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Introduction: Zen Matters

Pamela D. Winfield and Steven Heine

“Things are good to think with,” as Claude Lévi-Strauss famously observed, but in Zen, things are also good to practice with.1 Zen implements, accessories, and other material objects, as well as Zen images, icons, artworks, and artifacts, are all literally instrumental to the disciplinary practices of Zen monasticism. In various ways, these articles serve as utilitarian utensils, pedagogical tools, ritual paraphernalia, or means for focusing the mind. They instantiate institutional authority into recognizable symbols of legitimacy and power, and they help to negotiate fundraising exchanges and sociopolitical networks. They materialize the ineffable dharma into physical and visual form, and they help to facilitate the cultivation of mindfulness and awakening. This edited volume presents the latest interdisciplinary scholarship exploring the vital role that material and visual culture play in creating and sustaining a distinct tradition of practice and attainment in Japanese Zen. Objects such as robes and rags, staffs and prayer beads, tea bowls and monastic buildings, temple collections and retail commodities all contribute to our constructed notions of Zen religious life.The topic is worthy of scholarly attention as it fills in noticeable lacunae in the literature of three distinct yet interrelated fields. First, it complements religious studies scholarship on Japanese Zen, which to date has largely focused on textual studies, institutional histories, or ritual performances. It also broadens Japanese art historical scholarship, which has traditionally analyzed the iconographic, stylistic, or aesthetic values of canonized masterpieces, rather than the functions of the everyday objects and images that are so central to Zen practice. Finally, it contributes to the emerging fields of material and visual culture studies, which have showcased Japanese popular culture but have for the most part neglected the material and visual dimensions of Zen. This seems especially the case for Sōtō Zen, which, based on Dōgen’s (1200–1253) teaching, is largely perceived as aniconic or even iconoclastic in its orientation. Chapters in this volume, by contrast, highlight such topics as Sōtō robes, rags, beads, buildings, and staffs, while other chapters focus on Ōbaku imports, Rinzai abbesses’ art, and the role of Rinzai in the material culture of tea. The final essay on contemporary “Zen retail” advances the growing interdisciplinary scholarship on Japanese religious material and visual culture by critically examining its impact in the United States. The volume’s wide-ranging historical and geographical scope; its consideration of diverse Japanese Rinzai, Sōtō, and Ōbaku traditions; and its inclusive treatment of male and female as well as lay and monastic contexts are intended for a wide audience of specialists and nonspecialists alike.

Rationale

The title of this introduction highlighting the overall theme of the volume plays on a triple entendre. All of the chapters compiled here focus on particular Zen matters (material and visual objects) that speak to more essential Zen matters (ideas and ideals) that actually do matter a great deal (in the predicate sense) to lay and monastic practitioners. An additional fourth sense of the term “Zen matters” emerges when one considers the practical (financial and economic) concerns that have often fueled the production and promotion of objects and artworks for Zen practice in Japan and elsewhere.By deliberately exploiting such polyvalent meanings, this volume strives to accomplish several interrelated objectives. First and most importantly, it seeks to break down any lingering stereotypes that construct Zen as a purely meditative, minimalistic, or iconoclastic tradition that somehow lacks the material and visual culture of other iconic Buddhist sects. This objective corresponds to the first sense of Zen matters in that it demonstrates the tactile materiality and iconic abundance of the tradition, thereby calling attention to the vast range of “stuff” in Zen.Second, Zen and Material Culture explores the ways in which Zen images, objects, structures, scrolls, or other cultural artifacts materialize abstract idea(l)s into concrete form. This objective corresponds to the second meaning of Zen matters, which pertains to various issues and concerns, virtues and challenges involved in Zen practice. For example, the kesa robe is not merely a patchwork vestment made of cloth but also a material marker of invested ideals such as detachment, renunciation, monastic discipline, and the precepts as informed by societal factors. In this way, the volume complicates the usual, common-sense divide between tangible, visible objects and intangible, invisible ideas. In such cases, the signifying thing does not just express the signified idea, matter does not just indicate mind, nor does the object just symbolize enlightenment as some distant, displaced referent. Rather, in Zen, the empirical article is utilized to abrogate such bifurcations and materialize the dharma before one’s eyes.Third, the volume as a whole sheds new light on articles of Zen practice that have significantly advanced its own institutional, sociocultural, or political-economic status. This objective corresponds to the latent financial dimension of Zen matters, and it draws attention to the pragmatic demands of constructing and maintaining a visible and identifiable Zen culture in Japan and beyond. It also corresponds to the third predicate sense of Zen matters, which do matter a great deal to past and present practitioners of the tradition and are therefore worthy of scholarly investigation. In this way, Zen and Material Culture challenges previously held assumptions regarding Zen’s material/visual culture and amplifies our understanding of the ways in which physical substances and symbolic constructs have functioned within an ostensibly aniconic or insubstantial tradition.Contrary to the antimaterialistic rhetoric and iconoclastic stereotypes of Zen minimalism, the Zen textual and literary canon in fact abounds with kōans, anecdotes, and scriptural citations referencing the vast material culture, visual imagery, and ritual paraphernalia involved in Zen practice and monastic discipline. As Steven Heine in Chapter 1 observes, the twenty-volume Classified Anthology of the Chan Forest (Ch. Chanlin lieju) is an early fourteenth-century compendium of Chinese kōans, verses, and commentaries that are organized into over one hundred categories. It includes classifications for passages about apparel and footwear, various implements, the zither and chess, curtains, boats and vessels (vol. 15), whisks and hammers, prayer beads, tin bottles, walking sticks, bamboo hats, mirrors, door panels and fans (vol. 16), household utensils, swords, bows and arrows, antiques (vol. 17), and incense and lamps (vol. 19). In terms of visual culture, furthermore, the Classified Anthology also includes categories for kōans about Buddhist statues, “true images,” and lion statues (vols. 2, 10, 20), ensō circle paintings (vol. 7), and architectural structures such as the monastery’s main hall, abbot’s hall, pagodas, doors, and bridges (vol. 3).In addition, temple inventories and catalogues throughout history have itemized the immense art collections that make up Zen’s enormous canon of images and icons, including thousands of chinzō portrait paintings and master sculptures, symbolic circles and kōan narrative paintings, hanging scrolls, emaki handscrolls, folding screens, fusuma sliding door paintings, coffered ceiling images, tea bowls and other tea implements, spontaneous humorous genre scenes (e.g., by Hakuin or Sengai), monochrome Song dynasty–influenced landscapes by masters such as Shubun or Sesshū, White-Robed Kannons and gibbons reaching for the moon, miscellaneous inscriptions, and various exemplars of calligraphy. Individual guidebooks, moreover, provide plans for the annual airing of famous Rinzai temple treasures at Daitokuji, Nanzenji, Kenninji, Myōshinji, and Tenryūji, among other temples, attesting to the importance that public displays have held for the Kyoto literati.2 The sheer number of articles involved in Zen life and practice, and the important ways in which these tangible objects figure as material markers of intangible Zen ideals, are the foci of the varied studies in this volume.

