glutton, Indexterity Incarnate, Most Immi-
nently Provoked, Most Frequently Forgetful, Most Venerable Shrewd One, Most
Jealously Guarded One, and Most Beloved of Gossip. The laughter seemed to
heal the pain of recent months. They decided to give this to Aoyama as her final
exam. Baijun-san suddenly stopped with her eyes wide open and queried, “But
what if Aoyama Sensei gets them all correct?!” After an instant of utter silence,
peals of laughter rang through the monastery.*

One last example from monastery life at Aichi Senmon Nis6dd will illustrate
how nuns at different stages of training respond to a difficult situation. Although
I am choosing one of the clearest demonstrations of the positive effects Zen mo-
nastic training can have on a person, it was not an isolated incident. With few
exceptions, nuns who trained longer responded to events with more grace and
generally a more pragmatic outlook. It seemed they really had had most of their
sharp edges worn off after years of bumping angrily around with frustration and
hurt. They just did not seem to get as upset by things, because they had learned
that it does not make things any casier.

One day the monastery was hosting a large Dharma Lincage ceremony
(Homyaku-¢) for laity. It was a full-day affair that included lunch. Since the day
before, everyone was involved in the preparations, the most labor intensive of
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which was a traditional Japanese vegetarian meal complete with individual serving
trays and six separate dishes, each caretully arranged. In Zen cooking, the quantity
of each ingredient is carefully calculated so as not to make too much or too little.
By 10:00 that moring the number of guests who were staying for lunch was tallied
up, and the final preparations were well underway. Lunch for the 145 guests was
to be served at exactly noon. At 11:30 someone came in and announced that there
were fifteen more guests who needed lunch. The next thirty minutes in the kitchen
were a brilliant display of the various levels of discipline in human relationships.
The newest nuns started muttering under their breath, “Why didn’t anyone tell
us earlier?” “This is impossible.” “We can’t make that many more meals in this
amount of time.” “Who said it was only 145 guests anyway?” The nuns who had
been in training for two to three years started moving briskly, barking orders of
what should be done, interspersed with inarticulate sounds of frustration, as if to
say, “This is not my fault!” The head cook, the most senior of the nuns in training,
was completing her fifth year in the monastery. Upon hearing the news, she
stopped for about a minute and quietly started running various calculations in her
head. Then she swiftly reached into a bin and brought out five more carrots and
politely asked a novice to cut them in thin diagonal pieces. She asked another
novice if she would please put a medium-sized sauce pan of water on to boil. As
she was telling a few other novices to get out hfteen more of each of the dishes,
she surveyed the already completed trays. Although effort is made to make each
serving equal, variance is common. She found the dishes that had food to spare,
and indicated to a few other novices to scavenge from them. In this way, she
calmly worked until the meal was served to all 160 guests at noon. She never
blamed anyone, nor did she show any sign of tension or displeasure. She thought
through the necessary details as she moved quickly around the kitchen, speaking
politely.

Although it is not apparent from the daily schedule, language has tremendous
impact on shaping the tenor and quality of life in a Zen nunnery. Indeed, a key
to the nuns’ tendency to interpret or transform negative experiences into a positive
aspect of their religious discipline lies in a particular verb conjugation commonly
heard in their speech. This form is rarely used in general conversation in modern
Japanese society. Grammatically it is a combination of the passive and humble
form, but I think its function as a tool of religious discipline is perhaps best
described as the “gratitude conjugation.” This conjugation enables you to per-
meate your verbal expressions with sentiments of gratitude. For example, you can
respond to the question, “What are you doing?” with: “I am profoundly grateful
to the universe for having legs and arms strong enough to carry heavy tables up
the stairs.” In English this sounds contrived, but in Japanese it sounds eloquent.
This verb conjugation belongs to the level of Japanese language known as keigo.>*

Upon hearing a nun utter just a few words, one instantly is drawn into the
world of keigo where respect and humility are paramount. Donald Shively explains
that keigo “is one of the features of language most deeply rooted in traditional
society.”® Since language influences the way one understands the world,?” the
traditional Japanese views of the world require traditional Japanese language. This
is not just a matter of tradition for tradition’s sake; rather, language colors onc’s
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perspective and interpretation of experiences. The formal traditional language, or
keigo, is structured such that the speaker readily humbles himself or herself as a
gesture of propriety. The effect is profound.

Keigo draws one into an awareness of the interrelatedness of people in a way
that cultivates appreciation. Although a wide range of human emotions can be
conveyed in keigo, it is difhcult to speak in keigo and still be grumpy and com-
plaining. One can be sarcastic and express displeasure while using keigo, but the
grammar forces one to temper and control one’s expression. Formalism and cold-
ness are possible too. All these negative things, however, must be filtered through
a form that dictates suppressing the ego. Indeed, keigo patterns facilitate living
according to Buddhist teachings. When speaking in the respectful language of
keigo, the task of raking leaves on a windy day is suddenly transformed into an
opportunity to thank the universe for enabling you to have the capacity to rake
leaves on a windy day. Likewise, one does not just “live” (ikiru), but one “is
grateful for receiving the precious gift of lite” (ikasarete itadakimasu — passive fol-
lowed by humble verb form). When the world is experienced as a series of op-
portunities gratefully reaped, then humility, appreciation, and respect filter out
selfishness, ingratitude, and impudence. For the nuns, their use of keigo is a
fundamental and critical element that helps them maintain their equanimity
through strife, and empowers them to turn oppression into triumph.

The following is a simple example of how keigo can shape experience. At the
age of eighty, a laywoman recalled the details of a day in 1909, when she was only
twelve years old, when she met a nun named Tetsugan-ni. Tetsugan-ni had taken
the girl to see the play Oiran in Nagoya. Upon their return to the temple, the
nun placed herself in front of her teacher and sat in strict seiza posture with her
back perfectly straight. Placing both hands upon the floor, she bowed deeply saying
in keigo, “We have returned. I express my humble apology for having left you
alone. Due to your deep generosity, we have been able to be blessed with an
enjoyable experience. We offer up our profound gratitude.”?® Nearly seventy years
later, I too was struck by the grace and strictness of the nuns’ lives as this elderly
woman recalled the words spoken by Tetsugan-ni, articulating an appreciation of
how one’s actions affect others. Using keigo in daily conversation is a critical part
of the nuns’ practice. [ observed how it can pare down the ego and make explicit
the Buddhist teaching on the interrelatedness of all things. Understanding inter-
relatedness is central to the Buddhist concept of wisdom. Living in accord with
this wisdom is Buddhist compassion.

The training at the women’s monastery seeks to free a person from the three
poisons of delusion, passion, and ignorance that plague most sentient beings. The
“polishing” occurs as the nuns rub and bump against each other like stones being
polished in a tumbler. Dogen’s writings suggest that he too had experienced the
“tumbler mode” of Zen monastic life; it seems only someone who has experienced
the myriad kinds of things that can become the source of discord would have
such an acute awareness of the minute actions that make all the difference be-
tween disrespect and respect. ['or example, in the Eihei Shingi he cautions mo-
nastics not to make loud gargling noises or rattle their wash basins. This may
sound far removed from the Dogen who discourses on being-time and imper-
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manence, but they reveal that Dagen was not just an armchair philosopher. Each
disagreement on procedure, every difference in attitude toward an activity, each
personality conflict—these all are precious opportunities to become smoother and
shinier.?” Zen monastic life is a mutual polishing process. On most days the nuns
consider themselves fortunate to live close enough to bump!

Divisions within the Monastery

The structure of the monastery is organized around the various tasks that must be
performed to make the monastery function. These are divided according to the
systern that originated in Chinese Buddhist monasteries.’® A discussion of these
divisions illuminates how traditional values and procedures are preserved and
transmitted. Each division has a distinct set of responsibilities, but all are governed
by the principles of efficiency and respect.

Since the women’s monasteries are small, they function at present with a min-
imum number of divisions: ino, chiden, tenzo, and anja. Leadership and organi-
zation of the daily schedule are the responsibilities of the ino. Worship-related
activities are carried out by the chiden. The tenzo cooks, while the anja serves
guests. These responsibilities are the heart of the monastery. Together they make
the monastery operate smoothly and efficiently. Moreover, this system is tailored
to teach various lessons in cultivating harmonious human relations and run a
temple aesthetically. A senior nun is placed in each division as the head in order
to teach the newer nuns. This is perhaps where the most careful and rigorous
training occurs by virtue of the intensity of the relationship in the dynamics of a
hierarchical organization. While the senior novice is responsible for the division,
she also must teach her juniors how to perform each task carefully. Anyone who
has served in a management position can understand that sometimes it is easier
to do something yourself to ensure that the task is done correctly and efficiently.
Monastic training is designed to cultivate keen attention and patience, especially
in seniors who have the sometimes competing responsibilities of seeing that things
are accomplished properly on time and teaching their juniors.

The ino is in the highest ranked division; those in this role are responsible for
making decisions, informing everyone of events, and making sure everyone abides
by the rules. It is an honor to hold this position, but it also requires the most work.
The nuns in the ino division work closely with the abbess and other teachers. This
is a treasured opportunity, but their responsibilities often keep them awake hours
beyond lights-out. 'They learn the enviable skill of functioning effectively on min-
imal sleep for months at a stretch. The abbess, however, must work even harder.
In the monastery where I lived, the abbess had slept an average of three hours per
night for decades.

FEach day the ino decides which woman will perform each task, and in the
evening she goes to cach room and formally tells the nuns their responsibilities
for the next day. Dcep bows of gratitude are exchanged between the nuns; one
expresses gratitude for working hard as was requested the night before, the other
expresses gratitude for the opportunity granted. This custom makes everything
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clear. The hicerarchical system dictating one’s actions is necessary for organization,
but it also means that the individual does not know what the next day will offer
until the evening before. It teaches that one is not in control of one’s own activities.
A nun must accept what is put before her. She does not decide what she will do,
not even when she will bathe. This helps break down the ego and retrain one’s
habits to accept what is given.

The next in rank of importance is the chiden division. The primary function
of those in this division is to take care of the worship hall and the various cere-
monies. They also go out to homes of laypeople and chant satras upon request.
While in this division they learn to play instruments used in ceremonies, including
the large wooden drum for keeping the beat steady while chanting (mokugya), the
large round bell (keisu), the arum, gongs, and cymbals. This requires coordination
and a solid control of rhythm. The skill each nun brings to this varies, but it is
essential for all to master the instruments. A ceremony hinges upon the appropriate
sounding of the instruments. In the chiden division a nun learns the proper mo-
tions of the various ceremonies, which must be executed with precision and care.
One must be careful to step with the proper foot forward, hold ritual implements
with the hands and fingers exactly placed. Each motion has been honed down to
its most essential and refined form. It is training of both body and mind.

Performing ritual ceremonies and chanting siitras are among the most common
activities of nuns once they graduate from the monastery, so time in the chiden
division is an invaluable opportunity for new nuns to learn the various rituals a
nun is expected to perform. Even though the official sect regulations have been
reformed to enable nuns to have temples with a congregation (danka), many of
the nuns still do not run temples with congregations. Although their sub-temples
were converted into full-ranking temples, this did not guarantee that a congrega-
tion would gather. People in a congregation rarely move to a new temple, because
they must remain affiliated with the temple in which their ancestors are wor-
shipped. Therefore, nuns primarily go to assist temples with ceremonies. They
must be ready to perform any ceremony at any time, so while in training they
take the time and care to learn the ceremonies more comprehensively than the
average monk. The training received in the chiden division will be critical to their
lives after graduating from the monastery.

The tenzo division, embracing the monastery’s cook, is considered by most
nuns to be a vital organ of the monastery, for everyone is directly affected by the
activities of the tenzo three times a day. Fidelity, creativity, and purity are qualities
especially cultivated while serving in this division. Its critical importance is elo-
quently and powerfully explicated in Ddgen’s Tenzo Kyokun |Instructions to the
Cook]. He counsels that cooking is to “nurture the seeds of Buddha.” Therefore,
the cook must prepare all food in a nutritious and respectful fashion. The cook
also learns how to prepare vegetarian dishes with creativity, for she must wisely
use all food without waste. The nuns are taught that each vegetable is a Buddha.
To cat vegetables is also an act of nourishing the Buddha with Buddhahood.

With that as the context, the following example will vividly elucidate the types
of concerns, challenges, and creative energy of a Zen cook. One moming just
after we had finished eating breakfast, already four hours since rising, a man’s
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voice bellowed forth drawing us all out into the crisp autumn air. Sitting in the
middle of the compound was a large truck brimming with large white daikon
radishes; the truck was manned by a farmer from the far side of the country who
had driven all night long to deliver the radishes to the nuns. Excitement filled the
air as we fourteen women were warmed with images of the kind farming village
while we hauled all 180 of these jumbo radishes, five heavy tubers at a time, down
into the cellar. Amid the profuse gratitude that flowed with our laughter while
drinking tea with the farmer, no one seemed to notice the serious expression on
the face of the cook, Keishin-san, who was quietly at work calculating the most
respectful way to treat each and every one of these plump tubers. She was realizing
that the generous gitt of the farmer was going to challenge her ability to treat all
those radish-shaped Buddha bodies with the respect that they deserved. For the
rest of the nuns, the farmer’s matter-of-fact attitude and modesty in the face of
such a tremendous donation made the radishes taste sweeter. Until, that is, after
weeks of eating white radishes in every conceivable (and inconceivable form) of
boiled, chopped, sautéed, sliced, and fried in the most plain and exotic of sauces
and combinations. The tenzo began soliciting ideas after her creative juices ran
dry. We all knew we had to accept each meal with thanksgiving and appreciate
the efforts of the cook. The general consensus, however, was that we had estab-
lished a case for the Buddha being too full of radishes.

The fourth division, anja, is no less important. The members of this division
focus their concern on matters regarding people visiting the monastery. Anja di-
vision members learn how to be gracious to lay visitors, high Zen masters, and
guests off the street. Interacting with sundry sorts of people is a time for refining
the art of understanding people’s varying needs and feelings. The nuns must learn
to carefully observe people to discern whether they are hungry or thirsty and offer
them refreshment without delay. Serving as an anja hones a nun’s sensitivity to
whether someone would be more comfortable being treated more casually, or that
the nature of the visit is serious and therefore all formalities should be adhered to
with meticulous detail. It trains her eye to be quick at determining whether a
guest will feel cold easily and quietly placing an extra blanket with the guest’s
bedding. By developing this instinct for anticipating a person’s needs before the
guest has even become aware of them, the anja can then prepare in advance to
ensure that things go smoothly. This requires cultivaling a heart that cares deeply
for the well-being of others—an essential aspect of their training. A modest ex-
ample brings out the fact that a sensitive anja even knows when it is best to bend
the rules.

A teacher was entertaining a guest in her room one afternoon, and the anja,
Daoka-san, began to serve them formal tea (matcha) and cakes when a novice
entered the room to discuss an important matter with the teacher. With the novice
present, it would have been rude for the teacher and guest to partake of the tea
and cakes. A novice, however, is not permitted to be treated with special service,
because she is in the middle of ascetic training. Nevertheless, out of respect for
the teacher and guest, Dokd-san brought tea and cakes for the novice, so the
leacher and guest could have theirs. The teacher praised Doko-san for her aware-
ness of the situation and her quick respouse. The teacher then lifted her tea bowl
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indicating everyone could begin. The responsibilities of the anja division frain
nuns in the skill of being concerned about others’ needs.

Fach trimester, the nuns rotate their divisions, so all the nuns may learn the
various essential aspects of running a temple. Since the number of nuns at the
Nagoya monastery today is small, nuns tend to get a more thorough training than
their male counterparts in larger monasteries. Each nun has the opportunity to
be in each division at least once (and half of them twice) during the minimum
two-year program. The small number of nuns also necessitates that each nun be
responsible for more within each division. This makes them strong and competent
members of the Buddhist clergy when they graduate.

The divisions in the monastery train each nun to be skilled in all aspects of
monastic life and prepare her to be a responsible member of the community. She
can serve as a dependable manager, having gained leadership and organizational
skills as ino. While in the chiden division she masters the intricate gestures and
procedures for numerous rituals, enabling her to perform and assist in any cere-
mony after graduation. A cook who has learned to appreciate food as Buddha will
be readily received wherever people are hungry. The keen powers of observation
and heightened sense of others’ needs are skills that a monastic can use in all
types of circumstances and at all levels of interaction. These qualities so carefully
taught in the monastery produce women who can affect their spheres of influence
in profound and concrete ways.

Another dimension- of the division system of organization is that the nuns’
rooms, the seating order in the s5da, the seating order at meals, and bathing order
are determined by their division. The result is that the nuns in any given division
must do everything together during their tenure in that division. It is an efficient
and effective method for a nun to learn to cooperate with any kind of person who
crosses her path. The situation is perhaps exacerbated now that the composition
of nuns has become more diverse. During the first six decades of this century,
novice nuns were all about the same age and had similar backgrounds. The range
of ages in recent years (21 to 71 years) is the most striking source of tension and
misunderstanding. Furthermore, the nuns come from previous experiences as di-
verse as having been the general manager of a company to being the daughter of
a Japanese Mafia member (yakuza). All the nuns agree that human relations are
the most difficult aspect of training.

The spatial arrangements and the daily schedule are designed for necessity and
efficiency. The result is that there is little private time or space. This aspect of life
in the monastery is yet another way in which a nun must discard her personal
desires and live in accord with the community. This period of training in the
monastery is intensive, not merely because a nun will probably do more zazen
and stitra chanting at this time compared to life in her own temple after gradua-
tion, but also because the novice nuns live in a rather insular world where they
must work, eat, sleep, study, and practice together throughout their tenure in the
monastery. Aoyama adds her insights on life in training at the monastery:

By living in a group without privacy, you learn to control the mind and body
out of necessity. Only when you can naturally control yourself, even when no
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one is around, are you allowed to have a room of your own. This is the way
Zen living is designed. It is quite effective.

Ceremonial Rituals and Activities

Ceremonial rituals mark various stages in the lives of nuns, plus they give contour
to the nuns™ daily lives and accentuate the passing of the seasons. They delineate
who one is through novice initiation ceremonies and teacher certification cere-
monies. The time of day can be determined by the ritual activity, whether it be
morning services or night zazen. The annual ritual calendar serves to inform us
when it is spring by performing an equinox ritual. Buddha'’s Enlightenment Day
celebrations tell you when it is December 8. Rituals help the nuns prepare for
and accept each new phase of life, bring meaning to the passing moments of the
day, and mark the changes of the seasons.

In general outline, the ritual life of the nuns corresponds in many ways to the
threefold scheme of Amold van Gennep’s The Rites of Passage.’? Rites of “sepa-
ration” in the nuns’ lives include ordination ceremonies and precept ceremonies.
The period of monastic training serves as a “liminal period” where the nuns lead
lives isolated from the rest of society and engage in rituals that solidify their com-
mitment to the monastic path. After graduation from the monastery, nuns enter
the “postliminal phase.” They then become fully engaged with society as a model
of the Buddhist path, usually running their own temples. In this phase, nuns begin
lives that are filled with close contact with laypeople by serving, teaching, and
leading them through ritual phases of their own lives.

Following van Gennep’s insight into the common pattern of ritual phases helps
us observe the changes in the aims and purposes of a nun in different times of
her life. In the separation phase a woman goes through a process of purification
and transformation, as she sheds her individualized clothing and hair and dons
the simple black robes of one who has made a decisive commitment to an ascetic
life. The liminal phase of training in the monastery is essential, for in order to
adjust to entirely new modes and habits of life, the novice must receive constant
reinforcement and strict training. Distractions from the outside world would create
unnecessary conflict when the inevitable doubts and pain arise in adjusting to
monastic life. A postliminal phase accentuates the shift in the life of a nun in
training who lives in a monastery to the life of a nun who heads or assists a temple
whose purpose is to care for the community.

Perhaps the most powerful ceremony in a nun’s life is the one when she first
becomes initiated into the ranks of monastic Buddhists, the tokudoshiki.®* The
period prior to this moment is an intense phase of purifying one’s body and mind
by casting off one’s old patterns of life, familiar possessions, comfortable habits,
and changing one’s relationship with friends and family. Many women will prac-
tice at @ monastery while stil) a laywoman to ease the transition into a full monastic
life. The day of her ordination: becomes her new birthday. Traditionally, a woman
secking ordination entered the worship hall wearing a formal omate bridal ki-
mono,™ for until recent years women sought ordination at the common age for
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marriage. It was a stark representation of her choice not to marry but rather to
enter the celibate monastic lifc. More recently, however, women enter at varying
ages, and they usually wear a simple and tasteful kimono, with a preference for
plain fabrics and muted colors like gray, plum, and blue. A vestige of the bridal
kimono remains intact, however, in that a white kimono is worn underneath. This
practice graphically symbolizes her death to an old way of life. Having entered
the worship hall in her secular kimono, the woman formally thanks her parents
and ritually bids them farewell.® Her teacher then leads her into another room
and establishes an intimate bond of trust by carefully shaving all but a patch at
the top of her new disciple’s head. The sudden appearance of a white-clad figure
with shorn hair prepares everyone for the final metamorphosis of a common
woman into a monastic Buddhist. Only moments pass before she dons the pure
black robes that will define her role in life from that moment forward. Her teacher
presents her with the essential objects of that life, a set of black bowls for eating,
a black monastic robe, a surplice (kesa) for formal occasions, a black mini-surplice
(rakusu) for informal occasions, and a cloth for kneeling and prostrations (zagu).
She is then given a final chance to solidify her commitment to monastic life or
return to lay life. The gravity of the ceremony weighs heavily until the final com-
mitment is uttered, and the last remnant of her previous life is removed from the
crown of her head. Hereafter, she will be known by her newly received Buddhist
name.

Although it is not necessary to perform both rituals on the same day, frequently
the ordination ceremony segues into the precept ceremony, in which the precepts
of the monastic life are received. There are numerous interpretations and forms
to the Buddhist precepts.*® The founder of Tendai Buddhism, Saiché (767-822),
developed an abbreviated set of precepts.’” Dogen followed Saiché’s lead and
established a set of sixteen precepts based upon the central core of Saichd’s already
abbreviated precepts.®® Since then, women and men have taken the following
precepts upon entering the S6t6 Zen monastic tradition. Three Refuges are taken
in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. The Three Pure Precepts—do good, do
good for others, do not commit evil —comprise precepts four through six. The
remaining ten are known as the Ten Great Precepts: do not kill, do not steal, do
not lie, do not become intoxicated, do not commit sexual misconduct, do not talk
about the faults of others, do not elevate self and do not demean others, do not
be angry, do not be stingy, and do not speak evil of the three treasures (Dharma,
Buddha, Sangha).®® Having vowed to live in accord with these precepts, the
woman completes her transformation into a Buddhist nun. The following years of
training will develop the necessary skills of a nun who can perform vartous rituals
herself. Her actions and thoughts will be refined through numerous chanting and
offering services, sesshin, and sundry rituals both simple and complicated, daily
and annually.

