“An invaluable resource for seekers everywhere. These are treastures unearthed.”
—~SHARON SALZBERG, AUTHOR OF REAL HAPPINESS
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Contributors and Reflections

Iy the clanstcnl koan ¢ allections, like the Blue CliﬁRecord, each koan
haw o commentary written by the «'Umpiler. In this book, each story
fan o short reflection by o different woman teacher.

Hecause there are many more than a hundred contemporary women
(enchers, we established general criteria to help us choose whom to
mvite. Generally, we Invited women who have been teaching the
Dharma-—or in a few cases writing about the Dharma—for a long
time, though we invited both prominent and less well-known teachers.
Some of the women we invited were unable to contribute, but most
accepted our invitation with generous enthusiasm. Because of the
dehness of women's practice at this time, there were many powerful
women teachers whom we were not able to invite or who were not
-I\'Clllill\]('. W(' \\’iﬁl] wae (’()lll(l ]HlV(' in(‘ltldcd them 311

Our intention from the beginning has been to bring a diversity of
volces and perspectives to the book. We invited women who teach
in o wide range of Buddhist traditions, including Zen (from Chi-
nese, Japanese, and Vietnamese traditions), Pure Land, Vipassana,
and Vajrayana, We invited women of diverse ethnicities, racial back-
grounds, and sexual preferences. We invited both nuns and laywomen.
We invited women from all over the world.

Due to our own limitations as translators, we were unable to invite
women who don’t write in English. This limits the range of the book
(0 some extent, but ultimately our commentators represent all major
Buddhist traditions and come from thirteen different countries in
Asia, Africa, North America, Central America, Australia / New Zea-
[and, and Europe.

There is one significant way that the reflections in this book differ
from the commentaries in traditional koan collections (besides the
obvious difference of being written by women!). Fach contributor
explores the question of how lh(_' story speaks to her in her own life
and Dharma practice, and this encourages us, the readers, to do the

same, 1 s, after all, in our very vitlnerability as humans, subject to old
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age, sickness, and death, that we find our freedom. And many of the
stories affirm this. It's encouraging to know that when we feel lonely
or afraid, this doesn’t mean we are not strong enough to follow the
Dharma path. Our teachers and ancestors have been there before us.
None of the reflections on the stories, no matter how esteemed their
authors, are final answers in any sense—this is why they are called
“reflections.” Each is one woman's perspective, opening the curtains
on a view from a particular window into the landscape of the koan.
Each reflection is followed by a series of questions that have arisen
for us as we, the compilers of the book, have lived with the story. This
echoes the traditional structure of the classical koan collections, where

each koan is accompanied by a commentary and a “pointer.”

These stories are invitations extended to you across the centuries.
An old woman at the side of the road has some tea and rice cakes for
you. Asan’s rooster Crows for you. Ziyong borrows the voice of the
mountains to speak to you. Dipa Ma reaches her hand across the aisle
to you when the plane encounters turbulence. A Brahman wife tells
you that you're not the only one who burned the family’s curry dinner
and that you too can wake up at the sound of the sizzling.

All these stories are pointing to spectacular, profound, and poten-
tially life-changing teachings. We twenty-first-century Buddhist prac-
titioners can take these stories and koans into our own practice; we
can bring them to life in our bodies and hearts; they can put us in
touch with our relatives, both known and long-lost, and wake us up
to the truth that we are all connected, all of us, across time and space.

Everyone is invited to the family reunion.

7enshin Florence Caplow and Reigetsu Susan Moon
Shoalwater House, Tokeland, Washington




The Old Woman of Mount Wutai

CHINA’ NINTH CENTURY ...............................................................

7| N orp womAN lived on the road to Mount Wutai. A monk
on pilgrimage asked her, “Which is the way to Mount
7A| Wutai?” The old woman said, “Right straight ahead.”
The monk took a few steps, and she said, “He’s a good monk, but
off he goes, just like the others.” Monks came one after another; they'd

ask the same question and receive the same answer.

Later, a monk told Master Zhaozhou Congshen what had hap-
pened and Zhaozhou said, “T'll go and investigate that old woman
myself.”

Next day Zhaozhou went to the old woman and asked, “Which is
the way to Mount Wutai?”