Contribution to the Fields

This ambitious project situates itself at the intersection of Japanese Zen Buddhist studies, Zen art history, and the relatively new academic field dedicated to Japan’s material cultures. The first two disciplines are well established but only rarely come together in a single work, whereas the emerging field of Japanese material culture adds a new set of questions and methodological approaches to Zen studies that enrich and deepen the conversation.Zen and Material Culture may be the first publication since Living Images: Japanese Icons in Context (2001) by Robert and Elizabeth Horton Sharf to assemble scholars of religious studies and art history into conversation about the material and visual culture of Japanese Buddhism, and it is the only such interdisciplinary study that focuses exclusively on Japanese Zen.3 As such, it contributes to a growing trend among other religious studies scholars who look carefully at the physical “stuff” of Japanese Buddhism, just as it supplements the work of other art historians who consider everyday objects in addition to elite masterworks that have been included in the canon by connoisseurs. In addition, the chapters in this volume integrate but also advance the methods and insights of other specialists in the history of Japanese material culture by applying different methodologies (e.g., ethnography, textual-historical analysis, feminist critique) specifically to the study of Zen matters. A volume such as this, therefore, seeks to start a conversation that fills in a noticeable gap in the literature of three intersecting areas of expertise. It therefore includes chapters by scholars from each of these three cognate fields, whose contributions enhance one another in new and exciting directions.

Zen Buddhist Studies

First and foremost, this volume both reflects and advances the recent trend in religious studies scholarship that recognizes the importance of visual and material culture to religious life and practice. In particular, notable publications in the field of Buddhist studies have begun to engage material and visual culture in substantive ways. Various treatments of these topics have appeared in Oxford Bibliographies and Religion Compass, in addition to John Kieschnick’s Impact of Buddhism on Chinese Material Culture (2003), Klemens Karlsson’s “Formation of Early Buddhist Visual Culture” in Material Religion (2006), and the History of Religions (2014) issue devoted to Buddhist visual culture in South and Southeast Asia.4 These works are all indicative of the wave of scholarship generated in the field of religious studies.In addition, in-depth studies of specifically Japanese Buddhist material and visual culture are beginning to emerge, such as Richard Jaffe’s pioneering Material Religion article on pan-Asian Buddhist architecture in Japan (2006), Fabio Rambelli’s Buddhist Materiality (2007), and Hank Glassman’s The Face of Jizō (2012).5 These studies followed Ian Reader’s Religion and Contemporary Japan (1991), and Reader and Tanabe’s Practically Religious (1998), both of which dealt with the impact of materiality on Buddhist forms of practice.6 In addition, groundbreaking publications by Japanese art historians trained in visual culture have crossed over disciplinary divides and been marketed under the rubric of “Buddhism” instead of “Art History,” such as Patricia Graham’s Faith and Power in Japanese Buddhism (2007), and Karen Gerhart’s Material Culture of Death in Medieval Japan (2009).7 Moreover, Japanese art historians working with Yale University’s Initiative for the Study of Material and Visual Cultures of Religion (2008–present) have published their work in Sally Promey’s Sensational Religion (2014), and this kind of interdisciplinary collaboration has contributed much to our understanding of Japanese Buddhist material and visual culture.8Nevertheless, religious studies scholarship pertaining specifically to Japanese Zen has been relatively slow to adopt the topic of material culture. Most publications in this field have historically showcased philological studies of Zen texts, institutional or historical studies of sects and temples, and performance- or reception theory-based studies of Zen rituals. With the exception of Pamela Winfield’s partial treatment of Zen imagery in Icons and Iconoclasm in Japanese Buddhism (2013), Inken Prohl and Tim Graf’s journal issue on popular and material culture in “Global Zen” (2015), and Jolyon Thomas’ revisionist article on innovative Zen temple marketing techniques in Japan (2015),9 scholars have traditionally overlooked material elements of Zen practice to favor the role of linguistic-literary, doctrinal-philosophical, or institutional-historical content.