The most common pattern is for a novice to enter a monastery shortly after
becoming ordained. Marking the transition into the liminal phase is the ceremony
for entering the monastery (nyigakushiki). It brimms with commitment, excitement,
and hope for the future. Yet it is also a time of uncertainty and readjustment.
Fveryone is learning how to put on their monastic robes, how to chant siitras,
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how to eat properly, and where to place their slippers. They must even learn to
respond to their new Buddhist names. The time I attended this ceremony, April
8, 1990, was an especially joyous time, because for the first time in ten years the
monastery received ten new women at one time. The numbers of entering nuns
had been steadily diminishing for the last few decades, but that year there was a
turn in events. This brought joy, relief, and hope to all.

Daily rituals include chanting siitras in the morning after a round of zazen.
The Kannon Siitra and the Heart Siitra are chanted between prostrations, incense,
the recitation of the names of all the ancestors and leaders of the nuns, and
offerings to gﬁkyamuni, Dagen, and Keizan on the altar. Aside from numerous
minor rituals accompanying nearly all daily activities, bells and drums punctuate
the day, starting with wake-up, then announcing the beginning and end of classes
and work period, opening and closing of siitras chanted at meals, bath time, eve-
ning services, night zazen, and finally lights out. In this way, daily life in the
monastery is highly regimented and organized, leaving little to no room for privacy
or individual decisionmaking. The rituals train each novice to move as a punctual,
polite, and hard-working group.

Although zazen is done in the predawn and night of most every day, once a
month a sesshin is held for more concentrated zazen. Aside from the two longer
sesshin, Rohatsu in December and Nehan in February, sesshin at Aichi Senmon
Nisodo are three days in duration. Daily lectures on Zen philosophy add to the
intensity of eight-hour days of zazen. These sesshin are open to the public, but
they are mainly for the deepening of the nuns training:

4:00 AM.  Wake-up

4115 Zazen

5:00 Kinhin (walking practice)
5115 Satra chanting in zazen form
6:00 Kinhin

6:15 Breakfast in zazen form

7:00 Daily cleaning of monastery (seis)
8:30 Zazen

9115 Kinhin

9130 Dharma lecture (go-teisho)®
11:00 Break

1115 Lunch in zazen form

noon Rest

1:00 P.M. Zazen

1145 Kinhin

2:00 Dharma lecture (go-teishd)
3:30 Tea

4:00 Zazen

4145 Kinhin

5:00 Zazen

5:30 Yakuseki, evening meal of days’ leftovers
6:00 Break

100 Lazen
7
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7:45 Kinhin
8:00 Chant Fukanzazengi in zazen posture
9:00 Lights out

These periods of concentrated practice become part of the thythm of the lifestyle.
No talking beyond absolute necessity is permitted during a sesshin. Many nuns
look forward to this time, because it, in part, means diminished interaction with
others. Most of the life in the monastery involves intense human relations, so the
sesshin is a chance where nuns may rest from this more stressful aspect of life in
the monastery. It has the effect of cleansing and rejuvenating everyone. Many
novices mentioned to me that sesshin provide a chance to pause and see their
path clearly again.

During their tenure in the monastery the nuns will participate in and perform
many ceremonies, but among the most powerful and intimate are the ceremnonies
to Ananda (J. Anan). There is a short version to be held on the seventh of the
month. A longer and more elaborate version is held only rarely, the Anan Kashiki.
Only nuns perform this ceremony. It helps create a clearly defined sense of com-
munity of female monastics. Ananda is special to the nuns; he is remembered for
having interceded to Sakyamuni on behalf of the first women who wanted to enter
the Buddhist order of renunciants. It is held that through Ananda’s persuasion,
Sakyamuni established the order of Buddhist nuns. The nuns at Aichi Senmon
Nisods perform a ritual in honor of Ananda that Kanké-ni, one of the most pow-
erful nuns of the Meiji period, formally designed. She based it upon earlier
traditions that are no longer performed. Since Kanka-ni was the teacher of Mizuno
Jorin, one of the founding nuns of Aichi Senmon Nisoda, this nunnery is dedi-
cated to maintaining the ceremony.* The ceremony evokes a mood reminiscent
of ancient India. In contrast to the quick, rhythmic and nontonal Japanese chants,
the chants in homage to Ananda’s great compassion are colorful Indian-sounding
melodies with a songlike quality. S6t5 nuns use this ritual to recreate the imagined
sentiments of the first nuns. In this way, S6t6 nuns seem to establish a bond with
these first courageous and committed women, a connection that transcends the
centuries and cultures. Each round of chants and prostrations apparently draws
out renewed understanding and heartfelt insight into their historical context.
When the ceremonies I observed came to a close, each woman virtually glowed
from her profound gratitude that she was a nun. This ritual is rare in a number
of ways. It is a particularly evocative ritual that has a long (though scattered) his-
tory, and it is now known by just a small percentage of nuns. Nonetheless, it is a
ritual that continues to empower a number of nuns today. It is a time of gratitude
and communally renewing their commitment to life as monastic women.*

Aside from this highly specialized ritual, the year is filled with ceremonial
rituals that are common to most Zen Buddhists. By participating in them, one
gains a heightened awareness of the Buddhist tradition, especially Zen. Another
ceremonial ritual that evokes a reflective spirit is the Fusatsu repentance cercmony
(Skt. Uposatha).* This ceremony, traditionally performed on new and full moons,
has been integral to the monastic tradition since shortly after the Buddha’s pass-
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ing.* The ritual is based upon the Haradaimokusha (Skt. Pratimoksa Satra).® A
solemn atmosphere is instantly created when each nun enters the worship hall
after purifying her robes with the smoke from incense that is burning at the en-
tryway. One’s unfair thoughts, unkind words, poor attitude, and improper actions
are easy to see in the monastery where there is a strict regimentation of ritual,
hierarchy, and daily schedule, for there is no place to hide. Therelore, this cere-
mony of repentance is approached with gravity and relief. On most days it is easier
to see the shortcomings of others, but on this day, no one seems to know one’s
own faults better than oneself. The ritual provides a chance for nuns to face
themselves in front of the community and begin anew.

To start off the spring, Sakyarmuni’s birthday is celebrated on April 8 with many
flowers. A memorial service for the two heads of Sot6 Zen, Ddgen and Keizan, is
held on September 28 and 29. Shortly thereafter the legendary founder of Zen,
Bodhidharma, is remembered on October 5. Although not celebrated by the gen-
eral sect, the nuns take special time to celebrate the birthday of Buddha’s mother
on October 31. Rohatsu Sesshin®® ends on the Buddha’s Enlightenment Day, De-
cember 8. Dagen’s birthday is celebrated on January 26. The annual ritual cal-
endar ends appropriately with a ceremony on February 15, marking the day when
Sakyamuni Buddha entered parinirvana. These ceremonies bring one deeper into
the Zen Buddhist world. Through them one becomes more aware of its important
figures and the significant moments in Buddhist history. In this way one becomes
more deeply involved with the Buddhist Community.

Graduation is the final ceremony before returning to the general society as a
fully trained nun. For those who have had advanced training, this means leaving
the monastery after five to seven years. Others decide to graduate after the two
years required for the basic degree necessary to head a temple. In all cases, these
years of training have inevitably been filled with a myriad of experiences, feelings,
and insights into their own hearts. Most nuns come to see this as a noble life
through which they persevered. Every nun 1 questioned mentioned that they did
not leave the same as they entered. During the graduation ceremony I attended
in 198¢, the abbess noted that the graduates had begun to be polished —having
become rounder, smoother, and brighter through near constant interaction with
the other nuns, teachers, and laity affiliated with the monastery. She was quick to
add, however, that there was no graduating from Buddhist practice.”

A nun may become involved in various activities for the laity while she practices
in her own temple. Some of the important ones are also held at the monastery,
including stitra copying (shakyo), Sunday Zen activities (Nichiyd-sanzenkai), and
Dharma lineage (Homyaku-e) precept classes and ceremony.® While still in train-
ing, however, the novices can only assist in the activities. Once a month the
worship hall is opened up for siitra copying.* It is an activity, like all activities for
the laity, primarily attended by laywomen. The most commonly chanted stitra in
Zen is the Heart Sutra, and so it is no surprise that this is the sttra everyone
copies. Although it is an extremely profound text, it is also the shortest siitra. A
space is also left for people to write down their prayers. It provides a little sacred
space and time for people to be close to the Buddhist world and themselves as
they face a figure of Kannon (the bodhisattva of compassion) shrouded in clouds
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of incense, while carefully brushing each stroke of the Heart Sitra onto thick
cotton paper. After offering their copies onto the altar, a nun, usually Kito Sensei,
who would quietly sip tea and engage in conversation with those who approached
her. For some, she was the reason they had come. She poured compassion on the
troubled, the wounded, and the lonely. She apparently increased people’s joy with
her smile of understanding. It was easy to notice that most people would leave a
little more peaceful than when they arrived. This is one of the subtle ways in
which a nun helps others, just by sitting there and letting people come and open
their hearts.

Another activity open to the public is the Nichiyd-sanzenkai. One Sunday each
month is set aside to invite anyone to experience a day of Zen lifestyle. It is not
as personal as the quiet time of siitra copying, for there are always dozens of
women (and a few men) who come from near and far to participate in this. Some
women would even travel on a train all night to attend. It is not because there
are no such activities in their vicinity (Tokyo). They are drawn to Aoyama
Shundd’s teachings and the nuns’ community. 'The abbess gives two instructional
and inspirational talks during this day of zazen and Zen-style eating. Through
discussion with participants and a survey 1 conducted of laity who attended activ-
ities at the nunnery, I learned that most people are physically and spiritually
challenged by the day, but they still find it worth the effort. They keep coming
back for more. This is an opportunity for the novice nuns to learn how to interact
and help the laity. It is also a chance for novices to be reminded of their own
progress, for they were once in the position of those whose legs ached and could
not enjoy eating due to the profusion of details to remember during the meal.

The Dharma Lineage Ceremony is the most involved and time-consuming of
the ceremonies for the laity. This is a ceremony where laity can receive the pre-
cepts and a precept name (kaimyd), usually reserved for the deceased or the or-
dained. The entire ceremony takes seven days. At the Nagoya monastery, the nuns
follow the common pattern of meeting once a month for seven months. The
ceremony consists of an extremely abbreviated version of monastic training. At all
of these day-long ceremonies, there are lessons given by eminent teachers from
around the country. One ritual in which the laity participates is for the repentance
of wrongdoings. They also take the same sixteen precepts as the monastics, al-
though they remain laypeople. At the end of this elaborate ceremony, filled with
high teachers in ornate robes performing complicated and fascinating rituals, the
visitors receive a precept name and a certificate that establishes them in the Zen
spiritual lineage. Most temples do not perform this elaborate ceremony, for it is
demanding in terms of time, money, energy, complexity of ritual, and in serious-
ness. The nuns at the Nagoya monastery, therefore, are fortunate to have the rare
opportunity to learn the intricacies of this solemn ceremony. It places them in
the important position of being among a select group who are able to assist with
this ceremony when they graduate.

The most popular ritual in the annual calendar of the nuns of Aichi is an
ancestor worship rite called Jizd Nagashi, held on July 7.5 Jizo, a bodhisattva (Skt.
Ksitigarbha-bodhisattva), is frequently depicted standing in the image of a clean-
shaven monastic holding a staff. He vowed to deliver all people from this suffering
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world and to empty the hells. He is particularly known for saving all beings in the
period between Sakyamuni Buddha of the past and Maitreya Buddha of the fu-
ture.’! Therefore, nuns of Aichi Senmon Nisodd created this ritual, primarily for
lay members of the community, as part of the ancestor rites that occur all over
the country during the summer months of July and August.”? The nuns designed
a day that involves a short trip to a large temple and a boat ride on a lake that is
conducive to reflection upon one’s deceased family members™ and the meaning
of life in the face of death. Before this day arrives, nuns and laity alike have the
names of their ancestors written on individual memorial tablets. Ten busloads of
devotees gather in the morning; buses numbered four and nine are conspicuously
missing, however, for homonyms of these numbers are “death” and “suffering,”
respectively. The nuns cultivate a sense of community among the people in each
bus by leading everyone in Buddhist songs and chants. A sense of pilgrimage is
quickly established — the air filled with the mixture of joy and adventure, reflection
and prayer—among the sea of new and old faces. Between rounds of the Heart
Stitra and chants to Jizd, newcomers are naturally swept into the ring of sharing
candies, a thermos of tea, and homemade umeboshi (pickled plums) and the
exchange of details about recent aches and pains, illness, deaths, marriages, and
births. The year I attended, the temple we were going to was Mydgon-ji in To-
yokawa (more famous for its shrine to the fox deity, Inari). Before arriving at the
temple, the people show all the signs that they have become comfortable in their
identity as the Nisodd pilgrims.

At the temple, the abbess leads the worship ceremony in deep coral-colored
robes while other nuns play cymbals, drums, and bells. The voices of dozens of
nuns merge together as they recite the names of each and every person being
remembered that day. After the nuns have formally paid respect to literally
thousands of ancestors, the abbess offers some advice. She begins by explaining
the five offerings that help an ancestor: candle, incense, flowers, food, and drink.>*
More powerful than these, however, is Jizo who cares for all beings upon death.
The abbess says that he is especially known for his concern for children, so his
qualities are commonly likened to those of a mother who constantly tries to ease
the suffering of her children. The abbess gently reminds those present that in
order to effectively help like Jizg, you must practice becoming like water. She
explains that this waterlike quality enables you to fill the need no matter what the
shape. After the ceremony comes to a close, all 450 people eat lunch in the temple.
Upon boarding the spacious boat heading out into the large lake —this year it was
Hamanako and last year it was Lake Biwa—everyone chants the Heart Sitra fol-
lowed by seven repetitions of a darani to Jizdé: Onkdakakabisanmaeisowaka.’® For
the remainder of the boat ride a solemn mood is maintained by the nuns singing
a somber song of homage to }Jizd. Once the boat is out in the middle of the lake,
everyone moves to the edge of the boat facing the mountains, now veiled in clouds.
With the song of homage accompanying their personal prayers, in a natural gesture
of respect each person raises to their forehead the five little slips of rice paper
with the image of Jizd printed on them and slowly lets each of their five slips Hoat
off their iingertips and flutter in the air. Memories of the devotees” loved ones are
stirred with each piece slipping off and into the sea of paper whirling in the wind.
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As the rice-paper Jizds dissolve into the water, the intent is that the suffering over
their own loss should also melt in their hearts, which are now renewed and healed
through this ritual. In creating this unique ritual and drawing upon traditional
practices and images, the nuns reveal their concern with the nature of the human
heart as it tries to heal in the awareness of death. Performing this ritual on water
makes people aware of the image of water, Howing harmoniously with its sur-
roundings. As I stood on the boat amid the pilgrims, it seemed to me somehow
fitting to have nuns lead this ritual, for they resemble Jizo—a clean-shaven mo-
nastic with the heart of a mother.

Some rituals are only performed once in a lifetime, while others are repeated
daily, monthly, or annually, but all play a significant role in the lives of the nuns.
Performing rituals helps define what it means to be a nun, for both the woman
herself and for the people around her. Rituals assist her through various phases of
growth and development. In turn, the nuns attempt to help others through various
aspects of their lives by performing rituals that quietly heal, that honor loved ones,
and that celebrate life.

Educational Curriculum and Degrees

As described in chapter 3, the founding nuns saw education as the key to solving
their problems.’s Although the lessons gained from their responsibilities in running
the monastery divisions and performing rituals are essential, the education at the
monastery provides them with skills and knowledge necessary for leading people
in a Zen Buddhist way. It sharpens their minds and grounds them in relevant
Buddhist philosophy and history. Practical courses also prepare them to be self-
sufficient members of the Buddhist clergy.’” As a result of their perseverance and
strong vision, the monastery now ofters elementary through advanced levels of
training. Their various programs give nuns the flexibility to meet the needs of
women who come with different backgrounds and have different goals. Some have
a temple waiting for them and need to return with the necessary skills and qual-
ifications as soon as possible, while others have little background and only one
thing clear: they must practice. All of them, regardless of their situation, must
meet a basic standard of education and training in the monastery in order to
graduate and be granted authorization to head a temple.

Since the monastery offers both monastic training and Buddhist textual edu-
cation, a nun may simultaneously qualify for various monastic and religious teach-
ing ranks.”® The requirements for monastic leader ranks involve Buddhist practice,
most of which may be acquired at a certified monastery. Religious teaching ranks
are achieved by studying Buddhist texts, history, and philosophy. In the case of
requirements for the teaching ranks, some of the requirements may be met at a
monastery, but many achieve the necessary background through Buddhist univer-
sities, primarily Komazawa University and Aichi Gakuin University. The basic
requirernents for both types of ranks often occur in conjunction with each other,
for the monastery is designed to train one in Buddhist practice and offers academic
courses to fulfill the religious teaching requirements.”® Depending upon the cir-
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cumstances, the minimum requirements can take as little as six months to com-
plete, and the advanced degrees can take a lifetime to accomplish.

Monastic Leader Ranks (highest to lowest)

1. Great Preceptor (Daioshd): One who has established a Dharma banner
by formally practicing in a monastery for a set term, usually one hun-
dred days (kessei-ango).

2. Preceptor (Osho): One whose name has been enrolled in the register
of monastics who have been officially recognized by the two Head Tem-
ples as a monastic who has been given Dharma transmission by his or
her teacher (zuise).

3. Meditation Hall Leader (Zagen): One who has done advanced practice
and has become a recognized monastic skilled in the fundamentals of
monastic life (risshin; kessei-ango).

4. Assistant Meditation Hall Leader (Joza): One who has received ordi-
nation (tokudo) and whose name is enrolled in the register of monastics.

Religious Teacher Ranks (highest to lowest)
Supreme Head Master (Daikydsei)
. Head Master (Gon Daikydsei)
. Head Teacher (Daikyéshi)
. Associate Head Teacher (Gon-Daikydshi)
. Full Rank Teacher (Seikyashi)
. First Rank Teacher (Ittokyoshi)
. Second Rank Teacher (Nitokyoshi)
. Third Rank Teacher (Santokyoshi)
. First Rank Assistant Teacher (Ittokydshiho)
. Second Rank Assistant Teacher (Nitokyashiho)

O D ©O~1 Wt - W o=
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The requirements for the various monastic and teaching ranks include degrees
offered through the official sect monasteries. The requirements are complex, leav-
ing room for significant individual variance. In general, for basic ranks, the average
monastic stays two years; for intermediate ranks five years is common.

Degrees Conferred by Monastery

1. Preparatory Curriculum Degree (Yoka): two years if the monastic has
no high school diploma

2. Standard Curriculum Degree (Honka): two years if the monastic has a
high school diploma

3. Research Curriculum Degree (Kenkyisei): three years after obtaining
Standard Curriculum Degree

4. Advanced Curriculum Degree (Tokusd): two years after obtaining Re-
search Curriculum Degree

The fust degree, the Preparatory Curriculum Degree (Yoka), requires two years
of training at the monastery while completing a high school education. Most
women today, however, enter with a high school diploma, so they enter straight
into training for the Standard Curriculum Degree (Honka). During these two-year
programs the nuns leam to chant the sittras, perform the various necessary cere-
monies and rituals, cook Japanese vegetarian food (shéjin ryori), clean, sew reli-
glous garments, take tea and flower lessons, do zazen, and take a number of
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academically oriented courses on Buddhist texts. The third level of advancement
is a two- to three-year program for the Research Curriculum Degree (Kenkyiisei).
This is considered the level where the nuns refine what they have learned in the
previous years. Since many ceremonies and rituals only occur once a year, it
requires many years to perfect and deeply understand the complicated ritual mo-
tions and profound meaning embodied in the various ceremonies. They also study
more advanced texts. The highest level of training offered at the Nisgds is the
Advanced Curriculum Degree (Tokusd). As with monks, most nuns do not com-
plete this training, for it is a long and challenging program. Although they are still
in training themselves, they become responsible for the younger nuns’ training.
Completing this training qualifies them for becoming a high level teacher.

The academic schedule is based upon a three-semester system. The first se-
mester is from April 8 to July zo. The second semester, the longest in duration,
begins September 1 and runs through December 24. A shorter term from January
8 to March 31 marks the third semester of their year. During recess periods from
the monastery, the nuns return to their home temple and their own teacher in
order to study and assist with affairs there.

Among the required activities for all levels of nuns is taking courses in a num-
ber of Buddhist texts. At Aichi Senmon Nis6dd, high monastic teachers (Rashi)
from other temples come to the monastery to teach these courses. The curriculum
is designed to cover all the important texts. The basic texts are studied in the first
year, while advanced texts are studied at certain times in successive years.® Among
the texts studied in the first year is the Gakudoyajinshii [Points to Watch in Prac-
ticing the Way] by Dagen. It is vital for the nuns in training, for it covers fun-
damental issues such as the necessity of arousing Bodhi-mind, the importance of
finding a true teacher, and the basics of harmonizing body and mind. Mano Rashi
was a male Zen Master, slight in build, who was in his late eighties at the time I
was there. In a voice that quivered with experience, he plainly said to the novices
who were still adjusting to life within the monastery walls, “If you want to be
comfortable, then all becomes painful. Wanting to be comfortable is not prac-
tice.”®! He later analyzed the word for monastery: sarin. Part of the word includes
the character for forest. In a forest, trees grow straight up. Likewise, in a forest of
humans, people grow straight t00.¢? In other words, to establish yourself straight
on the path, monastery life is helpful, for it creates an environment where people
must live so close together that there is no direction in which to grow but straight
up. The study of Buddhist tests is a vehicle through which the nuns receive
essential information to help them on the monastic path. The texts are not studied
for their historical significance or their philosophical importance, but for their
deep insight into how one leads a Buddhist life.

Keizan Jokin's (1268-1325) text, Zazen-yojinki [Key Points on Zazen], is read
with keen interest for, among numerous essential things, it instructs the new nuns
on more mundane aspects of zazen, such as how to keep from getting sleepy
(focus your mind on your hairline). It describes the kind of clothing suitable for
zazen—not luxurious, not rags, but comfortable —and cautions one to eat mod-
erately lest one get sick. Breathing techniques are also described to help enable
one to hind harmony of body and mind. Dogen’s Shobogenzo Zuimonki, under-
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stood to be recorded by Koun Ejo (1198-1280), is also scrutinized, because it is a
text which recounts lectures Dogen gave to his disciples in training at Kosha-ji.
The main teaching of this text instructs the disciples how to see impermanence
and egolessness. Although the majority of the nuns do not have the time, training,
or inclination to analyze these texts in technical philosophical terms, they grasp
the texts’ core in an embodied sense as they learn to move through the activities
of each day according to these teachings.

In addition to the high teachers brought from outside, the abbess also frequently
lectures on central Buddhist teachings. Her teachings invariably hit their mark,
for they are born out of her own experience of the monastic life. She knows the
concerns and questions that a novice encounters, and she also knows how to
transform their doubts into inspiration. On one occasion she explicated the foun-
dation of S6t6 Zen teachings: Ddgen’s understanding of the relationship between
practice and original enlightenment.®* She begins with saying that no matter which
way you throw grass seeds, they will all grow towards the sun, because they are
naturally designed to do this. The seeds’” full (Buddha) nature is not manifested,
however, if they do not have water and sunshine. Humans are the same, she
explains. Practice is to us as water and sun are to plants. We must practice so our
original enlightenment can be realized.* That is why you cannot do whatever you
like to realize your Buddha-nature. Your original enlightenment, she stresses, is
only realized in practice. Although all activities can be done as practice, practice
is not doing just anything. Practice is doing activities in accordance with the
Dharma —with efficiency, no waste, no excess, and respect, and in harmony with
the natural interdependence of all. Returning to the water and sun image, The
abbess explains the reason the Japanese character for Dharma includes the “water”
radical in its composition®: water moves gracefully from high to low and fills each
place it encounters with no resistance. Moreover, unlike humans who complain
at rising early, the sun rises on time every morming with no exception. In educating
the novice nuns, the abbess urges them to live like water and sun.

