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coffee cup, Ho talked about how frightening it had been to be at sea
in a small boat. He said that, during a thunderstorm, a friend thought
to spread out a nylon windbreaker and use it to collect rainwater for
Ho’s child, who otherwise would have died of thirst. Since then, I
have heard of Vietnamese boat people, floating on the open ocean
without food or water, who saw visions of Kannon, or Quan The Am
Botat, in the air above them. These visions gave them hope that they
would eventually reach a safe shore.

Through the mercy of Kannon, his mother’s concern, and the ser-
vant messenger’s skillful intervention, Ikkyu got through his crisis of
grief and went on to be a famously eccentric Zen monk, poet, callig-
rapher, master of the tea ceremony, and frequenter of brothels. His
body did not become food for the fish in Lake Biwa that day.

I discussed all this over lunch in a Korean restaurant in Oakland
with my Dharma friend Jim Willems, who practices deeply with
chronic pain, and who has had wide exposure to Dharma and other
spiritual lineages. This was much more relaxing than going head-to-
head in a tiny room with a Zen master waving a stick, as has happened
in my past.

“The koan implies this question,” Jim said, “How were the fishes fed?”

Perhaps the waters of Lake Biwa were cold and dark that day, and
the fishes remained hungry. Or maybe it was sunny, and they rose
cheerfully to the surface to gulp down mosquitoes. I was not there and
I do not know. But I am glad that Ikkyu didn’t jump, and I am happy
he went instead to see his mother, and I imagine that she hugged him
with two of Kannon’s one thousand arms.

What would it be like if we saw a possible Kannon in every person we
met, in every relative, in every dog or cat? Or in your own mother?

Senjo and Her Soul Are Separated
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ENjo was the beloved daughter of Chokan. In childhood
she played with her cousin Ochu, and Senjo’s father jok-
ingly told them they were betrothed. They believed him and
later fell in love. When her father told her she would marry another
man, they were heartbroken.

Ochu left the village in a boat before the marriage. As he left, he
saw a figure running along the riverbank, calling to him. It was Senjo.
Joyfully, she joined him, and they traveled far away, where they mar-
ried and had two children.

Five years went by, and Senjo longed to see her parents and ask their
forgiveness. They traveled back to their village and Ochu went to her
father, told him the story, and apologized for them both.

Chokan, astonished, asked Ochu, “What girl are you talking about?”

“Your daughter Senjo,” replied Ochu.

Chokan said, “My daughter Senjo? Ever since you left, she’s been
sick in bed, unable to speak.”

Then Ochu brought Senjo up from the boat. As they approached
her parents’ door, the Senjo who had been sick got up from her bed,
smiling. When the two Senjos met, they merged into one.

Senjo said, “I saw Ochu going away, and that night I dreamed that
I ran after his boat. But now I cannot tell which was really me—the
one that went away in the boat, or the one that stayed at home.”

Later, Zen Master Wuzu asked, “Senjo was separated from her soul.
Which was the real Senjo?”
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