Zen Art History

At the same time, this volume also helps to expand the parameters of traditional art historical scholarship on Japanese Zen Buddhism, which was premised on formal stylistic analysis and socially constructed aesthetic values. Classic studies such as Helmut Brinker and Hiroshi Kanazawa’s Zen Masters of Meditation in Images and Writings (1996), and Steven Addiss and Audrey Yoshiko Seo’s exhibition catalogues on early modern Zen art (1998), twentieth-century Zen art (1999), and Hakuin (2010) are but a handful of English-language monographs and exhibition catalogues that have contributed extensively to our understanding of the history of Zen art in Japan.10 In addition to these, however, the pioneering Object as Insight exhibition (Katonah Museum of Art, 1995) was among the first to include noncanonical Zen images and objects, and to address the ways in which Zen ritual implements actually function and shape the lives of religious practitioners.11 Gregory Levine’s Daitokuji (2006) was equally groundbreaking in its broad conceptual and historical scope.12Zen and Material Culture builds upon this new wave in art historical scholarship and extends it further. We take Zen objects and artworks as our point of departure and showcase the current generation of art historians who are trained in the broader contexts and concerns of Zen visual culture. Our contributors focus on the phenomena integral to the myriad “lives” of Zen items as they travel through time and space, providing sedimented histories of Zen’s various representations in China, Japan, and beyond. They also trace their social and political histories and historiographies as well as their systems of patronage and production, reception and interpretation, preservation and commerce, literature and lore.

Japanese Material/Visual Culture Studies

The field of material culture necessarily overlaps the field of visual culture, and as a result, the “material turn” in the evolving field of art history is evidenced by such symposia titles as “Materialities in Japan” (Institute of Fine Arts, New York, 2014), and “Materialities of the Sacred” (Sophia University, Tokyo, 2016).13 The former conference emphasized the restoration and representation of secular Japanese subjects, while the latter project focused primarily on real or represented objects in premodern Japanese esoteric Buddhism. This volume, by contrast, includes three leading art historians who are actively working on the material aspects of Japanese Zen and, in so doing, counteract the general perception that Zen is still somehow immaterial and invisible.The “material turn” in the discipline of history has also impacted our understanding of premodern, but most especially early modern through contemporary Japan. Historians of Japanese material culture have also tended to favor secular subjects to date, such as Susan B. Hanley’s Everyday Things in Premodern Japan (1999) or Edmund de Waal’s best-selling biography of a netsuke bauble called The Hare with Amber Eyes (2010).14 However, when the methods of this emerging interdisciplinary field are applied to Zen specifically, as they are in this volume, old assumptions are reassessed and overlooked items are brought to light. Textual analysis combined with material inquiry, for example, revises conventional wisdom about everything from Zen teabowls to retail commodities, and uncovers overlooked evidence for everything from temple plans to sect-specific prayer beads. To this day, these latter items are sold in well-stocked Sōtō “goods” stores providing all of the accoutrements necessary for outfitting a proper Sōtō home or temple altar, yet until now this rich trove of materia liturgica has been largely ignored by scholars of material culture.15