Practice takes many forms. The form is not what links each of the distinct
activities. Activities nuns include in their practice—poetry writing, sewing gar-
ments, preparing tea, arranging flowers—are similar in that they are done in the
spirit of not differentiating between self and object. In Dagen’s words, this is
shusho itto—practice and enlightenment are one. Creative process and enlight-
enment are simultaneous.

At Aichi Senmon Nisodo, along with the traditional Zen training which in-
cludes zazen, chanting siitras, studying Buddhist texts, sewing, cooking, and clean-
ing, the nuns include flower arranging (kads), calligraphy (shods), and tea cere-
mony (chadd) as integral elements of their training. Mastery of these contemplative
arts is not an ornamental supplement to their training; it is required for receiving
the certificates of graduation the monastery offers. The nuns take tea and fHower
lessons throughout their tenure in the monastery. The teachers of these arts are
also nuns. They teach not only the basic skills of the arts, but they also teach the
philosophy, more commonly called kokoro (heart-mind) in these circles, which
accompanies these arts. ‘They are arts that simultaneously train the body, mind,
and heart. This philosophy is based on the orientation that the body, mind, and
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heart are one. One quickly discovers that to perform these arts with beauty requires
a pure spirit that draws on the deepest resources of one’s kokoro. These arts are
included in monastic training, because the nuns maintain that to teach the hand
to pour water into the tea bowl is to teach the heart the way of compassion and
wisdom.®

The educating of nuns also includes the study of Chinese poetry (kanshi). This
foundation in reading Chinese poetry enables nuns to gain a broader perspective
and interpretation of Buddhisin as it interplays with other aspects of culture. Bud-
dhist sermons, howa, are also practiced, for the nuns will be expected to give
sermons on various occasions throughout their career once they leave the clois-
tered walls of the monastery. One of the favorite classes, dowa (children’s stories),
challenges the nuns to express their understanding of Buddhist teachings in a
simple and creative way. The nuns take turns telling stories to each other. On
every occasion I observed, the ones listening enjoyed reverting to childhood in-
nocence for a brief respite from the more intense aspects of their training.

Sewing Buddhist garments is also a basic activity within the monastery. Incense
is lit and silence is maintained as nuns seek to become one with the garments
they carefully stitch with a simple needle and thread. They learn to sew all the
garments necessary for a nun. This includes a kesa, rakusu, zagu, koromo, and
kimono. Most nuns begin with sewing a rakusu, a miniature, symbolic version of
a kesa. Kesa are the only robes worn by the ordained in Theravadin countries, as
it was in the days of early Buddhism. But as Buddhism moved to cooler climates
and sundry cultures, the robes of monks and nuns also underwent appropriate
transformations. The Chinese added the koromo, a long-sleeved robe, and the
Japanese added another layer underneath, the kimono. Nuns and monks also
began to include working, whether it be tilling fields, cooking meals, or cleaning
floors, as an essential dimension of Buddhist practice. Since it was cumbersome
to work with so many layers, the modified kesa, the rakusu, was developed. Zen
nuns frequently sew rakusu for their beloved teachers and friends. The tiny stitches
required for making a rakusu are seen as an expression of the commitment one
has to the Dharma; thus, to offer a rakusu as a gift is a highly symbolic gesture.
Once one masters the intricate pattern of a rakusu, one can advance to the com-
plicated, but meaningful, project of sewing one’s own kesa. This is usually pre-
ceded, however, by the sewing of the zagu, or kneeling mat, since it is a much
less involved piece. Many of the nuns then go on to sew their own koromo or
kimono, but this requires a great amount of time. During their tenure at the
monastery this is usually not reasonable. But all the nuns learn how to sew tiny
stitches in straight lines. The abbess, Aoyama, frequently reminds them that this
is the same way one follows the path of Buddhism —taking tiny steps in a straight
line of pure concentration on the Dharma. In this way, sewing is practice.

Go-eika, or its Sotd sect version, baika, is becoming an increasingly necessary
art for the nuns to acquire, for it has become extremely popular among the laity.
Baika is a recently developed form of singing songs based upon the scriptures.
The singing is accompanied by a bell and chime which the singer strikes in
rhythm with the melody. As in all Japanese arts, there is an elaborate and metic-
ulous pattern of ritual-like motion that helps the singer enter into a contemplative
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and focused state appropriate for putting Buddhist scriptures to song. All nuns
graduating from the monastery must be trained to lead groups of interested dev-
otees. Some of the nuns choose to concentrate on this art and become advanced
teachers, while others choose tea or flower arranging as their specialization.

These arts are included in their practice because they are necessary skills for
performing the various activities in a temple. It is, however, perhaps no coinci-
dence that most of the arts nuns practice are also the arts expected of a proper
Japanese woman. Monks do not have an institutional structure that requires prac-
tice of these traditional arts as nuns do. Although at all temples flowers must be
arranged and tea served to guests, monks usually defer these tasks to their wives,
whereas nuns must do these activities on their own. Another aspect of the nuns’
involvement in these traditional arts gives insight into the nuns’ contribution to
general Japanese society.

Many nuns teach tea or flower lessons in their temples. The students are not
necessarily Buddhists, but they are women interested in refining their skills and
hearts. Teaching these traditional arts not only allows the nuns to make an impact
upon the cultivation of Japanese women, it also serves as a means by which nuns
may earn an acceptable form of income. Most temples run by nuns do not have
parishioners, or danka, so they must find other means of support. An investigation
into the role of the traditional arts in the lives of the nuns is a multifaceted issue.
Through the traditional arts nuns reveal the beauty of their spirit, their indepen-
dence in running a temple, the sociological factors that impinge upon their lives,
their economic ingenuity, and their contribution to preserving traditional culture
in contemnporary Japanese society.

Learning to live like a Buddha, assert the nuns, requires one to understand
with one’s body; therefore all the teachers place strong emphasis on using the
teachings in everyday life. An intellectual understanding is not primary in this
training—indeed knowledge for the sake of knowledge is considered a waste. In-
tellectual knowledge can also be an obstacle to one living according to the
Dharma. Aoyama constantly warns that to just study and not practice the teachings
amounts to nothing.®” Mano Rashi emphasizes that satori is not a thing. It is an
experience, an activity. Therefore, if it is not done with one’s body, it cannot be
understood. While moving the body, he explains, one can begin to gain a sense
of what enlightenment is. There is no other way to know.*® In other words, there
is no enlightenment outside the body.

The Aesthetics of Discipline

Over the course of the years studying the nuns’ lives, I was continuously struck
by the pervasiveness and importance placed on beauty. The following are my
reflections as I have tried to understand the role of beauty in Zen nuns’ lives.
Beauty is not the aim of the nuns’ Buddhist path. It is a byproduct of the nuns
manifesting Buddhist teachings in their actions. Upon observation, it seems that
beauty naturally appcars when an activity is so refined through disciplined practice
that the dichotomy between subject and object, or process and result, dissolves.
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In other words, the total unification of Hower and flower arranger occurs when
the disciplined art of flower arranging is mastered. When a discipline is mastered,
it becomes what the nuns describe as “Buddha activity” (gyvobutsu). “Buddha ac-
tivity” manifests as beauty, for the nuns claim it is action that embodies the truth.
In Zen practice, this is expressed as actions of respect, efficiency, and necessity.
It is action that is true to the nature of reality as described by Buddhist teachings,
the reality that all is interrelated and impermanent.

According to the Vinayapitaka, monastic discipline is an expression of the
Dharma. In Zen parlance, disciplined activity is “Buddha activity.” Dégen used
the phrase “practice is enlightenment.” In other words, undisciplined activity is
activity that expresses one’s ignorance of the reality that all is interrelated and
impermanent. Senior nun teachers frequently allude to this teaching and remind
novices that delusion about reality leads to acting as if the self is the center. This
delusion results in acts of passion and hatred of mind and body. “Ugliness” is
manifested in such acts as waste, disrespect, laziness, and selfishness. Ugliness
appears when the Dharma is not manifest in action. On the contrary, beauty
appears when the Dharma is manifest in action. In activities from cutting carrots
to making offerings on an altar, the nuns’ monastic training inculcates the notion
that discipline is action of the mind and body that is not centered on the self.
Novices learn through experience that without delusion about self, batred and
passion do not arise. Fach activity is designed to prove that the wisdom of inter-
relatedness and impermanence results in acts of compassion. Such fancy words
are not heard around the monastery as often as their concrete expressions like “do
not be wasteful” and “treat all things with respect.”

It became obvious to me that the meaning of “Buddha activity” was encoded
in the details of the monastic structure, ritual activity, and procedures for daily
tasks. By training in the monastery, then, one can practice “Buddha activity.”
Upon watching advanced nubs, it seemed like those who followed the correct
procedures, those whose actions appeared “enlightened,” flowed naturally from a
profound understanding of necessity, respect, and impermanence.® Sometimes,
senior nuns would invoke Ddgen to explain their actions, citing that he described
many procedures that concretely teach just what necessity, respect, and imper-
manence mean in daily activity. Such carefully designed actions can be called
ritual, performing truth. The assumption at the core of their monastic life is that
through repetitive training one can cultivate the form of enlightened action.

These nuns reflect deep insight into the profound capacity of the body. They
would agree with Martha Graham, who taught dancers that “movement never
lies.”7® Both know that genuine understanding is evident in bodily expression.”
The nuns draw upon Dagen’s extremely intricate instructions on how to perform
nearly every action commonly done in the monastery, inferring that focusing on
the form of the body is an expedient means of teaching and learning how to act
as a Buddha. These regulations about minutiae in daily life are considered con-
crete ways to live according to the sixteen precepts Dogen gave his disciples.”™
"The Zen nuns follow Dogen’s mode of Buddhist monasticisn that stresses somatic
knowledge, which is consonant with his nondualistic worldview. Intellectual
knowledge requires establishing a subject and object dichotomy. The nuns are
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keenly aware that intellectual forms of knowledge do not necessarily change one’s
actions in accordance with the cognition of the intellect. (This seems to be the
reason behind their suspicion of scholars.) They believe that training the body is
an expedient method for dissolving a bifurcation of mind and body, for in teaching
the body how to act, one is less prone to dichotomize between subject and object.”
The nuns’ practice of Dogen’s teachings and regulations illustrates their belief that
perfecting the form of an action is an effective way to experience the nondualistic
world where practice is enlightenment.

Aoyama conveys the basic teaching that practice is enlightenment in various
simple ways. She uses a common illustration to make the point that even the
posture of one’s body affects the mind. For example, while wearing pajamas, one
generally feels relaxed in both body and mind, vet when wearing formal clothing
and sitting straight, one’s mind is naturally sharper. The mind sees things more
starkly when the body is in a stark posture.”™ She argues that this is one of the
fundamental reasons zazen, a form of practice that often causes aching legs, has
endured through the centuries. She lives her life as an example of the teaching
that beautiful action is created by a disciplined body, for a disciplined body moves
according to the fundamental qualities of beauty: respect, efficiency, and imper-
manence. According to the abbess, beauty is a bodily experience.

Many of the actions in the monastery are done by people everywhere, like
sitting, eating, sleeping, bathing, cooking, and cleaning. In monastic life, each of
these common activities is refined to an art form, for each activity is an opportunity
for enlightenment. It is not a matter of sitting, eating, and cleaning in any fashion
one pleases. The nuns stress that these actions must be done in accordance with
the Buddhist teachings. Since monastic discipline is based upon Buddhist teach-
ings, abiding by the discipline is Buddha activity. In order to perform each act as
Dharma, nuns must be utterly respectful and constantly aware of the interrelat-
edness of all things. The monastic discipline requires monastics to eat like a Bud-
dha. The quantity of food is meticulously calculated so there is not too little or
too much. After eating, each person cleans her own bowls with the aid of a pickle
to wipe and tea or hot water to rinse. The pickle and liquid are then eaten, thereby
ensuring no waste (which would be inefficient and disrespecttul). Cooking pots
and the residual food on them are treated with similar respect; they are licked
clean. (Unlike individual eating utensils, cooking utensils are washed afterwards
with an absolute minimum of detergent.) The nuns claim that by following the
prescribed activities with ritual exactness (sahé™) in the monastery day in and day
out, they begin to realize enlightenment in those acts. Since habit formation
depends on training the body in specific ways, the monastic discipline reaches
into nearly all aspects of life. 'The strictness with which they are adhered to de-
termines the results, for the nuns maintain that it is not a matter of whether or
not one comprehends the meaning of Buddha-nature. You either act according
to Buddha-nature or do not. Discipline is a manifestation of a nun’s awareness of
truth. If a nun is perfectly disciplined, enlightenment and beauty permeate every
aspect of her life.

The monastic lifestyle teachcs nuns what necessity and respect are by making
the nuns aware of the interrclatedness of all events in the moment and the im-
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permanence of the moment. Doing only what is necessary teaches them simplicity
and patience. All around the monastery it is evident that efficient skills develop
according to the demands of necessity. Necessity also dictates sufficiency, where
there is no room for self-indulgence.” Acting out of necessity, then, trains 2 nun
to see how her own actions affect the environment and precludes actions that
would benefit herself at the expense of others. Those around her also help pressure
her into awareness of how her action affects others. Strict control of her bodily
movements, with relentless attention to detail, is also encouraged by her seniors
with sometimes zealous tenacity. The aesthetic of respect is taught through per-
sistent attention to the numerous regulations that are rooted in the interpretation
of reality that all existents are Buddha-nature. The following sirnple example re-
flects the extent to which respect is expected of nuns in the monastery. When a
nun uses a rag to wipe a table, she is to treat the rag and the table with the same
respect she should give Sakyamuni Buddha. While the table and rag are all
Buddha-nature, they each have distinct purposes and needs. A nun shows respect
to the table by carefully wiping it with a clean rag, not one that was used to wipe
the floor. A nun shows respect to a rag by washing it thoroughly when finished
cleaning with it and hanging it up so that it may dry properly, rather than making
the rag sit in a dirty heap that will begin to smell. Respect is not an abstract
emotion. Nuns are trained to understand that respect is doing what is necessary
in an efficient manner.

Monastics learn that acting with deep respect according to the demands of
necessity requires a nun to be focused solely upon the present moment. By paying
keen attention to the present, she can learn the nature of impermanence. The
nuns [ studied teach that since beauty springs from the realities of life, the disci-
plines of necessity and respect also teach a nun the beauty of impermanence. This
view is not unique to Zen nuns. From ancient times, Japanese have cultivated an
aesthetic where impermanence is a vital element. Cherry blossoms are a poignant
example of the Japanese understanding of the beauty of impermanence. These
blossoms are prized for their beauty not merely for their delicate pink petals, but
more for the fact that they dare to burst forth into the spring air with such pro-
fusion in the face of imminent death. In Indian Buddhist teachings, ignorance of
impermanence is the source of suffering, but in Japanese culture, impermanence
is a characteristic of beauty. In Japan, then, impermanence is not seen primarily
as a source of suffering, but impermanence is a source for experiencing sublime
beauty. This highly refined aesthetic finds beauty in the ephemeral nature of
reality. According to the logic of this aesthetic, beauty is a quality of Buddha-
nature.

In the context of traditional Japanese culture, beauty and discipline are inex-
tricably interwoven. Without one, the other does not exist. Discipline is not perfect
without beauty, and beauty does not occur without the perfection of discipline.
To reach perfect discipline, the dichotomy between self and object must dissolve.
'T'his is the core of Dogen’s understanding of enlightenment as reflected in the
lives of contemporary So6t6 Zen nuns.

Out of a shared otientation to the world, traditional Japanese art masters have
passed down their insights by disciplining their students to perfect beauty. They
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stress that the creation of beauty requires cultivating the heart and training the
body in the necessary skills of the art. By refining the form, the heart is also
refined.” A master can quickly discern a disciple’s level of discipline by secing
the art forms she or he has produced. Perfecting the discipline of a particular art
form demands one understand the art of living. When the discipline of living is
mastered, beauty blossoms.

One manifestation of the discipline of living is found in drinking, one of the
most fundamental and natural activities in life. Concentrating on this basic activ-
ity, Japanese have refined the activity in such a way that learning the ritualized
form of making and drinking tea can awaken one to the present moment as one
learns to move efficiently and respectfully. It takes on the qualities of art. The
various contemplative arts, however, are commonly understood in their Rinzai
Zen formulation where art is a means to enlightenment. Indeed, Zen arts flour-
ished within the Rinzai sect, where practice is done in order to become enlight-
ened. In this scheme, art is understood as an expedient means (Skt. updya) to
actualizing enlightenment. Zen arts as a form of practice resonates with certain
aspects of the “Six Arts” of the Confucian tradition: ritual, calligraphy, music,
arithmetic, archery, and charioteering.”® Heavy emphasis is placed on discipline
of the body to perform rituals so purely that they become a natural response.”
The Confucian tradition also recognizes that teaching the body is better than
words, because teaching ritual disciplines the body. The perfection of form in-
volves extreme discipline. Once disciplined, one can have freedom and go beyond
the self. Rinzai Zen arts and the Six Arts in the Confucian tradition, however,
differ in aim and purpose from the nuns’ Zen practice based on Dogen’s teachings.
In Rinzai Zen and the Confucian tradition, the purpose of disciplining the body
is to become enlightened and to cultivate the budding sprouts of sagehood, re-
spectively. In Dogen’s type of Zen, in contrast, Buddha-nature is already here and
now—one just needs to actualize it. The nuns in the monastery are taught that
for Dagen, practice is not a means to the end, it is enlightenment itself. When
practice is enlightenment, so, too, is the Buddha-nature of all things realized.

Therefore, in S6t6 Zen tea is not for something other than drinking. It is not
a process that leads to something else. Each gesture is done with grace and efh-
ciency for a concrete purpose in accomplishing the immediate task of serving and
drinking tea. Strict attention is directed to detail so one develops powers of con-
centration on the concrete activity in the present moment. These are the basic
tools of Buddha-nature —concentration on acting efficiently and respecttully in
the present.

The distinction between Rinzai and Sotd approaches should not, however, be
overemphasized. The seven rules of drinking tea espoused by Sen no Riky@ (1521
1501), the renowned tea master who remained a Rinzai layperson, are in conso-
nance with Sat6 focus on the primacy of necessity and respect:

Make a delicious bowl of tea; lay the charcoal so that it heats the water; arrange

the flowers as they are in the field; in summer suggest coolness, in winter,

warmth; do everything ahcad of tine; prepare for rain; and give those with
whont you find yourself cvery consideration.™



The Monastic Practices of Zen Nuns

Rikyii holds that “in all of these we imitate the acts of the Buddha.” “To take
pleasure in the splendor of a dwelling or the delicate flavors of food belongs to
worldly life. Tt is enough if the dwelling one uses does not leak and the food served
suffices to stave off hunger: this is the teaching of the Buddha and the essential
intent of tea.”®! The nuns’ tea ceremony teacher notes that tea, like all activities —
eating, cleaning, cooking—is an activity that you perfect by doing. Most of the
time lessons concentrate on teaching the body the proper motions. She occasion-
ally mentions that once the basic motions are under your control, it becomes
obvious that without focused concentration deriving from the inner core of your
being (heart, spirit), the form of the body cannot be perfected. If the entire being,
heart, mind, and body are not fully engaged in the present moment, she under-
scores, perfection is not attained and beauty is elusive.

On rare moments when the tea ceremony teacher expounds on the virtues of
the tea ceremony,® she explains how it is an expedient activity for teaching some-
one how to act in the refined manner of a Buddha. It is designed to cultivate four
virtues— harmony (wa), respect (kei), purity (sei), and tranquillity (jaku). Refine-
ment of necessary motion is cultivated in the tea ceremony. In refining a motion,
the harmonious interrelatedness of all things becomes clear. Harmony is another
way of referring to the Buddhist understanding of the interdependent nature of
the phenomenal world. The teacher explains that when someone becomes aware
of this harmony, the natural response to others is respect. Respect for each of the
utensils means handling them gracefully and purposefully, for they too are
Buddha-nature. Refining an act is also an expression of respect, she said. Purity
extends from using clean utensils to purifying the heart and mind of vain concerns.
Washing your hands at a well outside the tea hut is intended to remove the dust
of the world from your hands and your heart; stooping through the low door to
enter the tea room, you are to leave social rank and status outside. Only then do
you enter the tea room to drink tea with friends as a simple human being. Re-
finement is to purify an action of all extraneous elements, leaving only tranquil-
lity—life as it is. Creating tranquillity in the tea room is an opportunity to expe-
rience emptiness, to accept impermanence with grace. Desire, she explains, is a
common obstacle to this beauty, so you must train your body to know sufficiency
by cultivating patience (gaman). The opposite of patience is selfishness, born out
of an ego that perceives the world revolving around itself, but patience leads to
selflessness. Patience cannot be taught through the mind; it must be learned
through the body. The slow pace of activities in the tea room disciplines you in
the art of patience and opens the door to the world of the beauty of imperma-
nence. Most of the time, however, these teachings are silent; a nun learns them
through observing her teacher and fellow students, and especially by doing the
actions with her own body.

I came to the conclusion that monastic practice is disciplined training in formal
arts and the art of daily living. S6t6 nuns make it an explicit dimension of a nun’s
training, for it is in teaching art classes that perfection of body—mind harmony is
cultivated. The art classes are designed to manifest the sublime beauty of effi-
ciency, respect, and impermanence. When using the lessons in the tea room as a
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model for all activity, Aoyama teaches that one enters the world in which “emp-
tiness is form and form is emptiness.”® It demands focusing on presentational
immediacy. In numerous ways, a nun is reminded in the monastery that when
she is focused on the present, she can move like water and be sunao. Nuns see
sundao as the virtue of accepting life-as-it-is with no resistance from the self-centered
ego. Having this virtue enables one to respond to the present moment with com-
passion. One, however, cannot work at being sunao. Sunao is a natural result of
having the strength and wisdom to accept whatever happens. Monastic discipline
leads to experiencing beauty in each of these moments. Beauty must be learned
through refining the body, because beauty is an experience of truth. Perfection of
action transforms life into art.*" For these nuns, a beautiful act is honed efficiency
and respect. The perfection of discipline is beauty. In other words, beauty is “Bud-
dha activity” manifest.