“Right straight ahead,” she replied.

Zhaozhou took a few steps.

The old woman said, “He’s a good monk, but off he goes, just like
the others.”

Zhaozhou returned to the monastery and told the monks, ‘I have
checked out the old woman of Mount Wutai for you.”

Nancy BRown HEDGPETH'S REFLECTION

Years ago, before practicing Zen, I read an article about Dorothy
Day, the Christian activist. She had recently died, and the arti-
cle included one of her favorite poems, written by Rabindranath

lagore:
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I slept and dreamt that life was joy.
[ awoke and found that life was duty.
[ acted, and behold, duty was joy.

I cut those lines out of the magazine, tucked them in my wallet, and
carried them around for years. They captured a longing I had for a life
that was all of a whole—what I called at the time “being fully human.”
In this koan about the old woman of Mount Wautai, I recognize my
own seeking in that of the pilgrims: looking for some way of living
that would seem complete, compassionate, and wise.

When I read this koan, I imagine an old woman who lived most of
her life near a crossroads on the way to Mount Wutai. As a younger
woman perhaps she raised children, cared for her husband and par-
ents, cleaned, cooked, tended animals, and raised food for her family.
Maybe, over her long life, she had witnessed many pilgrims who were
seeking the mountain, seeking the Buddha'’s wisdom, seeking some
special experience that might change their lives so they could embody
that wisdom themselves. Many had asked her, “Which is the way to
Mount Wutai?” (Or: “Please help me; I'm suffering”) How did she
answer when she was a younger woman? Perhaps literally: “Go left” or
“Go right”; after all, she knew which way led to the mountain. Over
the years of her life, a stream of sincere seekers passed by.

We live our daily, ordinary lives right alongside of our seeking:
“There must be more to this living; everything I care about changes,
dies away; everything I wish were different doesn’t change enough or
not in the right way.” We see—for ourselves—that getting things or
money or influence doesn’t ease the longing; even being loved doesn’t

ease the longing. And there is more: “Not only do those I love change

and die but so do I.” And “What is this ‘1’?”

Over time, perhaps the woman who lived on the way to Mount
Wutai matured and ripened into the very compassion and wisdom
that the pilgrims were seeking. Instead of pointing the exact way she

offered an experience that stopped their minds and raised a question:
What does she mean by “Right straight ahead,” when the way is not
straight, and why does she say it to everyone?
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One of the attractions of this koan for me is that the language of
the old woman is so much that of my late teacher, Zen Master Seung
Sahn. The teaching with which he ended every retreat and every
letter was, “Only go straight, don’t know; try, try, try for ten thousand
years nonstop; soon get enlightenment and save all beings from suffer-
ing.” This has everything we need: question, courage, faith, direction,
compassion, and vow. The old woman of Wutai, from her experience,
boiled it down to “Right straight ahead.”

How do we go “straight ahead, don’t know”? This question—any
sincere question in the moment of asking it—returns us to a mind that
is before thinking. In this moment of asking we and this universe are
not split apart. How is it just now? What is the job of this moment?
What a simple and portable practice!

[ live on a farm, and we plant many vegetable seeds. Those tiny seeds con-
tain an unbelievable force that brings together earth, nutrients, microbes,
tilth, water, heat, gases, sunlight. When the seeds germinate, their tender
forms move earth and rocks and go in whatever direction is needed to
grow. As the plants mature and flower they offer us the oxygen and
nourishment we need to live, as well as color, variety, medicine, and many
other benefits. Finally, the plants make new seeds before they wither,
decompose, and give back to the earth what is left. In fertile ground and
with proper conditions their seeds will start the cycle over again.

] imagine this phrase “Right straight ahead” as a wonderful seed that
the old woman of Wutai planted in the fertile ground of the pilgrims—
the ground of not knowing, of being willing to ask. Her seed is still
being planted and cultivated in us as we open to it. What an inspira-
tion! May each of us create fertile soil and plant seeds beneficial to all.

( ﬁ)}
What is the point of spiritual seeking, and what do you hope to find

there? Have you ever overlooked the wise person right in front

of you, clathed in a seemingly ordinary torm?