Chapter Summaries

The sequence of chapters follows a roughly chronological order, beginning with the origins of Zen in the thirteenth century and continuing to present-day Japan, with the final chapter focusing on Japanese Zen material culture in contemporary America.In Chapter 1, Steven Heine considers both the material and rhetorical dimensions of Zen staffs, not only as physical objects of ritual protocol and dharma instruction but also as revered symbols of authority and authenticity. He surveys Chinese kōan collections that became central to Kamakura-era Zen (e.g., the Blue Cliff Record [1125] and Wumen’s Barrier [aka the Gateless Gate] [1228]) as well as related Japanese Rinzai and Sōtō texts. His analysis of these sources reveals numerous references to the forms and functions of staffs, fly-whisks, scepters, warning sticks, and other handheld implements of Chan/Zen masters from the Tang dynasty through today. Moreover, by playfully referencing “Thy Rod and Thy Staff” from Psalm 23 in his title, Heine insightfully demonstrates that like the Lord’s shepherd’s crook, the Zen staff provides comfort, guidance, trust, leadership, and every now and then, a startlingly swift and severe (yet ultimately compassionate) corrective to the wandering mind.Similar to Heine’s rhetorical and material approach, in Chapter 2, Pamela D. Winfield underscores the importance of both language and form in the construction of a new Zen monastery. She considers Sōtō Zen master Dōgen’s (1200–1253) persuasive words regarding Chan temple architecture and analyzes how he leverages his knowledge of Chinese material theory and cosmology in the Bendōwa fascicle (1231) to fundraise and physically lay out the ideal seven-hall sanctuary at Kōshōji (est. 1233), Japan’s first Sōtō Zen monastery. She then demonstrates how Dōgen also makes use of the catchphrase “grasses and trees” (sōmoku) to indicate the physical materials of the distinctive Monks’ Hall, as well as the practice-realization of the novices and masters active therein. In so doing, Winfield unpacks the latent Daoist influences and discursive reversals in Dōgen’s writings, uncovers his pragmatic concern for securing material support for his monastery, and gives new and heightened meaning to his immanental materialist doctrine, arguing that insentient beings can preach the dharma (mujō seppō).In Chapter 3, by contrast, Morgan Pitelka questions the extent to which Zen principles can be found in material objects, as he amplifies—yet also complicates—Rinzai Zen’s reputed connection to tea wares. He questions the extent of Daitokuji abbot Ikkyū’s (1394–1481) purported influence on Jukō’s (1423–1502) simple implement arrangements (toriawase) and rustic (wabi) style of tea, and he notes that the Raku family of potters favored by the great tea master Sen no Rikyū (1522–1591) were actually affiliated with the Nichiren sect, not Zen. It appears that Rikyū’s peer Yamanoue Sōji (active c. 1588–1590) provides the only contemporaneous documentation directly linking Zen calligraphy and hanging scrolls to tea gatherings. Yet even this tea diary is suspect, since Sōji may have invented a miraculous backstory and a century-old Ikkyū-based provenance to artificially inflate the value of a scroll in his own family collection. Many later texts claim that “tea and Zen have the same flavor” (chazen ichimi), but Pitelka’s careful textual-historical approach compels us to reconsider the evidence and concludes that there are indeed some occasional—but inconsistent—connections between Rinzai Zen and the material culture of tea.If the staff is one of the most emblematic objects in the Zen ritual toolbox, then prayer beads, despite their ubiquity today, are among the most overlooked. Michaela Mross remedies this oversight in Chapter 4 and breaks new scholarly ground by examining, for the first time in English, the understudied kirigami texts of the Sōtō school pertaining to the symbology of the 108 mālā beads. The earliest of five extant kirigami on rosaries dates to 1609, with other creation or transmission dates ranging from the first half of the seventeenth century through 1682, although one diagram is undated and unsigned. All of these secret documents of oral instruction exhibit the legacy of Keizan’s (1268–1325) integration of the esoteric Buddhist pantheon into the Sōtō imaginary, yet also feature Chinese zodiacal mansions, constellations, classical Indian dhyana stages, gendered yin/yang and womb/diamond world symbolisms, and other cosmological features. This eclectic selection of deities map their immaterial identities onto the material string of beads, and through its highly coded iconography, as Mross puts it, “mandalizes” the cosmos into one’s very hands.In Chapter 5, Patricia J. Graham takes up the related issue of importing and integrating Chinese Chan material and visual culture into Japan, especially as she discusses the exotic luxury goods and Chinese-style temple decoration at Manpukuji (Ch. Wanfusi) temple, in the town of Uji just south of Kyoto. When Ingen (Ch. Yinyuan, 1592–1673) established this Ōbaku sect headquarters in 1663, he accepted a lay donation of valuable Thai teakwood that Dutch traders had decided to sell in Japan instead of Taiwan. He commissioned Chinese artists such as Han Dōsei (Ch. Fan Daosheng, 1635–1670) to sculpt lifelike Buddhist figures, Daoist deities, and even Chinese folk heroes such as General Guanyu to enliven his halls. Ingen’s importation of other foreign forms and customs, such as the practice of infusing and consuming sencha tea, marked Manpukuji as the center of Sinophile studies in the early modern period.In Chapter 6, Patricia Fister explores the extraordinarily prolific material and visual creations of two Rinzai Zen abbesses who, like Ingen, also established (or in one case, breathed new life into) their respective Zen institutions. Before establishing Nara’s Enshōji training convent in 1669, the royal recluse Daitsū Bunchi (1619–1697) spent more than twenty years producing embroidered, painted, or sculpted images of Kannon, Śākyamuni, Bodhidharma, and later her own lineage teachers, while also writing poetry. She copied sutras in blood and skin to possibly transcend her gender through self-mortification, and also created votive calligraphy out of other bodily relics such as tonsured hair and her emperor father’s fingernails. In contradistinction to her austere and ascetic self-discipline, Tokugon Rihō (1672–1745) was the eighteen-year-old abbess who, influenced by the sophisticated cosmopolitanism of the Ōbaku intelligentsia, restored Kyoto’s imperial Hōkyōji Rinzai convent to prominence. Interestingly, Bunchi’s portrait depicts her in a simple black robe, stressing her adherence to Zen ideals of humility and frugality, whereas Rihō is depicted in the imperial purple chrysanthemum robe, embellished with a colorful golden peony motif.This same study in creative contrasts is at the heart of Diane E. Riggs’s Chapter 7 on Zen robes (kesa). Like Zen staffs and beads, the kesa manifests dharmic authority and mandalizes the cosmos into symbolic material. The question of whether that cloth should be made out of patchwork rags or golden threads was central to scriptural and sectarian