Monastic life is compelling, because it can be transformative. Through training
the body, it concretely teaches what Buddha-nature is in all aspects of life. Women
of all ages with various motivations and a broad range of backgrounds tumble
together in their commitment to monastic Buddhist life. Through disciplined
training, their bodies and minds understand the words Dogen wrote in Tkka Myoju
{One Bright Pearl]: “When one is a total body, there is no obstruction for it, it is
graciously smooth and tumbles freely.”® This is the key to the nuns’ success in
living according to their experience of Dogen’s tradition. Fach day in the mon-
astery is dedicated to actualizing Buddha activity by disciplining daily activities:
from cleaning and performing rituals, to cooking, and sitting, and studying the
Shobagenzi. Through its structure, regulations, curriculum, practices, and human
relations, the monastery serves as a crucible in which discipline melts down the
facade of individuated selves to realize the beauty of the Buddhist teachings.
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I was in full possession of body, speech, and mind.
With the root of craving uprooted,

I have become cool and quenched.’

hy would a woman who has a successful career, the economic means to

purchase whimsical and professional clothing, and the liberty to choose her
own leisure activities—take English conversation classes, travel abroad, play ten-
nis—want to relinquish this comfort and freedom to live an austere and regi-
mented life with all its accompanying hardships and restrictions? Is she just a
social anomaly who does not understand, or cannot handle, the complexity of the
modern world? In a society where ultramodern conveniences in transportation
and communications abound and many pursue economic prosperity as a panacea,
what value is there in a woman who has committed her life to Buddhist teachings
and traditional monastic life? Are her contributions significant and meaningful?
What does she think of life as a twentieth-century Sot¢ Zen Buddhist nun in
Japan?

Answers to my questions about nuns” monastic experience could not be found
in Sot6 Zen texts or institutional regulations. All S6t6 Zen monastics, male and
female alike, begin the monastic path with a clean-shaven head and black robes
when they take the same sixteen vows. Over the years, variations in the color and
quality of robes begin reflecting a person’s level in the religious hierarchy. Nev-
ertheless, from a quick glance at the external appearance of traditional robes and
clean-shaven heads, it is sometimes difficult to discern whether a monastic is male
or female, or even whether the monastic is from the tenth, thirteenth, or twentieth
century. Work clothes differ only in how worn they are. The doctrines of the Sotd
sect are uniform nationwide. Especially in the last century, the renewed interest
and study of Ddgen's texts has brought together the teachings throughout the sect’s
temples and monasteries to focus upon the Shobégenzo. Resulting from the con-
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certed efforts of the nuns, during the last few decades all regulations issued by the
sect headquarters are equal for men and women, including requirements for teach-
ing and monastic ranks, temple status, and educational opportunities. Scriptures
used in ritual ceremonies like the morning and evening services are standardized,
and temples throughout the country rely upon the scripture book published by
the sect headquarters. This book contains many texts important to the S6t6 sect,
including the Kannon-gys, the Heart Sitra, a number of darani (Skt. dharani),?
and the lineage list of S6t0 Zen masters. S6t6 Zen monasteries may vary in certain
details and style, but they are basically similar.

My 19891990 survey and interview data offers a rare window on the self-
perception of a significant number of nuns. These female monastics appear gen-
erally engaged with acting in accord with their vision of the “genuine” Zen mo-
nastic life. An example of their commitment to tradition is that, although for nearly
100 years the sect has officially permitted monks and nuns to marry,* a high
percentage of monks acted upon these regulations® and the overwhelming majority
of nuns did not. Traditionally monastics took a vow of celibacy, and laity took a
vow to not engage in sexual misconduct. With the official permission to marry,
monastics interpret their vows differently. The difference in response to the reg-
ulation on marriage and the divergence in interpretation of monastic vows has
also led to a different temple lifestyle. Marriage comes with a host of other activities
not commonly associated with monastic life: raising children, taking responsibility
for supporting the family economically, and passing a temple on through
hereditary channels. Monastics who do not marry have a temple lifestyle that is
closer to the traditional monastic life. The changes in the activities of monastics
spurred my inquiry into the nuns as a distinct group within the Buddhist structure.
Such examination is indispensable for a more comprehensive understanding of
Buddhism in modemn Japan.

Although there are ebbs and flows, as indicated by the number of S6t6 monastic
women over the last few decades—z2,000 in 1911, 2,380 in 1931, 3,239 in 1958,°
and 1,000 in 1990° —these women created enduring waves that continue to affect
Japan today. Many of these women perceive their monastic experience to be fun
damentally different from that of their male counterparts, especially in terms of
motivation and attitude towards monastic vows in daily life.'” A profile of the nuns
is emerging through these data, thus elucidating the practical and cultural func-
tions of S6t6 nuns in Japanese society.

While researching twentieth-century St Zen nuns in Japan, I heard many of
them articulating a positive evaluation of their lives as nuns. 1 also observed many
acting in ways that suggest this. What had been described as subservient, oppres-
sive, and submissive activity by some scholars was apparently experienced by many
nuns as unfair treatment that has been or is being rectified, opportunities to dis-
solve the ego, and patient understanding of others’ misunderstanding of the Bud-
dhist path. This chapter will focus primarily on how Zen nuns interpret their own
lives. The answers are intricatcly tied to the mcthod used to understand them.
Data available through textual sources are minimal. The types of things available
through public records or documents available through libraries (including doc-
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uments at Sot6 sect headquarters) offer quantitative data such as the number of
nuns, how many are in which rank, and educational level. Culling through Soto
Zen texts and institutional regulations tells only part of the picture.

In order to understand the perspective of monastic women, obtaining firsthand
information was a priority. To listen to nuns speak in their native tongue and
observe them while living among them are the only methods by which the knowl-
edge necessary for understanding their motivations, commitments, and self-
perceptions can be harvested. Without direct interaction, the available statistics
and materials would only dimly reflect their vitality, creativity, and the richness
of their lives. Listening to the voices and seeing the actions of numerous Zen
nuns reveals a commitment to monastic life that resists characterizations of nuns
as inferior members of the monastic community or women who could not thrive
in the “real world.”

Fthnographic data are indispensable to assess the significance of the data avail-
able and to provide more information. Aware that the nature of information sought
required personal interaction and responses, and that many So6t6 Zen nuns are
suspicious of the intentions of scholars, my first task was to gain their trust. In
1990, I spent four months cloistered in the main S8t6 Zen nuns’ monastery and
another nine months living in an apartment of one of the monastery’s teachers,
located in a temple near the monastery. Since then, I have continued close contact
with many of these nuns. It was only after spending six months living closely with
Sot6 nuns that I compiled a series of questions that would help elicit a broader
and deeper understanding of the various aspects of a nun’s life. The abbess of the
largest nunnery, Aoyama Shunds, reviewed the questions and slightly modified
them. Only after having received her approval and permission did 1 send surveys
to 150 S6t6 nuns all over the country.!! A representative group of nuns was chosen
according to the criteria of age, region, and involvement in various activities. The
response rate was overwhelming. Not only did nearly 40% return the long and
involved survey, but they wrote lengthy and detailed responses.'> Only one survey
was returned with just the multiple choice answers circled, with no written com-
ments. Most, however, were filled with expressions of gratitude for a meaningful
life as a nun. A number of nuns wrote honestly about the hardships of this life,
and several offered their prayers for this work.”® In addition to the survey responses,
hours of intensive interviews and conversations with teachers and elders in the
nuns’ community helped me gain a fuller picture of the conditions of S6t6 nuns
in contemporary Japan. After having received permission from the abbess, I also
conducted extensive interviews of all the novices with whom I was in training.
They helped me understand the motivations of women who choose to commit
their lives to Zen training in the modern age. This is the first scholarly inquiry
into the subjective experience of Zen nuns, a rare glimpse into their personal
backgrounds, motivations, values about religious practice, attitudes towards monks,
perceptions of society’s views of them, thoughts on social responsibility, and self-
reflections on life as a Zen nun.

Aiming to deepen the understanding of various aspects of the lives and attitudes
of S6t0 Zen nuns, this chapter concentrates upon my analysis of the roles, mean-
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ing, and praxis of nuns in contemporary Japanese institutional, social, and cultural
context. My inquiry seeks to develop an interpretive analysis of Soté Zen nuns’
niche in modern Japanese Buddhism. The numerous quotes from interviews and
survey responses of nuns remain anonymous, except where permission was sought
and granted. For the purpose of making some of the stories of novice nuns more
accessible, I used fictitious names. The only actual names used are the teachers’
names. Allowing the monastic women to speak for themselves, albeit in my trans-
lation, enables readers to at least passively enter into the conversation.

The material we are dealing with in this chapter is based primarily on their
construction of their personal history. That they describe their lives in such positive
terms tells us about the meaningfulness they experience in their lives. So it is not
surprising that the responses do not show the tensions of daily life in the monastery
spelled out, as done in chapter 4. That information was primarily based on
participant-observation, not their own assessment of their lives. All nuns 1 spoke
with on the matter, however, did say that human relations were the most difficult
part of the practice, but none elaborated with details of those experiences. This
tells us that the details are not important to them. What is important for us to
note is that the participant-observation method yielded the struggle and process
involved in negotiating the ideals, while the interviews and surveys yielded the
positive evaluations. This highlights the need for both methods.

The nuns’ responses to interview or survey questions are sometimes quite sim-
ilar, but their range is also rich with diversity in background, motivation, person-
ality, age, and notions of Buddhist practice. As with all members of society, mo-
nastics are also constantly affected by, adapting to, and shaping the world around
them. Their actions over the years, however, reveal a sustained commitment to
simplicity, hard work, and caring for others. On the whole, their reflections upon
their lives as Zen nuns are positive and suggest that it is a meaningful and fulhlling
life. Since the majority of nuns expressed such positive views—despite having
endured hardships due to unfair sect regulations and years of war—this suggests
that these nuns are trying to live according to Buddhist teachings. The one that
they invoke most frequently is: suffering is diminished when each event is seen
as an opportunity to practice. Their stories and comments animate the rich and
colorful detail of their individual lives.

The vast majority of nuns I interviewed and surveyed suggested that their main
concern is in leading meaningful lives, and they happen to find the lifestyle of a
Zen nun the most fulfilling. For them, it is the most expedient way to their goal.
They do not interpret obstacles such as unfair treatment as a poor reflection on
themselves. Rather, the discriminatory treatment is invariably seen as a resource
that affords them the opportunity to get closer to their articulated goal of living
compassionately and gratefully. They seem to have a keen awareness that the
fundamental problem in doing such is reifying the self. So, the nuns use the unfair
sect regulations and any person who might have treated them unfairly as a re-
minder that the nuns themselves are still in need of more practice. In a number
of notable ways, nuns responding with increased commitment to pare down the
ego in the face of unfair treatment did not lead to increased oppression by the
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male-dominated sect institution. Instead, the nuns’ actions frequently led to in-
creased opportunities, egalitarian regulations, and a higher education. Precisely
because it is part of their serious Buddhist practice, they are not inclined to ad-
vertise how they accomplished so many things. So, they have not written about
it. Talking with the nuns who experienced this was the only way to learn of their
quiet and effective method of dealing with oppressive treatment.

Changing Life Patterns of
Twentieth-Century Zen Nuns

Reflecting the rapidly changing social structure and cultural values, differences
that have arisen between women who entered the monastery during the first half
of the century versus those who have entered more recently are particularly ap-
parent in the circumstances surrounding their decision to commit themselves to
a monastic life. The other phases in the life of a nun—ordination, training, temple
life, and the role as an elder in the community, whether formally or informally
teaching and leading—have not changed as much. To highlight the two major
patterns in the twentieth century, this discussion of the motivations of nuns is
divided into two parts, nuns ordained before 1960 and after 1960.

One pattern is represented by the older generation who entered the temple at
a young age. Before 1960, the nuns’ community was constituted primarily of
women who came from large families that had a close relationship with a temple
long before a daughter would consider the monastic life. When a family had many
children, these families that had a close relationship with a temple considered it
a pious and reasonable thing to let a child go to the temple to be raised as a
monastic. Roughly 60% of the women ordained before 1960 had a family-related
reason for entering the monastic life."* The vast majority of these women took
their monastic vows in their mid-teens and entered the monastery for an average
of five years of training. Their young bodies learned the monastic way of life
without much question or resistance. To wake up meant to wake up early. To
clean meant to clean impeccably and constantly. Their bodies became accus-
tomed to a strict way of life, so they could endure more later in life. Upon grad-
uation they would assist their teacher in running her temple. Eventually the tem-
ple would be passed along to the disciple to head. She, in turn, would take in a
disciple. Today these nuns are the leaders of temples.

The other pattern has arisen during recent decades. Since 1960, the pattern
and context of women who enter the monastic life has shifted significantly. The
size of families has rapidly decreased. Hasekawa, the current abbess of Toyama
Senmon Nisadd, explains that after the war people have had fewer children. Before
the war, the average farming family had eight children; now the average is two.
The reasons for families having fewer children vary, but the nuns say that the
primary cause for the decrease in the number of womnen entering the monastic
life is the trend toward smaller families. Most families are reluctant to let their
only daughter become a nun. Therefore, a daughter who desires to pursue the
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life of a nun usually explores the depth of her commitment before she faces her
family. This phenomenon yields fewer novitiates, but invariably results in women
being clearly determined and highly motivated to lead a monastic life.

Another factor that contributes to the diminishing numbers of novitiates is the
expanding gap between modern life and monastic life. The average household
has a markedly more comfortable lifestyle than in the past, so it is harder for
people to commit themselves to the austere life of a monastic. Fewer people are
choosing the monastic lifestyle,'” for it is radically different from the comforts and
freedoms to which they have become accustomed. The monastic life is not harder
than it was before, reflected Abbess Hasekawa; it is only harder in contrast to the
average lay life.'s Many people are daunted by the difficulty, leaving only the
extremely determined and dedicated to undertake the monastic path.

A third type of fundamental change in monastic life of women in modern
Japan is the increase in the age of the average novice, which in the early 1990s
was forty-three years. Most of the women are near this age, but there are a few
cases of rather young (nineteen) and quite old (seventy) novices. The trend toward
entering at more mature ages means that the more recently ordained women bring
a wealth of diverse life experiences with them, such as marriage, children, and
careers. These women also enter with a higher level of education, reflecting the
general increase in Japanese educational levels nationwide.

Women who enter at a more advanced age have a harder time adjusting to the
rigorous pace of monastic life. As an abbess, Hasekawa tries to find a balance
between demanding strict adherence to the monastic discipline and understanding
the changing circumstances of incoming novices. Primarily, this means placing
fewer physical demands on the novices. The former abbess of Niigata Senmon
Nisods, Nakamura Busshin (b. 1903), has sentiments similar to those of Hase-
kawa.!” Nakamura reflected that, in general, the training is not as intense as before.
Like Hasekawa, she also attributed this to the standard of living in Japan today
having dramatically increased in the last few decades.

A hfth point is that most female novitiates have not had any notable affiliation
with temple life before pursuing the monastic path. The contribution of these
factors results in a striking difference between the recent novitiates and the women
ordained before 1960. The situation is more complex now. These differences re-
flect emerging differences in the motivations of the two distinct patterns.

The following responses from nuns represent those in the first pattern; their
ages range from s1 to 70. Their responses to the question on motivation for be-
coming a monastic confirm that their families, the primary decisionmaking body,
had personal connections that led to a daughter’s ordination. The response of one
elderly nun clearly indicates that her parents had determined that she would
become a nun, for when questioned about her motivation in deciding to become
a nun she replied, “I do not know, since I was an infant.”'® At age 70, however,
she has not wavered from the course she had been set upon by her parents. She
was not the only one who entered the monastic life because of her parent’s will;
other nuns responded to inquiries of their motivation to become a nun in a similar
fashion. One nun who went on to attain the monastic equivalent to a master’s
degree (kenkyiiser) flatly stated that she had no motivation, “since 1 entered the
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nun’s temple when [ was something under five years 0ld.”" Another woman who
had been a nun for nearly five decades remembers going to her aunt’s, a nun,
“and it happened naturally.”? It is evident that this was not an unusual course.
Another accomplished nun’s recollections of the events around her entry into the
monastic life are analogous; she recounts this significant turning point in her life
in some detail:

I have six siblings. When I was five, my parents thought it would be good to
have one child become ordained. On August twenty-second my father took me
to the temple for annual ancestor rites. The monk said I looked O.K,, so I stayed
until the twenty-sixth helping out. Having “en” (a profound connection) things
stayed like that, and [ became a nun.?’

Another woman replied that her motivation was due to the unfortunate circum-
stance that her mother died when she was quite young.?? The responses do not
suggest what the parents” motivations were in choosing the monastic life for their
daughters. It is likely that it was a combination of religious and socioeconomic
reasons. The circumstances under which these nuns first entered the temple life,
however, did not guarantee that they would remain a monastic for the duration
of their lives. So, what we do learn from the responses is that the nuns who entered
the monastic path because of parental decision did not reject it after becoming
an adult. Many of the responses suggest that they have no regrets for having lived
their life as a nun. On the contrary, the majority of these nuns express gratitude
for their lives as monastics.

Although the decision to become a monastic was often a family decision, at
least during the first half of this century, there was sometimes room for individual
choice in the matter. This became clear in a number of the responses elderly
nuns gave to the question of their motivation to be a monastic. Many indicated
that when it became a family matter to have a child go to the temple, the girls
who eventually became nuns said they, rather than their siblings, had clearly
chosen to go to the temple. In such cases, one child had usually shown keen
interest and curiosity in temple life. A seventy-six-year-old nun declared with con-
viction that “Since I have a number of relatives who are ordained Buddhists, I
entered the Buddhist gate on my own accord at age ten.”?* With a hint of precocity
a nun definitively affirms that “It was my wish when I was five.”* Another nun
reflects that “as a child my heart was moved by the compassion of a nun.”” Some
nuns admit that, as is typical of children, they were attracted by the flowing robes
of the nuns, while others were drawn into the mysteries of the incense and Bud-
dhist carvings. More than one nun laughed while divulging her untold reason for
being attracted to the temple was that she would receive special cakes whenever
she went to the temple. Though the beginnings may have been naive in some
instances, as they matured in their practice they maintained their sometimes in-
explicable commitment to lead a monastic life. This tells us that the children
probably came from families where the value of Buddhist teachings was a priority.
Monastic life was a positive option, not an escape. T'o have made such a definite
decision at a young age, many of them must have had a respectable level of
confidence in themselves and the monastic path. Even if the responses do not



128

Women Living Zen

express the complete circumstances involving their decision to become a monastic,
they do reflect a high value of monastic life and a distinct level of self-confidence.

Only a few women said their families forced them against their will. The pain
is still perceptible in the words of a nun who did not understand why her parents
had decided she lead the life of @ monastic. “When I was six 1 was received by a
temple. It seemed like I was forced into it. I thought that it was because | was not
suitable for marriage.”? Another nun reflects a certain tone of anger, “Since 1 was
the daughter of a temple, 1 was ordered by my parents.””” Nonetheless, she has
remained a nun for nearly hfty years. These nuns did not mince words in their
responses. This suggests that their misunderstanding and anger are genuine. It is
quite possible that they might not be alone in having had bad experiences with
their families’ authoritarian decisions. Others may not have written about it be-
cause they no longer harbor ill feelings about the situation, and they did not want
to bring it up in a formal survey. Or perhaps some may not have indicated their
negative feelings because they value the ideals of the monastic tradition, and they
did not want the image tainted in a public investigation. I have no data to support
my speculations, but they seem like important possibilities.

Many nuns developed deep motivating forces that compelled them to devote
their entire lives to the discipline of Buddhist monastic life. Den Taikan, writing
in 1923, denounced the simplistic notions that people have in regard to a woman’s
motivation to become a nun. Taikan affirms that the critical element is that nuns
have faith in themselves as nuns.?® A fifty-nine-year-old university graduate who
went on to attain the highest degree the monastery offers (fokusd) explains her
motivation for becoming a nun: “I thought that since I have received life, T wanted
to lead a life without regrets. I looked for that way, and this is the result of my
search.”? Her comments indicate the seriousness with which she understands the
significance of her life and the value of Buddhist monastic life.

Other women who were deeply affected by World War 11 also found profound
meaning in monastic life. One seventy-year-old nun discloses that, “since many
of my relatives were killed in the war, [I entered] for the purpose of Buddhist
service for the repose of the dead.”® As might be expected from a tragedy of that
war’s magnitude, she was not alone:

Many people passed away, both domestically and abroad, during World War II.
I became a renunciant to mourn for these people’s enlightenment. However,
after [ graduated from university, since the society was in a precarious state of
affairs, I thought of participating in the movement to educate, and I did Bud-
dhist work (samu) as an educator.

In the face of the tragedies of war, both of these nuns found Buddhist monastic
life valuable. Their explanations do not indicate that they saw monastic life as an
escape from the tragedies. The monastic life seems to offer them a way to go on
living, not just for themselves, but also for those who died.

One nun who was born after the war, graduated from the university, and also
graduated with the highest degree offered by the monastery, gave a basic Buddhist
response. She stated that her reason for committing herself to the monastic Bud-
dhist life was due to a “sense of impermanence (mujokan).”* According to Bud-
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dhist teachings, impermanence is the fundamental characteristic of reality. In this
context, it is appropriate, if not ideal, that one renounce householder life to devote
oneself to realizing enlightenment. Here, renunciation is not viewed as an escape
from the difficulties and problems in life. On the contrary, it is viewed as a positive
response that reflects their awareness of the need to learn more about what is
important in life.

The second pattern of monastic women comes from more diverse backgrounds
and experiences than those in the first group. The motivations of women who
have sought ordination more recently reflect that many women are first establish-
ing their independence from their parents before considering the monastic life.
Put another way, the majority of women who seek ordination today have had their
own careers and/or families first. Ironically, most of the women do not come from
a family with relations to a temple, but a number of these women felt that they
had finally “returned home” when they entered a temple.

A middle-aged nurse named Tamura was typical of the women who have no
direct connection with a religious person or institution, yet are searching for
deeper meaning and peace in their lives. Tamura’s life was characterized by the
emotional overload and physical fatigue that often accompanies hospital emer-
gency room work. Although the level of skill, discipline, and commitment required
of a medical professional who specializes in emergency cases rivals in degree and
importance that of a nun, she was not satisfied with her life. This immediately
tells us that her values in life are not limited to typical secular concerns, for either
career —nurse or nun—is considered both worthy and respectable. Knowing noth-
ing about Zen, she leafed through the Tokyo telephone book in quest of a deeper
peace. To squeeze more activity into her already strained schedule made conven-
ient times and quick access of paramount importance. The difference between
Rinzai and Sot6 Zen was immaterial to her. Though unaware at the time, Ta-
mura’s fate was sealed when she discovered that the branch temple of the Soto
sect’s Head Temple, Eihei-ji Betsuin, was convenient to the hospital in which she
worked. Having never done zazen, she was excited to attend the weekly Wednes-
day sittings. “It fit with what I respect.” Tamura reflected back to that first time
when the pain was so great that she could not sit propetly:

I was in a life where everything was hectic, and to immediately leave that and
instantly enter this world was wonderful. It was an ineffable feeling. After we
finished zazen, three monks served tea and cakes to everyone. My heart was
dried out. I kept wondering, is there really this kind of world? I liked it.**

The environment was precisely what she had been seeking. It was not that she
did not have a meaningful life as a nurse, but she knew there was more and her
desire ran deep. Tamura’s decision to become a renunciant does not sound like
a negative evaluation of her life as a nurse so much as it sounds like a positive
view of the life of a monastic. Zen seemed to offer her more than she had in her
already meaningful life. It was the awareness of a fuller life that drew her to
renunciation.

Tamura’s story indicates that the monastic women’s community has shifted to
a more intentional community. Unlike the nuns who were committed to monastic
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life as children, women now are exploring various possibilities. The experience of
Sasaki is another example that suggests this trend. When she was in her early
forties, she had a career in the municipal government. Sasaki began pursuing a
religious path, in part because people described her as “a fish out of water.”** She
says of herself:

When I became a nun T was like a fish in water. You can tell that T am happy
to be a nun just by Jooking at me. I thought the same when I shaved my head.
I feel like I have become more myself. When 1 had hair and worked in the
society, I did not feel right. When I became a nun, 1 felt like, ‘Oh, this is where
I belong.” It feels like I have returned to my native home (furusato).®

When [ shaved my hiead 1 did not cry at all. When I vowed to take refuge
in the Buddha, tears just gushed and gushed. When 1 held my hands up together
in worship and faced the Buddha, the tears flowed freely. My teacher came and
wiped my face with a handkerchief. I was so happy!! I cried. If you do not have
that kind of feeling, you should not become a monastic.*

Her warning that one should not become a monastic unless one feels this kind
of peace and happiness indicates that her motivation to become a nun was not
born out of a rejection of her life as a municipal worker so much as a recognition
that her life would be better as a nun. Although it appeared to be a radical step,
she experienced it as a homecoming. Many of Sasaki’s fellow employees in the
government office probably cannot imagine that their colleague would feel it is
more natural to have a shorn head and lead an austere and regimented life, but
she is a lucid example of the profound meaning the commitment to Buddhist
teachings can have to someone even amid earthquake-proof skyscrapers and com-
muter rails that run like clockwork.

Tamura and Sasaki are not alone in their view that there is a sublime life
outside the glossy finish of late twentieth-century urban Japan. Another woman,
Nagawa, who was in training at the same time as Tamura and Sasaki, had also
left a full career behind because the life of a monastic had more meaning to her.
Nagawa, like the others, did not have any background in Buddhism until she was
approaching the age of fifty. Her first exposure to Buddhist monastic life was
through the books of the abbess, Aoyama Shunds. As she was returning from a
business trip, Nagawa was in a bookstore looking for a book to read while riding
the “bullet train” home, and her eye caught the title of Aoyama’s book on tea and
zen. Having a deep interest in the traditional arts, she became thoroughly absorbed
in the book. Upon arriving at her home station, she immediately went to her local
bookstore and ordered all of Aoyama’s books. She learned about the women’s
monastery from the jacket on one of the books. After reading all the books, she
called the abbess in November. The abbess’s usual response to these types of
telephone calls is first to invite the caller to a Zen retreat before speaking with
her in depth;* there are far more such inquiries than she can manage. If the
person is genuinely serious, she always finds time to meet. Enduring a Zen retreat
is a clear indication of the level of one’s sincerity. Knowing nothing more than
the dates of the retreat, Nagawa arranged her business schedule accordingly, and
on December first she set off to the monastery in Nagoya. She admits later that
had she known it was the most difficult retreat of the year, Rohatsu Sesshin, she
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would have politely put it off until January. She remarks, “I did not know anything
when I first sat. My body did not feel like my own.”*® When she left home, her
intention was to do the retreat so she could have a conversation with the abbess,
and she never dreamed that she would have the feelings that she did:

In one week I decided. I told Aoyama Sensei that I would come back in three
months. Aoyama Sensei said that [ must still return for the monthly retreats. I
agreed. In the end it took me four months to finish my job and return. Looking
back it seems unbelievable that I could have changed so much in that time. I
feel impermanence so clearly now.

Before I did this, I had been raised as the youngest child in a very spoiled
manner. Although there was talk of marriage, 1 thought that if I had gotten
married like that I would ruin my life. Even though T knew it would be an
inconvenience to everyone, I wanted to go out in the world once. I could have
passed as a cute bride, but I wanted to do more. At that time my personality
changed a bit. There were many times, of course, that I wanted to cry, but I
always told myself that I would take time to cry after I hurdled this mountain.
Or, I will cry after I cross this river. 1 came this far with rarely shedding a tear.
Now, at every retreat, things penetrate me so deeply, and I cry so much that I
wonder what happened to the me that once did not cry. [ cannot stop the tears
now. It seems like I have returned to my natural self.

Since I decided to become a monastic, the most difficult thing has been to
suppress my own ego and ideas. Up until now, I had been the highest ranked
female employee of my company, just under the president. Therefore, T am very
accustomned to giving orders. But, until now, I had never been used to just
answering “yes.” There is nothing that is simple, because my life has changed
180 degrees. The first pain is waking up in the morning. Also, there is the pain
of meal time. Sitting is also painful. I have had to change from a life where up
until now [ freely sat in soft chairs, and now I must sit on hard wood! Without
a cushion! There hasn’t been anything comfortable, but this is what I desired.
So, it does not turn into suffering. It feels like coming home.”

It is quite stunning to hear that a successtul career woman who had no prior
significant experiences with monastic Buddhism could know after tasting this life
for just one week—the most intense week of the year—that this was her true
home. After devoting decades of her life to developing a respectable career and
triumphing over the challenges of being a businesswoman, she had the perspicuity
to see what she really wanted: to be a Zen Buddhist nun.

Her reflections reveal that she had a desire to seek something more from life
than that which was readily apparent. She knew that marriage, the most conven-
tional and accepted path, would not lead her to her “home.” She succeeded in
her choice to be a professional business woman, although she does not deny that
following this more uncommon path was difhcult. She did not find “home” or
her “natural self” here either, but she did not relent. A brief encounter with the
monastic life was all she needed to recognize what she had been seeking for
decades. The more “permanent” paths of marriage and career were abandoned
for the environment in which she feels most natural, a life that appreciates im-
permanence. It seems that another part of the appeal of the monastic path is that
suffering is a significant facet of it. Unlike the Indian Buddhist view, suffering is
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not the negative result of ignorance of impermanence. In Nagawa’s worldview,
shared by many in Japan, suffering is understood as the key to maturity and beauty.
Suffering is a necessary ingredient; it is the key to bliss. In Zen monastic life,
Nagawa found her natural self in the impermanent home where beauty is the
cultivated fruit of suffering.

Another woman the same age as Nagawa took a longer path to being a nun,
but no less deliberate. Yamada first arrived in Nagoya for a Zen retreat eight years
before she was finally ordained; she was stunned to find the abbess of the mon-
astery was a nun she had seen on television years before. Reminiscing over that
time sparked enthusiasm in her voice and a reverential warmth in her eyes, “1
thought she was a beautiful person, and that if [ was going to become a nun I
would like to have her as my teacher. I did not want to be initiated at a monk’s
temple.” Yamada had decided as a young girl that she wanted to become a nun
and lead a life of solitude. With the conviction that she had found the right place,
she told Aoyama about her hopes of becoming a nun. As usual, Aoyama did not
mince words in her response, “Frankly, the desire or dream to become a nun
would not be enough to become a nun.” “She told me to commute to the monthly
retreats for a year.” Even though the number of nuns is rapidly diminishing, it is
clear that Aoyama is not moved to attract women who are not absolutely serious.
Eight years of commuting by all-night train to the monthly Zen retreats at the
wommen’s monastery in Nagoya culminated when she finally pleaded with the
abbess, “Please let me stay. I will not find peace otherwise. I have been here ever
since.”4!

These stories of women who left their careers to become nuns illustrate that
the profile of many nuns first entering the nunnery has undergone a considerable
shift. Rather than having been raised in a temple environment—like the majority
of women who were ordained before 1960 —nuns now frequently enter the mon-
astery from a lay family. Indeed, 56% of the women who became monastics before
1960 had a blood relation who was a monastic. Aunts were the primary link, which
suggests a lateral pattern of heredity. Moreover, just forty years ago the average
entering age of a nun was sixteen years, but the average entering age by 1990 had
risen to forty-three years. These facts alone suggest the various other differences
in the composition of the novice nuns now versus that in the 1gsos. The majority
of women entering now have had their own families or careers before taking their
robes, whereas in the past the tender age at which most women shaved their heads
precluded other life experiences. The women now give up other concrete options
as they make their conscious and mature decisions to commit their lives to Bud-
dhist monasticism.

Although the differences are substantive, these nuns do seem to share some
similarities with the forest monks Michael Carrithers studied in Sri Lanka. They
both want more than the secular world offers:

Indeed, if we are to seek a single socially effective cause, which would underlie
a single dominant motive among the welter of motives through which renun-
ciation is initiated, it would be this, that to become a forest monk is a heroic
and laudable choice, a destiny that appeals to romance and high hopes rather
than to miscry and desperation to escape.®
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Monastic life is not against something so much as it is for something more. Mo-
nastic life involves a great deal of serious effort, and it is unlikely that someone
who is not genuinely committed to it will continue along that path, especially in
a climate where there are numerous options. Again, Carrithers’ observations about
the life of forest monks in Sri Lanka could apply to the life of S6t6 Zen nuns in
modern Japan: “. .. the life is both physically and mentally difficult, and those
who truly cannot organize themselves, or who are seriously disordered, soon fall
away.”# Aoyama gives a common illustration to drive her point home in a lecture
she delivered at the women’s monastery in Nagoya during a Zen retreat on Oc-
tober 3, 1989. She cautioned that if you became a nun as an escape, you will not
find peace. You would give up after the first trial. “Just like when you button a
shirt, if you start with the wrong button, you will have wrong buttons all the way
down.”

The types of women who choose to become a nun in the late twentieth century
in Japan are predominantly women who were already successful people. Their
choice to become a monastic makes sense if one understands the depth of their
religious values. In this also, Carrithers” findings and my data suggest that relatively
conservative and strict modes of monastic life have similar features. Carrithers
found that three of nine forest monks not only would have been successful in
anything they chose, but they would also be influential. He concludes that each
of them chose to become a forest monk because it is a noble life.#

Moreover, the writings of nuns from ancient India and the reflections of nuns
in modern Japan also have common elements. Although a direct comparison
between these two groups of nuns—divided by numerous centuries, seas, and
countries —is not intended, contemporary S6t6 Zen nuns make the point that both
groups of nuns reflect a strong commitment to a Buddhist life of renunciation.”
I. B. Homer’s interpretation of the women of the Therigatha suggests that the
women seeking the monastic life in ancient India were sincerely pursuing a deeper
and more meaningful life:

They [almswomen] thought of it [entry into the Order] as securing the means
of self-realization and a larger and fuller field for mental activity, more vital than
that of the domestic circle. . .. They were animated solely by the desire for a
real search for enlightenment, for it was the religious life as such that they
recognized to be their genuine vocation. They did not seek it as an escape from
an existence which they could no longer endure; but knew it to be the life they
would prefer above all other to lead. . . . Renunciation is looked upon as a priv-
ilege where Freedom, Insight, Peace are to be the gains.*

This resonates with contemporary Zen nuns, regardless of the likely differences in
what constitutes “a deeper and more meaningful life.” It is notable, nonetheless,
that women for dozens of centuries in disparate cultures have found the life of a
Buddhist nun to be profoundly meaningful.

The formal survey responses from Zen nuns, young and old, novitiates and
mature elders, were confirmed by their actions: Their commitment to living in
accord with Buddhist teachings is genuinely deep. None entertain delusions that
becoming a nun will dissolve all their problems. They know it is not a life of
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physical or spiritual comfort, for it is not an easy path to freedom, insight, and
peace. Cultures have flourished and waned, societies have undergone radical trans-
formation of governmental structures and economic systems, but the necessity for
relentless discipline and serious desire required to continue on the path of a
Buddhist renunciant has remained steadfast over the millennia.

Aoyama, the current abbess of the women’s monastery in Nagoya, reflects on
her understanding of the life of a renunciant. She admits that she chose the life
of a renunciant precisely because her desire ran so deep.?” She wants eternal bliss
and nothing less. With the knowledge born out of experience, Aoyama notes that
you will work very hard when you deeply desire something. You will lose sleep
and persevere. What monastics want is greater than money, fame, and family.
Sakyamuni wanted it deeply, too, according to Aoyama’s interpretation. He advised
that one should not remain with one’s family when pursuing this path, but it is
important to be with others who are on the same path. There is strength in num-
bers.® Even Aoyama admits it is hard to wake up early every morning after min-
imal sleep when all alone, but it is easier when you are in a group that does so.
This is the fundamental principle behind a communal monastic life. Aoyama
elaborates on her insight into human nature and the meaning of renunciation:

Renunciation is a 18o-degree transformation of the value of things. One feels
that all happiness is possible if only there is money, so one runs around to
obtain money. However, the world is not that well designed. Human beings,
gratefully, are not made that way.

Even when one’s every wishes are granted just as one likes, those with a
heart will hear the wind in the depth of their breast. Once one senses this doubt,
those who begin to hear the sound of this wind will hear it evermore. This is
the gate to religiosity. Renunciation is the path of those who understand this
gate. Renunciation is the path of those who seriously understand the joy of
truth.

People think of themselves as adorable. For one’s whole lifetime one will
not change. But no one knows when it will end. Everyone wants to live to the
fullest and live without regrets. People who renunciate are resolved to being
happy. Nuns do not abandon the world; rather, we clearly recognize this world
with respect. It is not casting off the world, but understanding unequivocally
the genuine joy of this world. This is renunciation.”

Aoyama’s pithy definition of renunciation also offers insight into the aims and
types of people who renunciate. She indicates that those who become renunciants
are those who are unsatisfied, and they want to experience genuine happiness.
The route to happiness is exactly the opposite of the conventional aims in which
householders are engaged. She claims, however, that renunciation does not ne-
cessitate leaving the world. Joy can be found in the world. The key is to respect
life. In so doing, the truth will emerge, accompanied by bliss. Aoyama’s description
of renunciation clearly states that renunciation is not a negative action. The foun-
dation of her values is based on Buddhist teachings; to her, therefore, renunciation
1s a positive step toward a more meaningful and fulfilling life. Indecd, she views
renunciation as the highest path.
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Table 5-1 Family
background of S6t6

Nuns

Agrarian 48%
White collar 30%
Temple 19%
Labor 3%

A general overview of the women’s family background, education, and accom-
plishments in teaching and monastic ranks will help fill out the picture of who
these monastic women are (tables 5.1 and s5.2). In the older generation that re-
sponded to the questionnaire and the younger generation that was interviewed,
one-third of the women came from farm families. This is not unexpected, since
the Soto sect is primarily traditionally composed of people with an agrarian back-
ground (48%). In addition, 30% were from white-collar families, while 19% were
from temple families—meaning that the nun’s father was a priest—and 3% were
engaged in labor. With little exception, the recent novices have at least completed
high school. One-third of the older generation went through Joshi Kotoshogakks,
which was the minimum of the national compulsory education, comparable to
high school.® The level of education of nuns also seems to correspond to parental
levels of education and stature in society.”!

Nuns are now eligible for the full range of degrees and certificates offered by
the Sot6 sect. They authorize the recipient to teach at various levels and hold
positions of responsibility in the temple hierarchy. The results of my 1990 survey
of Sotd monastic women show that the average rank of female monastics had
increased over the last four decades (table 5.3). In 1950, 1,245 nuns ranked at some
level of religious teacher.”* An overwhelming majority of the nuns (94%) was
qualified to be the lowest rank of teacher, that is, Third Rank Teacher (Santo
Kyoshi). By 190 the tides had shifted. Almost one-half of the nuns (46%) had
attained the Second Rank Teacher (Nité Kyoshi) level by 1990, whereas in 1950
less than 5% had attained that degree. Likewise, 31% were First Rank Teacher
(Itté Kyoshi) in 1990, when only 1% were at that rank in 1gs0. The progress of
monastic women is most clearly seen in the statistic that 23% of the nuns in 1990

Table 5-2 Highest Secular
Education of S6t6 Nuns in

1990

Middle School 5%
Jogakka 26%
High School 44%
Jr. College 10%
Undergraduate 13%

Graduate School 2%
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Table 5-3 Religious Teacher Ranks (highest to lowest)

1950 1990
Supreme Head Master (Daikyosei)
Head Master (Gon Daikyosei)
Head Teacher (Daikyoshi) 2%
Associate Head Teacher (Gon DaikyGshi) 2%
Full Rank Teacher (Seikyoshi) 19%
First Rank Teacher (Itté Kyashi) 1% 31%
Second Rank Teacher (Nito Kyashi) 5% 46%
Third Rank Teacher (Santo Kygshi} 94%

First Rank Assistant Teacher (It Kyoshiho)
Second Rank Assistant Teacher (Nit6 Kyashiho)

had attained even more advanced ranks, while no nuns in 1950 were included in
these higher ranks.

The various monastic titles authorize monastics to head the commensurate
level of temple and perform special rituals. In terms of these ranks the nuns in
1990 also fared much better than their 1950 counterparts (table 5.4). For example,
55% of nuns in 1990 had won the respected monastic rank of Preceptor (Oshé
when in 1950 only 11% were granted this title. Only 2% of the nuns in 1990 had
the title Monastic Hall Leader (Zagen), just below Preceptor (Osha), while 43%
in 1950 were kept at this rank. No nun in 1990 was in the lowest rank, Assistant
Monastic Hall Leader (Joza), but almost a majority of nuns (46%) in 1950 filled
this rank. A compelling example of the changes in recent decades is the fact that
43% of S6to nuns had won the highest monastic title, Great Preceptor (Daioshd),
by 1990, but no nun was granted this title in 1950.

These figures represent the marked increase in monastic women’s educational
opportunities, but they also reflect that by 19go the requirements for the various
degrees became equal for men and women. In 1950, the requirements were not
only steeper for women, but in many cases, no matter how competent or qualified
a monastic woman was, she was not permitted to attain the higher levels. It is fair
to conclude, then, that women in the 19gos have better opportunities and greater
official recognition for their achievemnents than the women forty years ago, but
this does not lead to the conclusion that the women forty years ago were any less
competent, capable, and hard working. It is, rather, due to their tremendous per-
severance, concerted effort, and insight into Buddhist teachings that they were

Table 5-4 Monastic Ranks (highest to lowest)

1950 1990
Great Preceptor (Daioshs) $3%
Preceptor (Osha) 1% 55%
Monastic Hall I.cader (Zagen) 43% 2%

Assistant Monastic Hall Leader (Joza) 40%
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successful in changing the sect regulations regarding degrees and in improving
educational facilities for monastic women today.

These nuns do not sound or act oppressed. They do not indicate that they
think there is something they cannot do because they are women,

Buddhist Practice: Meaning and Action

Sot6 Zen nuns today are taught that Dogen’s fundamental teaching about Bud-
dhist practice is: Practice is enlightenment (shushd ittg). His explicit and detailed
instructions about many daily activities clarify a common misunderstanding.
Throughout any given day in the monastery they are reminded that this does not
mean all activity is enlightenment. Had he meant “all activity is enlightenment,”
there would be little meaning in monastics vowing to live in accord with any
precepts. Yet Dogen did predicate his monastic life on sixteen precepts, and they
have continued to be the foundation of S6t6 Zen monasticism. In the last century,
however, the meanings of the precepts have been questioned, challenging the very
fabric of monasticism itself.

I asked the nuns a number of questions designed to elicit their interpretation
of the meaning of practice. Their responses led me to further questions. Where
do nuns stand on the issue of precepts? What do they think practice means? Do
they try to live according to Dagen’s teachings? Perhaps the better question to ask
is: What do their actions tell us about how they interpret Dogen’s teachings? How
has this shaped their activities and involvement with society?

Aoyama, along with the vast majority of nuns in modem Japan, maintains that
it is more important to keep the standards high than to dilute the demands of
monastic life in order to increase numbers.** This was made clear in the nuns’
responses to questions regarding the meaning and importance of abiding by the
monastic discipline. The survey results showed that the majority of nuns (73%)
considered that abiding by the precepts is meaningful in contemporary society.
Another 15% thought it was not meaningful, and 12% did not know whether or
not it was meaningful. These figures reflect that the clear majority of S6to Zen
nuns take Dogen’s teachings to heart, for their founder held that “keeping the
precepts and devotion to the Way are inseparable with the monastic life.”> He
explains why it is imperative to observe the precepts: “To guard against evil and
prevent oneself from doing wrong.” Dogen adds that he knows it is not an easy
path. Although all monastics take the same precepts, how the precepts are inter-
preted varies.

Responses to the survey question: “Do you think there is meaning in main-
taining the precepts in contemporary Japan?”*® suggested that many nuns do not
devote much time deciding whether or not it is important to maintain their vows,
they just consider living according to their vows to be “part of the definition of
being a renunciant.”’” Others reasoned that “if you do not follow the precepts,
then there is no value in being a renunciant. Especially if you are intent on
maintaining the true Dharma, vou cannot save people headed towards confusion
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and chaos in the contemporary society.”® Another compelling reason for main-
taining the precepts came from the wisdom of a nun who has lived through seventy
years of change, including war, illness, and hard work. “If you abide by the pre-
cepts, then you can see the proper path.”® She seemed to be suggesting that the
precepts serve as an anchor that keep one from floundering in a sea of sometimes
tumultuous change. The responses of 566 nuns led to the conclusion that for
them to follow the precepts is not simply a matter of following tradition. It is a
decision to lead a meaningful and effective monastic life.

Among the 15% of the nuns who did not think there is primary value in the
precepts, many of their reasons were still based upon a concern for leading a
meaningful and effective life. One middle-aged nun reasoned that “it is more
important to maintain a humanitarian lifestyle and to be concerned with civili-
zation than to follow the monastic regulations.”® One nun who had not made a
final decision about whether or not the precepts are appropriate for the current
society shared her reasoning:

You must heed regulations before you can understand them. Just like clothing,
you cannot tell whether it fits or not just by looking at it displayed on a hanger.
You must try it on to know where it does not fit properly. Regulations are the
same. You must try them on for yourself. It also is important to see how other
people “wear” the regulations. Only then might you be able to discern where
some regulations might be inappropriate.®*

She gave no indication when, if ever, she might find any of the precepts inappro-
priate, but her approach reflects patience and trust in the traditional Buddhist
practices. Her mind was open, but she did not want to rush such an important
change.

Male and female monastics alike traditionally took a vow of celibacy, for it is
included in Dogen’s sixteen precepts required for ordination. As explained previ-
ously, in the late nineteenth century, the Japanese government instituted regula-
tions for Japanese monastic Buddhists that equally permit male and female mo-
nastics to marry. By 1935, 80% of Sotd Zen “male monastics” acted upon the
Japanese government’s permission for monastics to marry. Many monastics now
choose to interpret the vow regarding sexual conduct in the same way it is inter-
preted for the laity: To not engage in sexual misconduct. They no longer regard
celibacy as a necessary vow of the monastic discipline. This is a significant change
in the definition of monasticism in Japan, highlighting the data that indicate
monks are in the forefront of this change. Many monastics claim that celibacy
does not affect one’s ability to live according to Buddhist truth (Dharma). Whether
or not this is true is another matter, and it is not the issue I am addressing. I
introduce the issue of celibacy because one’s view on celibacy is a clear indication
of whether one is more “traditional” or more “modermn.” Although most nuns
interpret their vows to extend to celibacy, four cases of Sotd Zen monastic women
marrying have appeared after 199o. Three nuns involved were married within ten
years after becoming a nun, one remained married when she became a nun. In
all but one case the marriage was to a monk. In one of the cases a non-Japanese
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woman was involved. These cases amount to less than 0.4% of S6t6 Zen nuns.®
In other words, single nuns constitute the overwhelming majority.