debates throughout Buddhist history. In particular, Riggs takes up the Edo period dispute between two eighteenth-century Sōtō scholar-monks and concludes that Tainin Myōryū’s (1705–1786) pioneering study of ancient vinaya texts needs to be weighed against Kazen Sosan’s (active c. 1760) apologist rationale for promoting institutional prominence through lavish textiles, especially in a period of sumptuary laws proscribing ostentatious extravagance. The crucial question of the nature of the kesa’s cloth is a key Zen matter that continues to matter today, as scholars, laity, and clergy alike continue to grapple with the inherent contradictions between Buddhist ideals of renunciation and nonattachment, on the one hand, and the display of exquisite brocades, on the other hand.In Chapter 8, Paula Arai addresses the matter of Zen cloths and rags in a different light. She first provides an ontological reflection on the nondual nature of rags, which are seen as being neither pure nor impure, neither high nor low. She then supplies her own contemporary ethnographic research (i.e., cleaning practice and extended interviews) at Aichi Senmon Nisōdō training convent in Nagoya to elucidate various Zen practices in which rags “wipe, wring, clean, protect, and heal.” In this way, Arai reveals rags to be instruments that teach present-mindfulness, patience, perseverance, care, gratitude, and the always-already interconnectedness of being. In many ways, this chapter echoes Dōgen’s sentiment discussed in Chapter 2 that insentient and seemingly insignificant articles such as rags can preach the dharma by their very suchness, precisely because they are nothing other than Buddha nature, just like everything else.If everything is Buddha nature, however, then is anything wrong with “retail Zen” (i.e., the mass marketing of vaguely Zen-like articles by multinational distribution chains for maximum profit)? Furthermore, if all things are ultimately nondual, then is the inverse “Zen retail” (i.e., the selective sale of sustainably sourced Zen items by nonprofit Zen monasteries to support adherents’ practice) necessarily better? Finally, if the latter approach of Zen retail does seem preferable, then how does the monastery’s use of modern merchandising methods square with Buddhist ideals such as right livelihood and right consumption? In Chapter 9, Gregory P. A. Levine provides a critical coda that directly engages the crucial question of Japanese Zen material culture and materialism in a contemporary American monastic context. He considers Zen Mountain Monastery, established by John Daido Loori near Woodstock, New York, in 1980, and he provides a visual and critical analysis of The Monastery Store’s mail-order catalogue, website, and brick-and-mortar facility on the monastery grounds. In so doing, Levine’s analysis contributes greatly to our understanding of Buddhist economics, practice, ethics, and other Zen matters, and highlights Zen’s ever-evolving imperative to adopt adaptive strategies for material sustainability in new cultural contexts.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Levine’s final chapter highlights for readers today some of the various financial themes previously introduced in several chapters. Essays on rags, sticks, and beads did not necessarily touch on economic matters (though these objects certainly carry great value in the Zen context), but other chapters do revolve around issues of material wealth. The debates among Edo period scholar-monks about the appropriateness of wearing sumptuous golden vestments as opposed to humble patchwork robes is a case in point. The acquisitive collecting of tea ware and tea accoutrements, whether associated with Zen or not, is another iteration of this debate. Daitsū Bunchi and Tokugon Rihō saved money on commissions not because they had to, but because they were genuinely pious and believed they were gaining karmic merit by creating their own devotional art as promised in the Lotus Sūtra. Rihō also brushed hundreds of calligraphy plaques to support her temple reconstruction projects. This same notion of karmic exchange was the ideological currency not only behind Dōgen’s fundraising campaign for Kōshōji but also behind the generous patronage that gifted Ingen with wayward hardwoods from Siam. Zen Mountain Monastery may be handling the perennial question of financial stability and institutional viability as intentionally as possible given the current global economic model of advanced late capitalism, but tensions and challenges still remain. Whether we like it or not, religion is not immaterial, and particularly in its institutional form, it is an enterprise like anything else that needs monetary support in order to be able to function.Other conceptual connections abound across chapters. The microcosmic mandalization of the world is a recurrent theme that appears in the chapters on temple layouts, staffs, beads, robes, and even teabowls, which as Pitelka argues, may or may not contain the entire universe, depending on the practitioner’s perspective. Arai’s compass orienting us to the manifold meanings of Zen rags echoes the functions and directional locations of monastic buildings in the Chan temple layout, and her ethnographic work on contemporary Zen nuns amplifies and updates the gendered histories of Bunchi and Rihō’s extraordinary Edo period accomplishments.Several chapters illuminate Zen’s interreligious relations, such as the inverted influence of Daoist cosmology in the Chan temple plan, the presence of Daoist immortals and neo-Confucian learning at Manpukuji, and a Catholic nun’s first encounter with Zen rags. Inter- and intrasectarian Buddhist relations also manifest in long-standing debates about the proper material for robes, the influence of esoteric Buddhism on Sōtō Zen prayer beads, and John Daido Loori’s dual transmission in both the Rinzai and Sōtō lineages. Several chapters illuminate the translation of Chinese Chan forms into Japanese Zen, just as the Japanese idiom is now being transplanted into US soil. Sencha and matcha tea are associated with Ōbaku and Rinzai Zen monasteries, respectively, while hair, whether added to Ingen and Gomizuno-o’s lifelike portrait statues, gathered for the Zen master’s fly-whisk, or used in the calligraphy brushes whose traces end up on The Monastery Store’s packing boxes, reinforce Dōgen’s dictum that insentient entities can preach the dharma.These Zen matters, in all of their variety and complexity, may perhaps lead us to ask a very kōan-like question. As explained in the first chapter, when masters Baizhang (749–814), Rujing (1163–1228), and Dōgen (1200–1253) were asked, “What is the most extraordinary matter?,” each responded in the spirit of kōan one-upmanship and attempted to surpass his predecessor’s level of understanding by emphasizing both material objects and spiritual ideals. This volume, likewise, hopefully serves as an opening salvo for future scholarly rejoinders and other capping critiques that will continue to reveal some of the “extraordinary matters” of Zen and deepen our shared insights into the suchness and significance of Zen things.
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Thy Rod and Thy Staff, They Discomfort Me