Over the last few years in numerous conversations with scholars, laity, feminists,
office workers, housewives, and elderly people in various regions in Japan, I found
that the impressions people have of why nuns do not marry fall into a few distinct
lines of reasoning. Some declare this as clear proof of social discrimination, con-
cluding that there is still a double standard that operates against women. Most
people, however, are not aware that the actual regulations are equal. Many think
the regulations discriminate against women by not permitting them to marry.
Those who know that the true regulations are equal still argue that the fact that
women monastics do not marry is due to unfair social pressure for nuns to remain
traditional. Another possibility rarely mentioned was that women choose to main-
tain their traditional Buddhist vows and do not want to marry. From this view-
point, some monastics’ choice to marry is more appropriately seen as a modem
reinterpretation of monasticism, and the vast majority of nuns’ choice to remain
single is not fundamentally an indication of discrimination against nuns.s

Contrasts between monks and nuns are useful to make, because they reveal
how nuns position themselves in the Zen monastic landscape. The majority of
male monastics come from a “monastic” family. They are groomed since child-
hood to take over the family temple from their father, In this sense, the women’s
monastic community today is more “intentional” than the male monastic com-
munity, because women sought out this life from among other alternatives. This
is not to say that men and women who choose ordination with substantial support
and even pressure from their families do not make a serious commitment, but
there seems to be a different attitude toward the monastic life and Buddhist prac-
tice between those monastics who left other lifestyles and made an individual
decision to live a monastic life and those who enter the monastery with inherited
responsibilities that include siring the next heir. One nun does not hesitate to
express her opinion on the matter. “If in Japan there are actually any who follow
Buddhist truth, they are only nuns. Most monks are only concerned with cere-
monies and services.”® This criticism of monks tells us that this nun values mo-
nastics who do more than ceremonies and services. She is likely interpreting “Bud-
dhist truth” to include monastic celibacy and maintaining a temple lifestyle that
includes doing zazen and all one’s own cooking, cleaning, and serving.

Indeed, almost all S6to nuns are and were single. Out of forty-eight Sot6 nuns
who responded to this question on the survey, forty-five had never been married,
one was a widow, one was divorced, and one was married. As might be expected
following the high statistics of unmarried women, only a handful have children.
With only a few exceptions, most of these are adopted children, some of whom
are being cultivated as disciples. Despite the fact that regulations permit male and
fernale monastics to marry, especially for the purpose of cultivating an heir to the
temple, nuns do not choose to marry. Until the late 1980s, marriage was not
entertained as a desirable alternative to nuns, so there has been little public dis-
cussion of the matter. Celibacy was taken for granted. In the last few years, a few
lone voices have broached the question of the possible merits of marriage for a
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nun, citing that the lack of heirs for the temples has become a serious problem.
The vast majority of nuns enter the discussion on the side of maintaining the
monastic tradition of celibacy, for it enables nuns to lead a full monastic life rather
than one divided between family and temple responsibilities. A significant number
of novices in the 1980s have left family life, because they preferred monastic life.
These new nuns join the chorus in favor of celibacy.

In order to do this successfully, most nuns are agreed that one must “have an
attitude of a renunciant.” According to the abbess Aoyama, to be a renunciant
means not to pursue worldly things and not to behave in worldly ways.® In keeping
with Dogen’s teachings, most nuns draw a clear distinction between the lifestyle
of a renunciant and a householder. Dogen devoted one chapter to the “Virtue of
Renouncing the World” (Shukke Kudoku) in which he stated with no apology
that “it is clear that devotion to the Buddhist Way is extremely difficult, if not
impossible, for a householder. A renunciant, on the other hand, removed from
the seeds of suffering and illusion, can be fully devoted to practice.”® The primary
reason Dogen maintains that undivided attention to the Buddhist Way is difficult
for the householder is that a householder must concentrate on earning a living
and providing financial support for the household. Dogen explicitly notes that he
is not insinuating that there are ontological reasons that preclude nonmonastics
from realizing enlightenment, only that he understands that in a pragmatic sense
it is a greater challenge to realize enlightenment as a householder. Most nuns
indicated that they realized that in order “to have a heart of compassion,”s they
must remove selfserving and selfish patterns of behavior, which is precisely what
the monastic life is designed to accomplish.

By remaining celibate they not only keep their monastic vows, but by main-
taining a single life, they are also freed to devote themselves to various important
projects. Kojima Kendd prevailed over the Sotd sect administration because of her
indefatigable energy and indomitable courage. Her contributions to nuns in the
twentieth century, including work in Hawaii, would not have been possible had
she been circumscribed any more than she already was by androcentric institutions
and regulations. Another nun of the same generation, Taniguchi Setsudo, was
able to mother dozens of orphans because of her lifestyle as a Buddhist nun. It
gave her the freedom and the strength to establish the still thriving orphanage,
Lumbini-en.® The effectiveness and significance of Aoyama’s numerous books,
and her occasional television appearances, have already been discussed. With these
activities on top of her responsibilities as an abbess and the head of a temple,
Murya-ji, in Nagano prefecture, Aoyama would clearly be limited in her capacity
to reach people in many parts of the world if family obligations were included.
For Kito Shunkd, her international effectiveness would have been precluded had
she had a family, because it would have been virtually impossible to care for a
family during the four years she spent helping establish the Japanese Temple in
Bodh Gaya, India. Yet another nun who has had an impact throughout Japan and
in other forelgn lands is Okamoto Kobun, a teacher of sewing monastic robes.
She is one of the only monastics qualified and competent to teach this traditional
and venerated practice of hand-sewing one’s own monastic robes.” These are only
a few highlights of the contributions and activities of a handful of important nuns
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in this century. It is hard to imagine them being as effective if they had house-
holder responsibilities. Being celibate, they have realized their potential and ac-
complished many things.

This issue of the marital status of monastics is another clear example of how
ethnographic data can provide information to make the statistics mean something
quite different from what they appear. The larger historical context, cultural im-
pulses, and personal aims must be examined to understand the significance of the
statistics on monastic marriage. The reasons for the differences are woven into the
fabric of Japanese history and sewn in the hearts of participants in that history.
Monks and nuns have responded to modern developments in distinct ways, re-
vealing divergent aims. In short, the vast majority of nuns maintain a “traditional”
view of the vow on sexual conduct.

Another basic feature of monastic life that has pervasive consequences is the
issue of keeping the head shaven or letting the hair grow. There is no precept
requiring a nun to shave her head. It is a tradition that has continued for more
than 2,000 years, for monastics have found it to be effective in certain important
ways. Notable consequences accompany a monastic’s decision whether or not to
shave one’s head. Many male monastics, though not all, do not keep their heads
clean-shaven after their training period. In response to this, one nun flatly admits
that she thinks that “it is bad that monks let their hair grow.””® Again, for this
study, the value of a nun’s criticism of monks is that it informs us about what she
thinks is important. The following comments shed light on why she would draw
such a conclusion. Zen nuns who maintain clean-shaven heads say that it is lib-
erating, despite (or perhaps because of) the cultural history that prizes women
with long hair. One seasoned nun noted the significance and practicality of a
clean-shaven head:

It is a sign of self-awareness that one has become a nun. If you had the same
appearance as a layperson, you would not be able to make the distinction in
your own heart. Besides, when your head is shaven, living is much easier. When
you wake up in the morning you do not have to worry about combing your hair
or anything. You do not have to put on cosmetics. As far as clothing, there is
no concern for what is in fashion.”

A number of nuns echoed this practical reasoning. They thought that if one begins
to grow one’s hair out, it would become increasingly difficult to determine what
was appropriate. Another nun explains that “the act of shaving your head serves
to reconfirm that you are a nun.””? They seem to be saying that it is easier to be
a monastic when it is not ambiguous. A further benefit that many mentioned was
that “when one maintains the appearance of a nun it helps, if even just a little,
to suppress one’s ego-self.”” Beyond practical concerns, tonsure is an effective
method to help one practice the Buddhist teachings.

Another nun, who has a keen concern for the responsibility monastics bear in
helping those in need, added her reflections upon why she keeps her head shaven:

Just having a shaven head brings many people to you who will initiate speaking
about many things. A person who has hair is not treated the same, because
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others feel it is not appropriate to speak with unrelated persons about certain
topics. Most people feel that when talking to regular people, there is nothing
they can do about it or they will not understand. But, as a nun they come to
you.”*

In this quiet yet persistent way nuns make their presence felt wherever they may
be. The quality of modern life is subtly affected by these spontaneous events that
offer hope and guidance. A traditional appearance helps society identify a tradi-
tional monastic with all its attendant expectations. Tonsured heads and monastic
robes are a visible expression of one’s concern for placing priority on maintaining
tradition.

In an environment where novel interpretations of monasticism are openly ex-
plored, nuns are being perceived as bearers of the traditional interpretation of
monastic precepts and lifestyle. One nun observed that “there are more people
who are beginning to think that nuns are keeping the Buddhist truth (Dharma)
alive~more than monks.””®

An activity that the nuns of Aichi Senmon Nisadd pursued expresses their
preference for traditional monasticism. Even when traditional Japanese architec-
ture is overshadowed by modern and economical concrete structures, in 1972 the
nuns of Aichi undertook a major project to repair and rebuild the monastery that
has become a landmark of their commitment to traditional monastic training and
aesthetics. Beginning with nothing more than zeal, they successtully galvanized
various people and resources in the effort to build traditional monastic facilities.
It required a nationwide effort in which Tanaka Dorin and Katd Shinjs, two of
the leaders of the Aichi Nisodo at the time, rallied support from graduates of the
Nisodo from around the country. Teachers and novices alike went on alms-
gathering rounds to make their dream of a complete monastery complex a reality.
With the cooperation and support of countless laypeople around the country,
especially the generous donations of the layman Furukawa Tamesaburg, by Oc-
tober 1973 the nuns had received enough funding to complete the massive project.
In succession they repaired the Main Worship Hall (honds), built new living
quarters, and erected a new front gate (sanmon) in time for their Seventieth An-
niversary ceremonies.” This architectural project is a tribute to their genuine
concern to continue leading and training women in the traditional monastic
mode. For their Eightieth Anniversary they again appealed to the generosity of
thousands of people in order to do much-needed repairs, They had the vision that
the monastery would become a place for women around the world to come and
seek the truth, and a place in Japan where those with peaceful hearts would
congregate.”’

Nuns would be the first to admit, however, that practice does not require any
particular facilities. The attitude with which each and every activity is done is
more important. “Practice is not the type of activity, but it is what is done within
the heart.”’® Although this statement can be construed to justify a wide range of
activities, the nun who wrotc this explanation of practice also wrote that it was
meaningful to maintain the precepts in contemporary Japan. Fvidence that many
nuns agree with Dogen’s nondualistic orientation is apparent in the following
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comments that were made in response to the survey questions concerning mo-
nastic practice.” “Everything in everyday life is to be done diligently one by one.
Practice is not something special.”® Ceremonies are not more important than
daily tasks. “Every activity between wake-up and lights out is important for the life
of a renunciant. Practice is acting, being, sitting, sleeping.”® It is when these daily
activities are done in accord with the Buddhist teachings that mundane actions
become practice. Displaying awareness of the reality of life, one nun simply re-
sponded, practice is “daily cleaning.”®? Another nun states a similar understanding
of the content of practice, though more emphatically: “If one cannot do the things
right in front of oneself, like cooking and cleaning, then that person is not the
image of a monastic. If the person who is supposed to be the teacher cannot make
even one dish, then that person is not useful wherever he or she goes.”s

'The survey responses reflect that nuns are aware of an underlying assumption
that practice takes diverse forms. “It depends on each individual.”®* What many
nuns suggested is that there is no limit to practice. It does not depend on a
particular form like doing zazen in full- or half-lotus posture. It is primarily, as
another nun mentioned, a matter of the heart, for “there are people who cannot
fold their legs. Although sitting zazen is important for those who have the capacity
to sit, for people who cannot, the people are more important than zazen.”® In
other words, zazen is not an absolute paradigm. This insight helps nuns open up
their hearts to various people and their circumstances. A hallmark of genuine Zen
adepts is their ability to live and breathe Buddhist teachings so they become one
with their bodies. One nun even articulates her commitment in these terms: Prac-
tice is “to make the Truth part of my body.”* For most Zen nuns, practice is
doing nothing more than what is necessary. They do not reify certain activities
over others, nor do they establish a hierarchy of what is more important or reli-
gious. In this they affirm what their founder taught in numerous writings, includ-
ing Zenki [Total Activity], Senmen [Wash the Face], Busshé [Buddha-Nature],
Gyobutsu ligi [The Refined Activities of Buddha Action], Gygji [Ceaseless Prac-
tice], Senjo [Rules for the Lavatory], and Tenzo Kyokun [Instructions for the
Cook].

In Buddhist practice in India, as reflected in the writings of the early alms-
women monastics in the Therigdthd, quelling sensory desires was seen as essential
to winning ultimate freedom. Zen nuns, on the contrary, train themselves in order
to refine all senses in the name of Buddhist practice. Many observers of Buddhism
have noted that Japanese Buddhists were deeply affected and shaped in aesthetic
realms far more than those in the early monastic life in India. There is no distinct
dichotomy between aesthetic experience and religious experience in Japan. A clear
demonstration of the difference in orientation toward Buddhist teachings between
Japan and India is that the monastic discipline formulated in India prohibits mo-
nastics from participating in music, dance, and dramatic forms of activity. Dogen
did not include these in his sixteen precepts, nor are they included in most other
Japanese Buddhist sects’ rules. A salient quality of Japanese Buddhism is its positive
and affective appreciation of the subtleties in the phenomenal world. Dogen ex-
tended this nondualistic orientation to his understanding that enlightenment is in
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the here and now—the key lies in the way an activity is executed. Nuns who root
themselves in this tradition maintain this nondualistic view of ultimate reality.
Integrating the arts into their formal practice is a clear manifestation of this.

S6to Sect Nun Association records for 1984 reveal that Zen nuns were actively
engaged in traditional arts: sixty-six nuns taught tea at their temples, ninety-one
taught pilgrim hymn singing (baika), seventy-nine taught flower arranging, and
fourteen taught calligraphy.?” The records on nuns’ temple activities, and my time
spent with the monastic women, left me with the impression that these activities
are included precisely because the women saw these arts as a basic aspect of their
Zen practice.®® The curriculum in the fraining monasteries reflects this deliberate
concern to cultivate these arts as a part of practice, and the survey and interview
responses bore out the view that nuns want to be engaged in these arts.

Sots nuns fought for many things early in this century, including institution-
alizing their “women’s” activities. They designed their own curriculum, and they
integrated these arts into their monastic training because they are skills that mo-
nastics need in running their own temples upon graduation. One nun made it
quite clear: “T think you must be able to do tea ceremony and flower arranging.
Now monks have their wives do it, but as monastics they should do it.” Here we
see a nun clearly expressing the value of self-sufficiency and celibacy. Moreover,
another nun explained the necessity of these skills, suggesting that they can also
refine the heart and body of a monastic, regardless of gender:

It is not so much that monastics must preserve these traditions, but these
traditions are part of the life of being a monastic in Japan. There are flowers in
various parts of the temple, and if there is a gathering, tea is served. It is a
natural part of the life. The heart is deeply affected by the way the body moves.®

While art is a practice that refines the harmony of body and mind, art classes
can also be a source of income. Conversations with elderly nuns suggested that
there was a time when teaching tea ceremony and flower arranging classes in their
temples was a primary source of income for many. The survey results from 1990
indicated, however, that for most nuns it is no longer such a source of income
(but 17% of the nuns responding still receive their primary income from teaching
art classes). Furthermore, numerous nuns continue to offer art classes, which
provides a supplement to their main income. The increase in nuns’ opportunities
to receive higher monastic ranks has resulted in 65% receiving their primary in-
come from temple services, that is, performing various ceremonial rituals either
at their own temnple or assisting in the temple of others. Due to a general decline
in monastic numbers both male and female, the demand upon each individual
monastic to perform ceremonies has increased. The remaining 18% of Sot6 nuns
surveyed in 1990 had “other” sources of primary income, including administering
nursery schools and alms gathering.

Nuns are also active beyond the bounds of their temple walls; this became
clear in their responses to the survey question: “What kind of social responsibility
do you think nuns have?” The types of activities outlined in their comments
indicated that Zen nuns are engaged in a range of activities that are aimed at
reaching out to help people. From their responses it is notable that many nuns
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are devoted to education at all levels, from educating the general society, to uni-
versity students, to kindergartners. Another dimension of their social concern oc-
curs at a more intimate level. Nearly all nuns surveyed suggested that one of their
primary social responsibilities is to listen attentively to the needs of others and to
help them find peace in their daily lives. A significant number of nuns are also
active in volunteer work, primarily focusing on the needs of orphans and the
elderly, a manifestation of their general concern to help people. In these ways,
nuns make a concerted effort to fill a vital niche in modem Japanese society.

A nun who graduated from university (at a time when it was uncommon for a
woman to receive such a high level of formal education) held that her responsi-
bility is “to explain the Buddhist way of seeing and way of thinking.”®® The most
common format for formally offering Buddhist teachings is to have lectures at
one’s temple. One nun stressed these must be “lectures from the heart, on the
foundation of Buddhist teachings.”* More than one nun was aware that “there
are many people these days who, even though they are materially blessed and lead
luxurious lifestyles, have rotten hearts.” They hope to “make this world a little
brighter and point people in the direction of leading humane lives.”??

This requires nuns “to be active in the education of families,”** In both formal
and informal ways, nuns do just that. One nun expressed enthusiasm that she was
teaching at the university level: “I am a university professor, and I am enjoying
even working with foreign students.”* At other levels nuns showed their insight
into the importance of education. “l am putting in tremendous effort from my
heart to help educate young people and adolescents who will one day become
adults. This is a way to help improve society.”” Numerous nuns work with the
youngest members of society and “through the kindergarten activities, we educate
the parents.”*

Despite their efforts, many nuns feel that they are not understood by society,
as clearly articulated by a university-educated, fifty-year-old nun: “Many people
think that we have abandoned the world. Few people understand the meaning of
our lives.”” From her perspective, monastics have a role in the world, and the
intimation that monastics have abandoned the world seems to resound of irre-
sponsibility in her ears. Her sentiments are understandable, for nuns have not
abandoned the world. Except for the period in which nuns are in strict training,
nuns are actively engaged with society. Aside from large monastic complexes,
temples have historically served and continue to be centers of community life.
According to the 19go survey, at least thirty-seven nuns ran orphanages or nurseries
and seven held regular Zen retreats for the laity. There were twenty-eight other
varieties of activities that the nuns regularly held at their temples, including two
nuns who were Girl Scout leaders, four who ran women’s associations, and one
who was heading an association for the elderly. These institutionalized activities
are supplemented by the subtle and profound ways in which nuns help people in
very personal ways.

An incomplete impression of ordained S6t6 Zen Buddhists was fostered by the
1984 Soto Sect survey of 1,800 laypeople, which cited that only 8% of the people
go to priests for spiritual reasons, whereas 78% sec priests concerning mortuary
rites.”® An assessment of the survey by Sasaki Kokan® indicates that the monks’
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involvement in popular rites has dominated, for “temple priests were not regarded
as religious teachers, but rather as ritualists whose role was to carry out ceremonies
related to the death process.”'® In the spring of 1990, I conducted a survey of
sixty-eight laypeople who have contact with nuns through nuns’ activities open to
the laity, like zazen retreats and siitra copying. A group of S6t6 laity emerged who
do not correspond to the pattern from the 1984 So6t Sect survey. The results of
my more limited survey cannot be directly compared to the survey of the sect
administration, but it points to areas of activity in the sect that perhaps have gone
undetected by the central administration. My survey of laity in the Nagoya area
seems to represent a subset within the Soto sect. These people all had some
contact with a S6t6 nun prior to participating in the survey. None of the sixty-
eight people who responded to the survey were seeking nuns for mortuary rites,
but this is not surprising. Sect regulations prohibited nuns from performing fu-
nerals until nuns successtully changed this regulation earlier in the twentieth cen-
tury. Despite nuns now having authorization to perform these rites, it is under-
standable that families are not inclined to “move” their ancestors from one temple
to another. Thus, nuns’ temples have yet to become centrally engaged in funerals.
Due to the decrease in monastics in general, however, nuns are actively involved
in assisting mortuary rites.

Keeping in mind the context of my 19go survey, the most common response
offered by laity who turned to nuns for personal conversations was that nuns are
better listeners, like mothers. Most of the people who went to nuns for help were
temale (go%) and middle-aged (average age ffty-four), and they primarily dis-
cussed their concerns about family, children, marital problems, and elderly par-
ents. They also sought nuns’ advice when they were confused, depressed, and at
a turning point in their lives. Nuns perceive part of their role as a monastic is to
create an atmosphere where people can feel comfortable and open with personal
conversation. My survey of laity confirmed that many nuns must be successful in
their efforts, providing an atmosphere where laity feel it is easier to speak with
nuns rather than monks: 62% of the surveyed laity responded that it was easier to
speak with nuns rather than monks, 1.5% thought it was easier to speak with a
monk, 7.5% did not know, and 27% thought there was no difference. Of these
respondents, 61% thought nuns were more serious than monks, but no one thought
that monks were more serious than nuns.

[t is not surprising that many laypeople turn to nuns for personal counseling,
in light of the fact that more than 80% of the nuns surveyed indicated that their
role and obligation to society was to “be a kind and womanly listenier to anything
and everyone.”'”! Furthermore, nuns stress that it is of premium importance “to
listen carefully to what the person you are talking to is saying, so one can help
them gain a sense of peace.”'?? It seems the majority of the concerns people bring
to nuns involve family. “Sympathy toward housewives and the elderly” seems to
make up most of these discussions. As one nun summed it up, nuns do their best
“to mediate and offer succor by spreading a fresh morning breeze and showing a
compassionate smiling face.”'® One nun intimates that some of these matters are
only discussed with nuns. “Many constantly oblige me by coming to me to discuss
their family situations and say things they cannot say to monks.”1%* Another nun,
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Airing the Zen meditation
cushions (“Sunbathing

the Buddhas™).

Abbess Aovama Shundo performing ritual of Perfection of Wisdom Siitre



Novice nuns of Aichi
Senmon Nisado on alms
rounds in Nagoya.

E
E:
i
2
E-
i
-
i
=
o
b
S
&
@
i

Cooking as Zen practice.



Celebrating Christmas at Aichi Senmon Nisdda,
on behalf of author’s western presence.

Novice nun cleaning
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Okamoto Sensei, novice, and laywomen (right to left) in
“sewing practice” at 4:00 A.M.
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Flower arranging as Zen practice.
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Kuriki Kakujo Sensei, tea ceremony teacher,
in front of her Nagoya temple, Seikan-ji.