ZEN STAFFS AS IMPLEMENTS OF INSTRUCTION

Steven Heine

THIS CHAPTER EXAMINES the role of the staff as perhaps the primary religious symbol representing the profound aptitude of the spiritual authenticity as well as institutional authority of Zen masters. By virtue of evoking and embodying an adept’s greatest levels of accomplishment, the staff serves as an especially expedient means for implementing his particular method of instructing disciples and, thereby, also becomes an effective method of transmitting the teaching style and legacy of his lineage. Charles Egan notes that “the monk’s walking staff was such a common piece of equipment that it took on multiple meanings. It was support (of the dharma); the journey (to enlightenment); and synecdochically, the individual monk himself. The master’s staff was his symbol of authority, and, related to its use to beat sense into dull disciples, a trigger to enlightenment. It might even serve as an all-encompassing symbol for the ‘Chan of the patriarchs.’ ”1Egan’s comprehensive view of the staff’s numerous practical and iconic functions includes its ability to appear as an animated force that upends conventional views and topples thorny stereotypes as a necessary part of the pedagogical process. This is also evoked by the heightened rhetoric of Linji school master Zhongfeng’s (1263–1323) poem about his predecessor Zuqin (1216–1287):


With live words used at the right opportunity,

The tip of his staff awakens disciples,

And constantly overturns mountains and rivers,

While gazing past lofty peaks.

機前語活.棒頭眠開.山河倒走.仰嶠再来.2



One indicator of how the identity of a Zen cleric is inextricably linked to his staff is indicated by the use of term hishaku 飛錫, which literally means “flying stick,” to refer to a traveling monk, since all practitioners traditionally went through a phase of itinerancy in trying to find the right teacher. As further evidence of the staff’s crucial instructional role, which invariably involves provoking prevaricating trainees by deliberately disturbing and dismissively disrupting their attachments to the comfort level of holding to status quo perspectives, a common refrain in Zen records is that an incorrigible monk richly deserves to receive a beating of “thirty blows of the stick” 三十棒. No doubt intended at least in part as tongue-in-cheek remarks, in some instances the number of knocks dished out is said to be three score or more, with enough strikes given, according to some reports, so that the staff ends up getting broken in two.In case 79 of the Blue Cliff Record (Ch. Biyanlu, Jp. Hekiganroku), the seminal collection of kōans imported to Japan from China in the thirteenth century and continually used for centuries through the present period as the basis for interpretations in poetry and prose, Caodong master Touzi (1032–1083) strikes an unwary monk who has asked an unproductive question. But Yuanwu (1063–1135), one of the two main commentators in the text, demands with irony, “[The inquirer] should have been hit, but why did [Touzi] stop before his staff was broken?” 好打.拄杖未到折.3 In case 81 of The Iron Flute Played Upside Down (Tetteki tōsui), an Edo period kōan collection, a monk visits Tang dynasty master Gaoting (n.d.) and is hit no matter what he does or does not say. The commentator remarks, “A clear-cut kōan (genjōkōan 現成公案)!”4 In a similar example of wielding a staff to teach a lesson, master Gaofeng (1238–1295), Zhongfeng’s mentor, once said that if a government official ever threatened small children in his area, “I would just give him a stroke of the bamboo stick.”5

Zen sayings maintain that nobody, including those most venerated, should be considered immune to corrective measures. As master Yunmen (864–949) said with disingenuous blasphemy in regard to the memory of Śākyamuni, “If I had seen him, I would have struck him dead with one blow of the stick and fed him to the dogs, hoping that this act would bring peace to the whole world.”6 A verse that evokes the use of a Zen staff to scold and reprimand undeserving competitors or phony followers, including those who are supposedly already enlightened, reads, “Holding in my hand the three feet of a wood cane./ It shows not even a hairbreadth of mercy./ Whether Buddha or demon, saint or sinner—let it remove them all./ Only then will the diamond eye of wisdom be revealed.”7 In this instance, the staff at once embodies the qualities that constitute an adept’s character yet goes beyond individuality by offering blind justice since there is no exemption from its retributive fury, however muted.



[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 Zen master carrying a walking staff (in right hand) and a fly-whisk (in left hand) during a procession.

Photograph by the author.



Note that I am using the term “staff” as a generic category for several different kinds of generally long, slender objects as in Figure 1.1 that are held in the hand demonstratively by priests during sermons and other teaching occasions and rituals, as evoked in manifold Zen writings, or as utilized in various kinds of monastic training exercises. The diverse entities involved in Zen practice, which are indicated by various Chinese characters and compounds (the passages earlier cite: 棒, 杖, and another example is karasufuji 烏藤) include various sorts of batons, boards, canes, clubs, croziers, cudgels, fans, poles, rods, ropes, scepters, stakes, sticks, wands, whips, and whisks. A more thorough explanation with definitions given for some of the items most commonly used in Zen is provided in the fourth main section of this chapter. Additional ceremonial objects cited in Zen anecdotes include bells, benches, bowls, bundles, cushions, desks, drums, gates, mats, rests (for chin or back), robes, and seats.Some of the kinds of staffs are cited in the classic text dealing with material culture and related topics, Classified Anthology of the Zen Forest (Ch. Chanlin leiju, Jp. Zenrin ruiji), a fourteenth-century Chinese compendium of kōans, verses, and commentaries organized into over one hundred categories of rites, themes, and symbols. In volume 16, the Classified Anthology covers the functions of fans, walking sticks, and whisks, along with such other articles as bamboo hats, door panels, hammers, mirrors, prayer beads, and bottles.8 Examples of Zen sayings are provided for each object. Although instructions for their use are also occasionally provided in monastic rules texts,9 for the most part the tradition does not offer a systematic presentation or analysis of these entities, which often have intersecting designations and functions, so that research materials must be culled and organized from a phenomenological study of miscellaneous literary or oral sources and ceremonial occasions.According to tradition, the varieties of Zen staffs may be as short as two or three feet or as long as seven feet. A staff can be perfectly straight or with a crook, curve, or knob at the end or in the middle. It can be made of metal, wood, bamboo, rattan, or another substance, and it is plain and simple or with adornment, such as rings, animal hair, or finery attached. The implement may be derived from either Indian Buddhist or East Asian cultural origins, or more likely it reflects a combination of influences, including indigenous shamanistic or Daoist and Shinto ritual techniques, in addition to the regal rites of the imperium. It can be designed to evoke majestic supremacy by emulating with gold plating or precious materials the articles of a monarch or high-level public official. Or it may suggest a genuinely natural quality indicating a renunciation of conventional social hierarchy, especially if the staff represents a fallen branch gathered or carved by an ascetic monk during a forest retreat. Moreover, the staff is either of uniform constitution and consistency or is individuated as suited to the style of a particular practitioner.The staff can be an aid for walking long distances, held up while speaking to an assembly or small group of novices, or made to deliver blows as a warning to those who get distracted or doze during meditation sessions. During lectures, the staff is often used to draw a circle or some other design in the air or to make a symbolic line in the dirt. Or it is tapped on the seat or pounded on the dais, or it gets thrown down or shattered to indicate a master’s feeling of self-confidence accompanied by a rebuke of the listeners’ inability to understand his preaching. The staff may have a concrete function, such as flailing a mischievous fox or unearthing a vulpine corpse. It can be said to take on supernatural power by flying off to ethereal realms, generating or engulfing all living beings, including Buddhas, or manifesting an eye of wisdom, seeing everywhere in a way that penetrates to the heart of the practitioner and thereby overcomes the learner’s illusions.10In all of these instances and many more, the staff is a device that is emblematic of a teacher’s aptitude for imparting wisdom based on applying his insight to didactic circumstances corresponding to the needs of a certain trainee. There are dozens of examples of how Zen rhetoric exalts the utility of the staff for testing, taunting, and threatening idle disciples by challenging and cautioning the consequences of incompetence if they should continue to fail to grasp the philosophical complexity and perplexity of kōan cases or other sayings. The term bōkatsu 棒喝, initially associated with the teaching styles of Tang dynasty masters Deshan (782–865) and Linji (d. 866),11 indicates that “sticks 棒 and shouts 喝,” or using a staff to strike (or to feign this act) along with bellicose screams delivered in a stylized fashion is often an adept’s primary tool for cutting off discriminative thinking at the root. This approach, in effect, changes the famous American proverb to “Shout loudly and carry a big stick,” in that a master’s “roaring shouts and his blows with his staff are his direct functioning.”12As a traditional expression of the overall impact of the staff, according to a Zen adage attributed to master Fengxue that is cited in case 18 of the Blue Cliff Record, “If you know the staff, the work of your whole life’s study is complete” 古人道.識得拄杖子.一生參學事畢.13 In a passage further highlighting the merits of the staff as well as other Zen symbols and devices for teaching followers in contrast to verbiage that was expressed at the time of his death by Xuedou (1091–1157), one of the two contributors along with Yuanwu to the Blue Cliff Record, “For all my life I deeply regret that I have relied too much on words [to explicate Ch’an teachings]. Next time, I would simply use my staff, sandals, robe, or bowl” 吾平生患語之多矣.翌日出杖屨衣盂.14As another instance of promoting the value of the staff, in an aphorism that appears as case 21 of The Iron Flute, Linji school master Fenyang (947–1024) raises his walking stick high above his head and says to his assembly of monks, “Whoever understands thoroughly the Zen staff concludes his journeys [in pursuit of dharma]” 汾陽昭禪師.拈拄杖示衆曰.識得拄杖子.行脚事畢.15 The traditional commentator, eighteenth-century Sōtō sect master Genro, additionally suggests, “Whoever understands the staff can swallow the universe,” but in a typical Zen style of discursive reversal he also says, “Anyone who understands it should begin his traveling instead of ending his journey.” Modern translator Nyogen Senzaki (1876–1958) remarks, “[The staff] is not a souvenir. It is not a symbol. What is it? You cannot see it with your eyes. You cannot hold it with your hands. You cannot smell it with your nose. You cannot hear it with your ears. You cannot taste it with your tongue. You cannot form it in your thought. Here it is!” According to another Fenyang saying that reflects a different yet complementary attitude by emphasizing the value of its everyday qualities, “For those who understand the walking staff, grass sandals are all that is needed” 識得拄杖子.正好緊俏草鞋.”16