Group portrait from “Entering Monastery Ceremony” for new nuns on April 7,
1990, at Aichi Senmon Nisodo.
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who evidently has also experienced many people coming to her with personal
concerns, offers an explanation of why she thinks this is a common occurrence.
“It seems that the laity have a much easier time talking with nuns than with
monks. Because it seems as though people look at nuns like they look at a
mother.”1% My limited survey of laity confirms her view. Not only does this tell
us how the role of a nun is interpreted in modern Japan, but it also shows what
people expect of a mother figure: to listen with compassion and understand with
wisdom.

The character of these interactions is perhaps best described as intimate rela-
tionships of mutual concern. Although many nuns feel it is their responsibility “to
enter into the world of the general people of the society,” most wind up “talking
together and sharing each others’ joys and sufferings while becoming good
friends.”1% What this response seems to reflect is that some nuns have a sense of
responsibility that as a monastic they must go into the world and make a difference,
but the result is that the “world” is composed of people like themselves who have
good and bad times. In this unpretentious way, nuns are committed to living in
the world. Many aim simply “to interact with people warmly and make a bright
society.”"” Nuns also have a deep effect upon each other. One novice comments
how she learned how to resolve one of her biggest trials—anger—by noticing how
her senior behaved. “I felt like I had been saved, just by her mere presence. |
thought, ‘there is potential for real human beings to become like her.” 1%

Before one can effectively act upon one’s commitment to “civilize society”!®
or make significant contributions by “volunteer{ing| and participate{ing] in social
movements,”'% most nuns claim “the first thing is that one attain peace oneself.
Subsequently, one must understand the confusion of the world, suffering, and
fear.”"! Many nuns explained that without the wisdom and peace that accompany
practice, it would be hard to be effective in helping others with their problems.
According to Buddhist teachings, ignorance is understood to be the source of
suffering. Therefore, good intentions alone are not useful in helping others. Train-
ing in the monastery is designed to cultivate the peace and wisdom necessary to
be effective and caring members of the society.

To open one’s heart to others enables one “to be a harbor for society people.”
In For the Sake of the World, Henry and Swearer contend that now, more than
ever, monastics have a special role to play in society. Those who lead monastic
lives can “bear witness to the deepest human capacities they discover in the con-
templative experience. In the face of rampant secularism and materialism, the
monastic contribution to personal and social well-being has become increasingly
important, if not imperative.”''? Aware of their vital role in moderm society, many
nuns open not only their hearts, but also their temples. Although an uncommon
view, one elderly nun asserts that “Amadera, nun’s temples, are all contemporary
kakekomidera —temples for women to find refuge, especially from men.”!* It does
not come as a surprise that one of the responsibilities that nuns hold is one of the
bodhisattva vows: “Save all sentient beings.”''*

One nun unambiguously asserts what many laypeople and monastics alike
think: “I think that nuns today are the ones who abide by the precepts and we
are true heirs of the Buddha Dharma.”"'¥ The abbess of Toyama Nisodo reflects,
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however, that nuns are not inherently better than monks.!!¢ If they had what monks
had —wealthy temples, children, money, power, rank—nuns would be much less
effective. Her observation supports the analysis that nuns perceive being traditional
as being good. That nuns are more traditional than monks is a multifaceted issue.
In part, it is due to choice. As the survey responses prove, many nuns see the
value of traditional monastic practice, for it is in accord with Buddhist teachings.
Many have found it genuinely effective in leading a meaningful Buddhist life.
From the perspective of historical development, it seems that choosing traditional
monastic discipline has also served as a method for nuns to gain recognition and
respect. It seems to have helped them win parity in sect regulations. Nuns are also
“traditional” as a result of discriminatory practices. 1 qualify this usage of tradi-
tional because both Dogen’s writings and the nuns’ interpretation of Dagen’s writ-
ings state that women and men are equal in practice. So, the practice of discrim-
ination against nuns is not “traditional.” Nevertheless, discriminatory regulations
have arisen. These regulations and social pressure made it difficult, if not impos-
sible, for nuns to explore different modes of monastic living. That developments
in the twentieth century are leading toward nuns increasing their rank and power
might explain why a few nuns are choosing to marry. Before they had status in
the eyes of the male-dominated institution, being traditional was the most efficient
route to acknowledgment. The fact that nuns are now exercising their prerogative
to martry is a strong indication they have enough stature to choose between tra-
ditional and modern ways. They are not as bound to their gender as before. To
have choice is a clear indicator of greater equity. Within this context, however,
the vast majority still choose traditional monasticism.

The nuns surveyed expressed a strong concern for maintaining a relatively
traditional interpretation of the precepts. This extends to various practices, includ-
ing tonsure. Most hold a view of practice that is in accord with Dogen’s teachings.
Including the arts of tea ceremony and flower arranging as explicit features of their
practice shows not only their aesthetic sensibilities, but it is a practical matter also.
These arts help refine one’s actions, which is a necessary aspect of interpreting
that practice is enlightenment. Many nuns act upon their view that practice in-
volves being concerned about members of the society. They interact with the
people who seek them out at an intimate level, and a significant sector of the
nuns’ community reaches out to people in numerous ways, including educating
in various formats, assisting elderly, and caring for orphans. In these ways nuns
make significant and important contributions to society. The prevailing number
of nuns have made a clear commitment to uphold traditional monastic practice,
not because they are merely conservative, but because they find inimitable value
in it.

Nuns’ Views on Monastic Life
What do nuns think about how society views them? Of all the nuns surveyed, 62%

thought that they were respected by society, and 22% thought that they were highly
respected by society. Only one nun responded that nuns were not respected by
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society at all, while another few percent were either not sure or thought nuns
received little respect. The statistics signify that, on the whole, these women do
not feel society perceives them as inferior. It also confirms the view that nuns
have a high level of confidence and selfrespect. The predominant number of
nuns do not act or express themselves in a way that would suggest they think that
they are social anomalies. They do not pity themselves, nor do they think society
pities them. These nuns know they make valuable contributions to society, and
they recognize that they are appreciated.

Respect from general society, however, does not necessarily translate into fair
treatment. Parity in regulations does not guarantee equity either. Discrimination
against nuns still occurs. It is not uncommon for discrimination to occur partic-
ularly regarding matters that regulations do not control or areas that are difficult
to enforce. Some nuns cited specific instances. As might be expected, economic
disparity is the most prevalent kind of discrimination. Many nuns attested to the
fact that “there is discrimination in temple offerings (fuse).”"'” Despite the egali-
tarian sect regulations, the tension in a statement offered by a sixty-five-year-old
nun suggests that some monks do not realize that this means nuns must be treated
equally: “Up until now there was discrimination concerning every facet. Since
monks and nuns are the same Buddhist renunciants, they should mutually respect
each other, and it is important that nuns are not monk’s tea servers.”"'® The
frustration nuns feel about being treated in subservient ways reflects that they have
a clear understanding of their abilities and role in the community. They know
that they should be treated equally, and they have not simply waited for monks
to realize this. They changed the regulations, but they cannot change the attitude
and actions of the monks. But this has not diminished their self-respect.

The fact of discrimination and the nuns’ perception of it are not necessarily
the same thing. Nuns surveyed were divided down the middle about whether or
not they were the recipients of discrimination. Given the reality that nuns were
subjected to unfair sect regulations until the late 1950s,'"? it is surprising that so
many nuns would say that they have not experienced discrimination. Many will
admit that “there is discrimination in terms of division of labor,”? but despite
the inequity, many nuns interpret their lives in a positive light. Many also ac-
knowledge that things are much better than before.”?' One nun even expresses
acceptance of the situation. “I am satisfied with the present lifestyle.” A nun
who teaches in the university says with no reservation, “Socially I have been
accepted on many levels, and I feel proud to be a nun.” The following seventy-
year-old nun exudes strength, while her age betrays that she has experienced in-
tense hardship. Her question indicates that she does not have sympathy for those
who feel pity for themselves: “Is not the reason people think they are the recipi-
ent of discrimination because their own effort is not sufficient and they walk right
into it?”1% She assesses her life this way. “I cannot say that it has been an even
path, but I have pride in the fact that I applied as much effort as I could to have
the strength to not be defeated by monks.”'?* Her remark about whether nuns
receive discrimination from monks, then, is put in context. It is not that she has
not been the brunt of unfair treatment or regulations, but she has not let that
stand in her way of living according to her vision of Buddhist truth. Most of the
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comments on discrimination do not indicate that nuns habitually see themselves
as poor and passive victims of an oppressive system or misogynist individuals. At a
fundamental level, many nuns approach problems in life as opportunities and
resources for greater growth, so their perception of discrimination cannot be
gauged with a conventional “worldly” measure. The fact that many nuns do not
stress their experiences of being discriminated against tells us more about the
nuns’ strength as Buddhist practitioners than it does about the level of discrimina-
tion.

Nuns do speak candidly about a problem that can be measured in simple
numbers. There is a shortage of nuns to run the nuns’ temples.'” This is the topic
of conversation at numerous formal and informal gatherings of nuns. One nun
spoke for the vast majority of nuns today: “The thought of not having been able
to raise a successor is heartrending.”?¢ The source of the problem is complex,
and there is no deus ex machina in sight. In the face of these dire circumstances,
most nuns just persevere with their integrity intact and their commitment to Bud-
dhist truth unflinching. The prevalent view is that it is better to have nuns who
are genuinely committed to traditional monastic life than have a larger quantity.
With this priority, there is not much nuns can do. Applying pressure, like that
used in the hereditary system, has resulted in novel interpretations of monastic
life. Nuns know that choosing the life of a renunciant and committing to a tra-
ditional interpretation of monastic discipline is something only an individual can
decide.

All go through a ditficult phase when becoming a monastic, but it is a good
life worth persevering for, crying for, suffering for, intones the former abbess of
Niigata Senmon Nisddd, Nakamura Busshin.'” She recalls her early years as a
nun when she thought she had chosen the wrong path for herself. But, since she
decided to do it on her own, having not buckled under opposition from her family,
she could not complain or waver from the path she chose. Another example of
the kind of commitment and determination commonly found in nuns reflects the
caliber of monastic women today:

I am a full seventy-six years old and I will pass each day persevering for others
and for myself. Even though I have become an elderly nun, I will not be
dependent on other people at all as long as 1 have life. Even though I am an
elderly person, 1 lead people and together we make special and important pil-
grimages to temples.!?

This kind of spirit is echoed in the words of another respondent: “I think, isn’t it
not good to have an adventurous side and to try and take the challenge of any-
thing?"'®

As illustrated in the nuns’ remarks, despite hardships and failures, not just a
few nuns expressed gratitude for the benefits of a nuns’ life: “Although when |
was young it was quite difficult, I am grateful for the lifestyle of being a nun now
that T know old age. I am grateful to my body that I entered this path of faith.”7*
Another nun speaks honestly about her lack of consistent gratitude, but she still
strives to do her best: “Every day, day in and day out, I cannot practice with joy
and gratitude, but wherever I am granted to be, I try to put my whole being into



Motivations, Commitments, and Se]fwPerception‘,v

doing what is necessary.”* One nun reflected on her awareness that she has many
things for which to be thankful, but she also recognized that she has to continue
to improve herself:

Since I was a child T have been granted the Buddha's food. As expected, I am
passing every day grateful that I have become a nun and I think it is good. Every
day is a good day. I think that even today I must try and advance as a disciple
of the Buddha, because although I am a nun, I still have dust.!*

Her final words indicate that some might think that she is pure, because she is a
nun. Although she denies this assessment, it reveals the difference between how
she thinks she is perceived by others and how she perceives herself. Overall, her
comments tell us that she is generally pleased with her life as a nun.

The overwhelming majority of nuns express unreserved joy when reflecting on
their lives as nuns. The following chorus can act as testimony: “I think it was a
fantastic life.”*** “I think it is a wonderful path.”*** “Only that I am merely thankful
and gasshd.”1% “1 am grateful for my life as a nun who lives in society, and, more
than anything, 1 feel joy and gratitude.”*¢ “Since 1 committed myself to this path
(hosshin), T look back and have joy from my heart and a sense of living a worth-
while life.”1%”

When I was very young, I came to a nun’s temple as an adopted child because
I had en, a deep connection. It has been about forty-six years that I have been
passing every day as a disciple of the Buddha being freely in game/fun samadhi.
It has been a grateful day by day. No suffering.!*®

What is the source of their joy? Does it derive from their Buddhist experience?
The comments seem to indicate that their joy does derive in large measure from
their commitment to Buddhist teachings. The Buddhist path itself is understood
as something that brings gratitude and joy. It is what has made their lives mean-
ingful. This positive interpretation of their own lives scems to make it easier for
them to accept discrimination and hardship. One nun goes so far as to say she
has “no suffering.”

Many nuns take this gratitude and joy and give it to others in the society. A
number agree with the nun who said: “I think from now on nuns increasingly
must go out into society and touch the greater society, making it brighter and
healthier.”'* Affirming this view, another nun asserted: “I think it is necessary for
nuns to turn their eyes more and more towards social welfare and serve the so-
ciety.”™* Indeed, many have felt that call and responded with concrete resulis as
they maintain meaningful monastic lives: “Looking back on my life as a nun [
find the highest joy in having spent half my life nursing the Buddha’s children
and having been engaged in a social enterprise of value. I am filled with the
feeling of deep gratitude for having lived a complete life as a nun.”*¥

In summary, the value nuns place on monastic tradition is evident in the
choices monastic women make in their lives. Their survey and interview responses
and their actions suggest that many find the practices laid down by Buddhist
tradition, especially Dogen, meaningful. Soto Sect regulations do not restrict nuns
from marrying or letting their hair grow, yet neady all choose to keep the vow of
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celibacy and the practice of tonsure.™ Most explained that they considered these
actions basic to the definition of being a monastic. Taking their commitment to
Buddhist teachings seriously is not experienced as a burden nor as merely clinging
to old-fashioned ways. In the rush to keep up with the future, most nuns see that
living a life according to these ancient teachings is even more important, because
they help one understand the nature of human society. There is an underlying
sense that a number of nuns feel that a person must know protound peace in
order to help others usher in the new age. The preference for traditional monastic
life and the self-perception of a significant number of nuns in the late twentieth
century is articulated in the following assessment offered by a novice who gave
up a successful business career to don the robes of a monastic. Evidently, she is
of the view that traditional monastics are more respected, and nuns are more
traditional:

[ think that since monks are beginning to get the reputation of not being very
disciplined, society will begin to see that nuns are more disciplined, and then
the nuns will receive more respect from society. There will come a time when
people will think that nuns are the only ones who practice diligently.'*

Exuding a positive evaluation of monastic life, the survey responses reveal that
these women have the confidence that they can make a valuable difference. They
did not let the attempts of the male-dominated sect administration undermine
their effectiveness or inhibit them from acting in accord with their interpretation
of Dégen’s teachings. Although a broad range of activities and attitudes is repre-
sented among nuns, one thing they have in common is that their brand of mo-
nasticism s life-affirming. Leading lives of aesthetic refinement, nuns keep Japa-
nese aesthetic traditions alive as well as an aspect of their Buddhist values. They
express few complaints or tegrets about their lives. On the contrary, the most
frequently used word in the survey in response to an inquiry about the reflections
of life as a nun is “gratitude.”

Gratitude 1s the key to the nuns’ disciplined practice. Fach event, whether it
be cutting carrots, carrying heavy tables up the stairs, or being blamed for some
infraction, is an opportunity for practice. The challenge is to respond to negative
experiences in a manner that accords with the fundamental teaching to respect
each person and object as an enlightened being. Accepting this teaching and
moving with carefully disciplined physical and verbal gestures are required. When
the circumnstances to which one is responding, however, include structural op-
pression, unfair regulations, unjust treatment, or jealous rage, just knowing that it
1s possible to use difficult situations to further one’s practice and acting in a polite
manner are usually not enough to transform one’s negative experiences into pos-
itive ones. Most nuns hold that if one responds with gratitude, even viscerally
intense negative events can become a source of empowerment for a person. Nuns’
extensive use of the “gratitude conjugation” facilitates their ability to cultivate
gratitude. It is not surprising, then that “gratitude” was the most commonly used
word in the survey responses of nuns who have lived through an era of institu-
tionalized oppression. The majority of these same nuns also responded that they
did not consider themsclves victims of sexual discrimination.
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The data reveal that S6t6 Zen nuns have a high respect for traditional monastic
life. Women in other traditions, contexts, and time periods who have been dis-
missed as oppressed and unfortunate have found their lives important and mean-
ingful as well. The Personal Narratives Group has found that “while . . . women
might be defined as ‘marginal’ from the perspective of a society’s dominant norms
and established power relations, the women so defined did not necessarily expe-
rience themselves as marginal.”'* The women'’s lives as seen through the poetry
of the Therigatha suggests that women in ancient India had the resolve to take
control of their lives and not let themselves be pushed by the tides of suffering.
They persisted and found liberation and joy. Many monastic women in modern
Japan are similarly strong, dedicated, and determined to lead meaningful lives.
Their gender as female monastics in modern Japan does not preclude them from
full devotion to Buddhist teachings, for they have defined it as a gender with the
qualities of a plum blossom —strong enough to be gentle in the harshest condi-
tions.

Referring to the general situation of nuns, a seventy-three-year-old nun wrote
on her survey response: “Please do not write this into nonchalant sentences. [ am
worried that to put it in print will somehow make it seem insignificant.”"* I share
her concern. With all due respect, I include the following story, for it poignantly
demonstrates how many S6t6 Zen nuns lead exemplary, yet ordinary, lives devoted
to Buddhist teachings. This significant moment in the life of S6t6 Zen nuns in
modern Japan was not found in headlines heralding the remarkable event, nor
was it recorded in a compilation of eminent monastics. It was not even a story
passed freely around in the oral lore of the community. I eventually received it
orally from a nun who plays a supporting role in the story, but only after having
studied directly under her tutelage for one year. This story highlights the nature
and importance of ethnographic research:

In a small, inconspicuous nun’s temple in Nagoya, a hardy Zen nun, Nogami
Senryd, tried to live according to Dogen’s teachings with her entire being.
Though little known beyond the temple compound walls, her daily life was
plain testimony to her supreme realization of Buddhist truth. She dedicated
herself to caring for this nun’s temple, Seikan-ji, while training a quiet but alert
nun, Kuriki Kakujo. Kuriki, the current head nun of Seikan-ji, arrived under
Nogami's tutelage at the age of eight. With a sense of awe, respect, and a hint
of trepidation, Kuriki remembers how Nogami raised her on the classical Zen
dictum: “Zadatsu Ryibs. (Die sitting. Die standing.) This is the way of a mo-
nastic.”14

Interpreted as an indication of the deceased’s level of spiritual attainment,
since ancient times, various cultures have had a fascination with the posture of
a person at the moment of death. In Zen, Zadatsu Ryibd represents death
postures considered absolute proof of enlightenment, although no one can verify
how many people have actually succeeded in this. Dogen used this classical
Zen dictum to stress that practice means to do all activities with steady attention
to reality here and now. According to Dogen, practice is not for the purpose of
creating sages out of ordinary people, because the distinction between an or-
dinary person and a sage is false. All are Buddha-nature. Therefore, he admon-
ishes, “Zadatsu Ryiabs.”
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Nogami practiced this each morning as she sped—palms flattened on the
damp, neatly folded rag— down the wooden floor in the hallway collecting each
particle of dust, after each meal as she wiped her bowl clean with a piece of
pickled radish, and every afternoon as she pulled tiny weeds from the white-
stone garden. Her body understood that enlightenment meant tolerating nothing
less than perfect completion of each activity. Strictly adhering to Buddhist truth,
she commanded those around her, but especially herself, to approach everything
in the spirit of “Zadatsu Ryiihd.” She repeated this like a mantra as she strove
to live each moment with pure and relentless concentration. On the seventeenth
day of a crisp November afternoon in 1980, Nogami’s adamantine voice pierced
the silence, “It's time for Zadatsu Ryibo!” Not knowing what to expect, Kuriki
rushed to the dim hallway where she saw Nogami slowly walking toward the
bronze sculpture of Sakyamuni Buddha sitting fulldotus posture on the altar in
the Worship Hall. Arriving n time to witness the stout, ninety-seven-year-old
nun in simple black robes take a final step to perfect her stance, Kuriki reached
out to embrace her and pealed, “Congratulations!” as Nogami died standing.'

This nun had attained one of the highest achievements in the Zen tradition, yet
it was not widely publicized. This confirms the need for more ethnographic re-
search. While not all Zen nuns reach the level of Nogami Senryd, the survey
results and interview responses overwhelmingly suggest that Zen nuns do interpret
their own lives positively, even in the face of unfair treatment. Relying only on
texts and statistics, one could interpret Zen nuns as mishts who fnally got more
egalitarian treatment only after recent reforms. Yet texts found not in libraries, but
in storage chests in nuns” temples, and stories told only after lengthy relationships
reveal that the majority of S6t6 Zen nuns are not submissive. These nuns have
found expedient and effective methods for reaching their goal: To live meaningful
Buddhist lives. These nuns both re-create traditions of Zen culture that began to
blossom in the Kamakura Period (1186-1333) and cultivate methods and expres-
sions that are unique to women committed to monasticism in modern Japan.
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Conclusion

Innovators for the Sake of Tradition

efore I met Kito Shunkd in Bodh Gaya, I had not encountered Japanese Zen

Buddhist nuns anywhere in the texts I read. Once | knew nuns were vital and
active in Japan, their accomplishments became obvious in numerous places. An-
drocentric bias was the reason that the contributions of women I came to know
in person and through historical documents and oral history had been neglected.
It became clear to me as well that the practically exclusive focus on textual sources
for an academic study of Zen Buddhism was also part of the reason nuns have
not appeared in the basic academic literature on Zen. This is not because nuns
do not appear anywhere in the original texts, but rather that they were not seen
as important by academics. When working with English translations of Japanese
texts, the reason is primarily because nongendered words for “person” and “mo-
nastic” were consistently translated as “man” and “monk.”

Anthropological methods were essential to discovering the important contri-
butions of Sot6 Zen nuns. The participant-observation, interviews, and surveys
gave me access to their history of triumph over the male-dominated sect institu-
tion's regulations and structures and insight into what their religious practice en-
tails; this combined method also enabled me to see how nuns interpret their own
lives. This then equipped me to use the available texts and statistics within the
context of the nuns’ activities. For example, just looking at the changes in the
sect regulations does not explain who made these changes. One might assume
that the sect leaders—men—did it. This conclusion would be made especially if
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one had an androcentric bias. In the course of my field research, however, I met
a number of the women who were actually responsible for the changes.

Moreover, in analyzing the field data, the relationship between the actual
daily life in the monastery and the ideals of the community became clear. As
might be anticipated, participant-observation yielded more information about the
nuns’ daily life, and interviews and surveys yielded more information about their
ideals. I used the information gathered from one method to inform me about the
other. This gave me a clearer sense of the way in which the ideals of the commu-
nity are negotiated in daily life. The participant-observation data showed the difh-
culties and tensions that accompany monastery life. It was the key to understand-
ing that the core of the nuns practice is in dealing with human relations.
Knowing their ideals in turn helped explain how they could take negative situa-
tions and express them in positive terms. Thus, the information gained through
interviews and surveys made more sense. When these nuns reflected on their per-
sonal histories; they invariably described their experience as nuns in affirmative
terms —despite having lived through difficult and unfair circumstances. Indeed,
the nuns lavishly articulated the ideals of their community, especially in the sur-
veys. This confirms that the participant-observation method, as well as interview
and survey methods, need to be employed to get a balanced picture of their lives.
Without the participant-observation data informing us about the nuns’ real-life
complexities, we would only get a picture of the end result, which at times
sounds too positive to be true. On the other hand, if we only saw how nuns dealt
with interpersonal relationships, we would not have learned that upon leaving the
training monastery many nuns were able to apply their practice of taking things
as a resource for growth—and actually experience difficult circumstances like mi-
sogynist regulations and oppressive structures —yet remember their lives as some-
thing for which to be grateful. Most did not even acknowledge that they had
been discriminated against.

Oppression can elicit a diversity of responses. 1 have been concerned with
both the perception of detached observers and the perception of those who are
the target of oppression, in this case Sot6 Zen nuns. People often assume that
those who are the target of oppression experience it negatively. People who are
the targets of oppression often come to see themselves as deserving victims and
act as if they were inferior. My field research disproves this in the case of Soto
Zen nuns. Instead, Sotd nuns changed their situation to make it closer to their vi-
sion of monastic life. They accomplished this by living according to their under-
standing of Buddhist practice. Their religious values instruct them not to blame
external conditions, but rather to seek opportunities for expressing gratitude. The
pervasiveness of the “gratitude conjugation” in their habits of speech has a power-
ful and positive influence on their interpretation and expression of their experi-
ences. Gratitude is what provides the refined polish to their hearts. Although this
is the key to their lives, it would not have come to light without ethnographic re-
search,

My research revealed that several impressions about nuns are unfounded. Over
the years I have heard several images about nuns in various academic and casual
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conversations. 1 have also found them implied in various texts. Sometimes the text
suggests these impressions by the line of analysis used when addressing nuns and
sometimes by lack of mention. The impressions outlined here are a synthesis of
these sources.

The first impression, “Because nuns are oppressed, they are weak,” is rejected
by citing their achievements. Despite unfair regulations that officially kept nuns
out of sect-authorized training institutions at the beginning of the century, these
nuns trained themselves, eventually establishing their own official monasteries.
Then, even though the nuns started the twentieth century with their highest rank
being lower than the lowest monks’ rank, they were effective in changing the sect
ranking regulations. After a few decades of concerted effort, they now enjoy com-
plete parity in all monastic and teaching ranks. To establish their equal position
within the sect, they had to become leaders in educational and institutional re-
form. To facilitate this process, they organized an official group to express their
concerns in sect politics and began publishing various journals for and by nuns.
They did not act like nor did they perceive themselves to be oppressed victims of
discriminatory practices. They turned their unfair situation into an opportunity to
freely practice their interpretation of Buddhist teachings. Oppression by the insti-
tution did not make them act as if they really were less deserving than the monks.
Instead, the women changed the structure of the institution.

The same evidence that refutes the first impression also negates the reciprocal
second impression — “Because nuns are weak, they are oppressed.” The cause of
the nuns’ being oppressed was not their weakness. They showed great strength,
first in their successful efforts to train, practice, and teach themselves with little
sect support, and second in their triumph over misogynist sect regulations.

The third impression about nuns, “The number of nuns is small, so they do
not play a significant role in Zen Buddhism or Japanese society,” is rejected on
the basis of an examination of nuns’ activities and an analysis of their contribu-
tions. The establishment of five training monasteries for women (three are still
open) is a significant development for Zen Buddhism, as is the major reform of
its sect regulations. Functioning as counselors for laity is a significant role nuns
play in both Zen Buddhism and in Japanese society. Also, people often feel re-
luctant to seek assistance with personal problems, yet my survey of laity showed
that many are more willing to discuss their personal problems with a nun. By
responding to the needs of the laity, nuns fill a vital niche. Furthermore, nuns’
traditional dress, language, and eating habits, as well as their engagement in tea
ceremony, flower arranging, calligraphy, and poetry writing, help to maintain these
aspects of Japanese culture that are waning in the society’s drive to modemize.
The numbers of nuns involved in these activities may be relatively small, but that
does not diminish the importance of their contributions. Cultural contributions
are not a matter of quantity. They are a matter of quality.

Fourth, the impression that “Nuns have not made any real gains in the twen-
tieth century, because they are only able to do what the monks used to do from
the thirteenth through nineteenth centuries,” is not supported by research in the
field. Characterization of monastic Buddhist practice in modern Japan depends
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on the perspective from which the past century’s developments are viewed. Anal-
ysis proceeds from two major vantage points. One is concerned with secular values
that are deeply imbedded in the society. The other is based upon values integral
to the Buddhist monastic tradition. When comparing the activities of females and
males, if the standard is set by secular society, entirely different results ensue than
if the standard is based upon traditional monastic Buddhist values. The secular
view finds that nuns are victims of a male-dominated system, because it assumes
that what monks do is better and that nuns accept that.

Most nuns do not marry but most monks do, and this is one of the points
that a secular line of analysis could claim as proof that nuns are not faring as
well as monks. Monks’ marrying enables the practice of passing their temples by
inheritance. By remaining celibate, nuns increasingly have trouble finding suc-
cessors. Feminists see this as discrimination against women, Many casual observ-
ers draw a quick conclusion that nuns do not marry because only unmarriageable
women enter a nunnery in the first place. Among those who know that the 1872
1873 revision of regulations governing the lives of monks and nuns allowed both
male and fernale monastics to marry, many people still interpret the nuns’ deci-
sions as an indication that society will not accept married nuns even if the sect
administration will. This is the secular view of equality, marriage, and human
worth.

My interviews and survey results show clearly that nuns do not use modern
monks as models. It also became obvious that nuns have deliberately pursued a
path different from most monks in the twentieth century. Nuns are following a
traditional paradigm of monastic living; this means that most nuns choose to
adhere to monastic regulations that include celibacy, diet, cleaning, and cooking
in their daily practice. When examined from a Buddhist perspective, twentieth-
century developments illuminate the power and loyalty of Zen nuns and their
substantive contributions.

Having viewed So6td Zen nuns from historical, anthropological, cultural, and
Buddhist perspectives, I am convinced that the significance of S6t6 Zen nuns is
evident in at least three realms: fraditional monasticism, traditional Japanese cul-
ture, and advancing women’s opportunities. The Soto sect regulations permit mo-
nastics of both sexes to interpret the monastic tradition with considerable flexibil-
ity. The community of nuns shows strong commitment to their interpretation of
a traditional paradigm of Zen monastic Buddhism. Moreover, their choice to
maintain a traditional monastic lifestyle has significant ramifications for Japanese
culture. The nuns’ community represents a sector of modern society that honors
traditional patterns of behavior. They deliberately retain firm roots in the customs
and values that have been cultivated for hundreds of years. Traditions are central
in their everyday lives. Their nunnery is one of the few places in modern Japan
where one can experience or observe traditional Japanese culture in daily life.
Furthermore, S6t6 Zen nuns are a leading example of the educational, occupa-
tional, and social advancementis that Japancse women have made during this cen-
tury. Their most distinguished roles are as preservers of traditional Buddhist mo-
nastic life and bearers and transmitters of traditional Japanese culture.



Conclusion
Preservers and Creators of Buddhist Tradition

My research results portray nuns as preservers and creators of Buddhist tradition.
Four of the hypotheses affirmed by the data can be summed up in this section.
The arguments and analysis of the data overlap, because the issues are interrelated.
Hypothesis one: “Women in Japanese Buddhist history did not act as though they
were defeated by oppressive conditions.” The nuns’ Buddhist practice is the reason
for this. As seen in the data gathered through participant-observation, the nuns’
ideal —to be strong enough to be as beautiful as a winter blooming plum blos-
som—Iis cultivated through their discipline of human relationships. This practice
entails trying to use each situation as an opportunity to “polish” one’s heart, and
it does so by focusing the problem on the self. One does not begin by blaming,
When the focus is on how one responds to the situation and not why the situation
is the way it is, it leads to positive action rather than negative complaints. In this
way, nuns work at paring down their delusions, desires, and aversions. It is no
wonder, then, that the participant-observation data established that the discipline
of human relationships is at the core of their practice. This is how they are trained
to take even negative situations and transform them into opportunities for Buddhist
practice. It does not mean that the nuns were treated fairly at all times; there were
oppressive regulations and unfair treatment of nuns in Japanese history. The survey
and interview data confirmed, however, that these nuns represent their own history
and experience in terms of meaningful Buddhist practice. The nuns were able to
overcome the obstacles, because they are dedicated preservers of Buddhist practice.

Furthermore, Soté Zen nuns serve as a model for all women who seek liber-
ation. In two generations they went from a position of little opportunity and rec-
ognition to a position of full and official acceptance by the male-dominated sect
institution, complete with independent institutions for nuns. As innovative pio-
neers in their struggle to lead traditional monastic lives, nuns serve as a model for
all women who seek to make choices about their lives. They turned the unfair
practices that circumscribed their lives into an opportunity to become stronger
and clearer about the lives they wanted to lead. Their success is proof that op-
pressive circumstances are not an indication of weakness. On the contrary, those
who have triumphed over oppression commonly acquire a keen ability to see what
is significant and important. One might even say that S6t6 nuns are strong because
acting in the face of discrimination honed their strength and vision to be creative
preservers of Buddhist tradition.!

Hypothesis two: “In their fight for institutionalizing egalitarian regulations,
twentieth-century S6t6 nuns acted as though they were only asking for what history
had told them was their due.” They saw their history as one filled with valiant
nuns, not one that was against women. Their interpretation of history is based on
the facts that the first ordained Buddhists in Japan were women and that many
important women in Japanese history were nuns. Nuns had been treated with
respect in Japanese history in part because many had come from the imperial
family. There was not a sense that nuns were the outeasts and poor of society.
Twentieth-century nuns began their fight with dignity, drawing upon the dignity
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of the women who preceded them. They were part of a long tradition of dedicated
Buddhist women.

Soto Zen nuns in modern Japan preserve the tradition of female Buddhist
renunciants begun in India in the sixth century B.C.E. Like these women, Soto
Zen nuns in modem Japan had to create new traditions in order to participate
more fully in the community of Buddhist renunciants. Moreover, they claim that
treating women as equals is part of traditional Zen monasticism. In order to pre-
serve this tradition, they first had to systematically revise sect regulations to be in
accord with Dégen’s teachings of egalitarianism. They made unprecedented strides
in educational possibilities as the twentieth century saw the first nuns educated
and graduated from the Sotd sect’s prestigious Komazawa University.? S6t6 nuns
also formed their own organization in 1944, Soto-shii Nisodan, which has since
published its own journal, Otayori. They went from only being permiited ranks
lower than the lowest monk’s to being granted the highest title, Daioshé. These
achievements of S6t5 nuns were always ahead of or synchronous with women in
the secular sphere in winning reforms in education, economic opportunities, and
self-determination. In the midst of these significant advancements, these nuns
maintain the traditional quality of monastic Buddhism. More accurately, they had
to disencumber themselves from the unfair practices that had encroached into the
sect’s regulations over the centuries. Only after they were treated equally could
the tradition be lived as they claim Dogen intended it.

Hypothesis three: “Soto nuns use distinctive strategies to establish legitimacy,
relevance, and power in the twentieth century.” In the twentieth century, the
relationship between the monastic order and the social order is complex. Nuns’
choices of how to respond to the demands of the twentieth century and their
choices of aims are other examples of how they are preservers and creators of
Buddhist tradition. Their choices to keep heads shorn, to wear monastic clothing
at all times (not just at ceremonies, as many monks do), to be celibate, and to
train themselves in traditional arts are evidence that they want to maintain the
patterns of the past. Insofar as S6t6 nuns maintain a clear distinction between
monastic and lay patterns of life, they represent Dogen’s vision of traditional mo-
nastic life. These women do not deem it desirable to lead a lifestyle closer to that
of the laity. Indeed, nuns were able to get parity in sect regulations and establish
their own training monasteries by following their understanding of Dagen’s teach-
ings. Basing their vision of Zen monastic life upon traditional monastic values,
their dominant mode of monastic life is traditional. This enables them to be
legitimate bearers of their tradition. Their relevance in the modern age is espe-
cially clear in their role as counselors to laity. Their power to be effective in
helping people derives from the authority and respect granted to them because
they are recognized as genuine teachers of Buddhist values.

The results of my field research confirm Bernard Faure’s insight that “it is time
for Chan scholarship . . . to stress ‘anthropological’ multiplicity, since earlier schol-
arship has tended to stress the ‘atheological” unicity of Chan ‘classical” orthodoxy.”
'The activities and practices that actually are included under the Zen umbrella are
diverse. Monastic women in the sect were not consulted, so the sect did not
discover that most 5616 nuns have rcligious or spiritual reasons for wanting to
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uphold traditional monastic practices. The practices of most monastic women (as
revealed in observations of their training) and their attitudes about monastic prac-
tice (expressed in interviews and surveys) lead to the impression that traditional
values are central to their lives. As the interviews indicated, many nuns recognize
traditional monastic life as their “real home.” It is not experienced as an escape
or reversal. The result is that there are now two patterns of ordained Sot6 Zen
Buddhists: traditional and modern. Women are primarily traditional.

Hypothesis four: “Most twentieth-century women became Sot6 nuns because
they wanted to lead traditional monastic lives.” The survey and interview responses
revealed that the common motivation to become a S6t6 Zen nun was due to their
desire to live a monastic lifestyle. The fact that most nuns actually do live a
traditional monastic lifestyle is confirmation of the depth of their motivation and
commitment. Many openly articulated the rationale that if they had wanted to
lead a life like the laity, there was no reason to be ordained as a monastic. Having
had to fight so hard, it is clear that S6t6 nuns were deliberately choosing reforms
that enabled them to uphold the tradition over reforms that entailed modifying
the tradition. They were not and are not, however, engaged in an equalitarian®
battle to act like monks. Most nuns do not want to live like “monks.” They merely
want to practice as they interpret Dogen had intended all monastics to practice.
For them, celibacy is not only a monastic vow to be adhered to, it is a preferred
virtue. Furthermore, the results of the interviews and surveys suggest that Soto
nuns view their male counterparts” activities as a degeneration of monastic Bud-
dhism. This type of reflection underscores the value they place on traditional
practices. Nuns continue to be concerned with living according to Dogen’s vision
of Buddhist monastic life.

S6t6 Zen nuns preserve the role women have played in the development of
Japanese Buddhist tradition. It began with women being the first ordained Japa-
nese Buddhists and it continues through women innovatively maintaining their
position as monastic Buddhists, overcoming the challenges of this time period.

Bearers and Transmitters of Traditional
Japanese Culture

Viewing the nuns’ activities in sociohistorical context reveals that the traditional
life Sot6 Zen nuns maintain embodies aspects of aesthetic qualities that hark back
to the aristocratic culture of the Heian Period. This was a time in which the
appreciation of beauty was cultivated through refining the senses to subtle differ-
ences in shades and hues of colors, scents, and delicately rich turns of phrase that
evoked more than described.® Renewed appreciation of these qualities in Japanese
culture arose in the face of rapid westernization in the middle Meiji years (1880
1890s).° In the search for a new identity in the sea of change, many people de-
veloped a heightened awareness of the value of traditional Japanese ways. The
18gos saw a revival of interest in flower arranging, tea ceremony, and Noh drama.”
In this context, then, the S6t6 nuns’ 1903 decision to integrate the traditional arts
into their curriculum for training nuns was not merely a matter of appealing to
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traditional expectations for women. They were tapped into the pulse of a nation
that was zealously trying to preserve its own refined traditions. They helped trans-
mit this revival of traditional Japanese arts by teaching them in their nunneries.
Many nuns also actively taught these arts in their temples, like a nun named
Tetsugan-ni who was admired by the people in her neighborhood because she
had many students who studied flower arranging, tea ceremony, and sewing with
her.® S6t6 Zen nuns actively participated in the Meiji construction of “traditional
Japanese Buddhism and culture.™

Nuns’ involvement in the arts did not, however, begin in the Meiji period.
Zen, especially the Rinzai sect, and Japanese art have had an intimate relationship
that can be traced back to the Kamakura Period, although the Muromachi Period
is better known as a period in which “Zen Art” flourished. Tea ceremony began
as a practical method to help a monastic remain alert while engaged in Zen
practice. An aesthetic of Zen art evolved out of an emphasis upon the person
engaged in the execution of an act. Flower arranging as a spiritual discipline
evolved in conjunction with the tea ceremony as a subtle yet beautiful reminder
of the impermanent nature of life. The artistic spirit of Zen in action, attention
to minute detail in daily living, was captured in Noh drama and developed into
a distinct performing art.

Today, the arts as a living tradition, combining usefulness and beauty, can be
found as central qualities in these Sotd Zen nuns’ lives. Other Japanese are
engaged in the fraditional arts, but few make these arts central to their daily
pattern of life. Most of the traditional arts in contemporary Japan are experienced
in the context of a classroom or reserved for special occasions. Nuns’ temples and
monasteries are some of the few places in contemporary Japan where one can
find beauty and discipline cultivated and refined in ordinary activities like remov-
ing slippers, peeling apples, and cooking radishes. S6t6 nuns maintain a relatively
traditional lifestyle in the midst of a technologically progressive society, with the
tea ceremony and flower arranging as integral aspects of many nuns’ daily lives.
The nuns also help preserve the traditional arts of Japan by teaching them in
their original spirit: training for the body, mind, and heart. Contemporary Japa-
nese society leaves little room for traditional arts and Buddhist values, yet a small
number of quality S6t6 Zen nuns keep these alive. Those who want to study the
roots of traditional Japanese arts will find a S6t6 Zen nunnery an important
resource.

Maintaining a tradition requires careful attention to detail. Being a transmitter
of it demands a comprehensive understanding of and experience with the intricate
mechanisms that comprise the tradition. In obvious and subtle ways, the nuns’
choice of clothing, patterns of speech, and preferred behavior suggest that they
are qualified bearers of the cultural and artistic traditions of Japan. Their physical
appearance and use of language are obvious indications of their concern for tra-
dition. With one glance across a crowded train station platform, one can pick out
a nun immediately, for her traditional monastic robes and zdri sandals (not to
mention her shorn head) stand in distinet contrast to the western-style clothing
that is worn by the vast majority of the population. With one quick conversation,
her ease in correctly conjugating the most complicated and polite forms of Japa-
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nese sounds practically musical against the drone of truncated and fumbled at-
tempts pervasive in Japan today.

In a way, Zen nuns are quintessential models of traditional Japanese women.
They affirm the value of virtues, such as patience, strength, and beauty. Many
nuns have perfected the art of serving with grace and bowing humbly in the face
of various demands. Although this skill has been denigrated by western feminists
as an indication of women succumbing to male dominance, monastic women do
not interpret it this way. Instead, they interpret such behavior as the mark of a
disciplined heart and body, where the ego is pared down and the rough edges
rounded off. They understand that this derives from insight into Buddhist wisdom
and the ways of compassion. Nuns know that to effectively cultivate such skills
requires tremendous discipline. That is why most nuns exceed the minimum
requirements for training at a monastery. The average time nuns spend in mon-
astery training is five years. They explain that this is important, so that even after
leaving the high-pressured communal life they will be able to maintain their dis-
cipline. As the participant-observation data revealed, the discipline of human re-
lationships is at the core of their practice. It is in learning how to respond to other
people (without first thinking how you are hurt or helped by the interaction) that
enables nuns to take any situation as an opportunity for Buddhist practice. These
nuns think that to treat another person with kindness is the mark of a “polished”
heart. On numerous occasions | heard nuns explain that kindness from a well-
disciplined person is not dependent upon how the other person treats you. They
recognize that the “gentler” virtues are signs of discipline, strength, and clarity.

In Recreating Japanese Women, Jennifer Robertson intimates that many women
in Japanese history became nuns as a way of rejecting the conventional female
gender roles.’® 'This is not the case with S6t6 Zen nuns. When they established
their own training facilities, the nuns chose to institutionalize as an integral part
of their practice the main traditional arts that defined a woman as refined, partic-
ularly the tea ceremony and flower arranging. Their choices reveal that they relish
the discipline of the monastic life and the traditional arts. They perceive them-
selves as being part of a long history of women who have surmounted the obstacles
that challenge one’s ability to be gracious, patient, strong, and beautiful. They
know it is not easy. To continue their commitment to these traditions is a testa-
ment that they think traditional Japanese culture has value in modern times.

Therefore, hypothesis five is established: “The aesthetic dimension to S6to
nuns’ practice helps maintain and transmit traditional Japanese culture in modern
Japan.” The nuns’ presence is critical, for their actions bear and their monasteries
and temples transmit some of the most refined and highly revered traditions that
Japanese culture has to offer. They provide depth to the society through their
religious commitment, and they also serve as reminders of what it means to be a
“traditional Japanese.” A number of Japanese lay Buddhists commented to me
that Sotd Zen nuns should be recognized as “Living Treasures” of traditional
Japanese Buddhism and culture.

Like the story of the first ordained Buddhists in Japan, the story of S6t6 nuns in
this century illuminates a vital stream in Japanese society and culture. Including
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their activities and accomplishments gives a more accurate account of each of the
scholarly contexts: monasticism, women and religion, Buddhist historiography,
Japanese religion, Zen Buddhism, and religious discipline. As adherents to tradi-
tional monastic Zen Buddhism, they serve as moral and spiritual leaders of society.
Indeed, interviews, surveys, and living with the nuns enabled me to verify that
they do not see themselves as powerless victims of oppression. This raises the
historiographical issue that leads us to consider the self-perceptions of women
historically, and not just how they have been viewed by others, primarily men.

The story of So6t6 Zen nuns helps bring to the surface the lasting role of women
in Japanese religion. Women continue to make important contributions to Japa-
nese religious life as they participate in it and create it according to their own
understanding. Focusing on the nuns, we see that a traditional paradigm of Zen
monastic life is not a matter of the past, but is alive in the present day as nuns
engage in their daily activities their religious discipline. Indeed, over the millennia,
the monastic way of life has compelled people to leave their homes for austere
practices. Like the women in Sakyamuni Buddha'’s time, women in modern Japan
still find the renunciant’s lifestyle worth the effort. In order to live as a traditional
monastic in modern Japan, however, they had to fight for fair treatment—which
included instituting new practices, publishing journals, modifying sect regulations,
and establishing new institutions. From this vantage point hypothesis six is clear:
“In order to accomplish their goals, S6t06 Zen nuns in twentieth-century Japan
became innovators for the sake of tradition.”

The history of women in Japanese Buddhism is filled with courageous acts and
personal victories—from the first ordained Buddhist in the sixth century, to the
inclusive spirit of the Kamakura Period, to the perspicacity and determination of
nuns in the Tokugawa Period, to the leaders in educational and institutional re-
forms in the twentieth century. The events highlighted here only begin to suggest
a dim outline of the contours of a landscape that is rich with the suffering and
triumphs of centuries of women devoted to Buddhist living. This is only a clue
to the treasures buried in Japanese Buddhist history—a history waiting to be dis-
covered.
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