Material and Rhetorical Perspectives

To put in perspective the meaning of various utterances and actions that make the staff seem like one of or perhaps even the most necessary component of Zen training and transmission procedures in a way that goes beyond recognizing just its physical features and material functions, we must consider the issue in the context of the somewhat disingenuous claim that Zen has “no dependence on words and letters” (furyū monji 不立文字). Despite this aphorism that is attributed to Bodhidharma but is probably of much later derivation, classical Zen teachings stemming from the cultured elite of Song dynasty Chinese and Kamakura-era Japanese societies are mainly known otherwise. They are appreciated for a reliance on literary embellishment, as conveyed through evocative poetry and enigmatic capping phrases on kōan cases, or for intellectual conceptualization, as with Yunmen’s “three statements,” Linji’s “three essentials,” Dongshan’s (807–869) “five stages,” and Fenyang’s “eighteen questions,” among many other formulations that epitomize a master’s discursive style.The staff seems unmatched in its capacity to instruct precisely because it is a clearly operational example of material culture representing the counterpoint power of silence. It serves as an important nonverbal instrument for delivering a reprimand or manifesting through actions, instead of words, a demonstration of spiritual prowess that is a crucial part of the process of training disciples. Such responses still have a place in contemporary Zen in that kōans are answered by demonstrations in which the practitioner acts out his or her understanding in a spontaneous and uninhibited manner by using the staff, or the mentor threatens to deliver blows if the answers come off as inauthentic.From a material perspective the staff is a single, rather simple substance having utility through meeting specific purposes that are important for monks who otherwise own few possessions but can take advantage of the staff’s efficacy in several ways. At least one or two kinds of sticks invariably appear in lists of the indispensible utensils of a Zen mendicant, and one source cites four out of seven: the bamboo cane, stick, fly-whisk, and walking staff, in addition to the monk’s vestment, robe, and scrolls.17 Does this emphasis on materiality contradict Senzaki’s comment cited earlier, which argues the staff actually exceeds and cannot be reduced to a mere object, since it defies being perceived by the sense organs and is not registered as a human impression? It appears that the implement takes on greater religious significance because of the flourishes of rhetorical eloquence in Zen recorded sayings that indicate its symbolism is embedded in rites showing that the staff fully embodies the accomplishments of an adept.The task of the scholar is to investigate and try to determine the diverse attributes of the Zen staff as a material object, while remaining sensitive to the methodological issue that it is not to be considered a thing separable from what it represents: the master’s religious aims and teaching methods, the special attributes of his temple lineage, or the appearance of the dharma itself. We must recognize that when a Zen record says the staff is “hung up,” for example, this means more than a physical action since it implies that an itinerant monk has traveled and settled at a new temple to receive training where he takes on the task of learning the new teacher’s instructions. Also, when the staff is said “to have an eye on its tip that is brighter than a thousand suns” or “to turn into a dragon that gobbles up the whole universe,” this kind of rhetoric is probably a deliberately duplicitous, and thereby all the more compelling, reference to a teacher’s high-minded ideas rather than a literal claim of supernatural manifestation.From both material and rhetorical perspectives, it is clear that the main goal of using a staff is to deliberately disturb idle thoughts and disrupt delusions of followers. The title of this chapter draws a contrast with the famous passage in Psalm 23, in which the Lord is likened to a shepherd, whose rod and staff comfort the flock of Israel by leading it to green pastures. However, the biblical exhortation is ironic in that the devices were generally used by goatherds and shepherds in much the same way as Zen. That is, they prod, frighten, and startle their flocks, guiding them to safety for their own good, or they chastise and correct those who are lax, without offering much consolation until repentance is offered and reforms made. But the verse also shows appreciation in that, when facing despair even while walking fearlessly through the valley of the shadow of death, the staff becomes an agent par excellence for gaining encouragement and support.According to one modern interpreter, the function of the staff in the Bible, where it is mentioned hundreds of times and eventually took on many shapes, sizes, and usages in Jewish and Christian forms of worship, is derived from pastoral imagery in which a shepherd’s stick was made of specially coated wood to insure hardness that would last a lifetime: “This is why the staff of Moses was more than a simple shepherd’s staff. That staff represented his work and his very life. It was a very personal tool. Sure, he kept sheep in line with it. He probably killed a few snakes with it. He even leaned on it overlooking the hillside. But, most importantly, it represented his life … It equates to spiritual power.”18Furthermore, in their initial encounter, God transformed Moses’ view of his staff as a sign of his vocation so that “No longer was it something to be viewed as a source for money. It was now representative of power and authority from God.”19 Much of this narrative could also apply to Zen, including supernatural claims of Moses’ staff turning into snakes before the Pharaoh to make a point about spiritual skill in connection with expressing the power of moral superiority. For Zen, as with the biblical passages, the staff is paradoxically comforting precisely because it usually causes discomfort, and vice-versa. As suggested by the title of a work by Suzuki Shōsan (1579–1655), A Safe Staff for the Blind (Mōanjō 盲安杖), which he wrote in 1619 to proselytize before he took the tonsure, the Zen staff when used for the purpose of reaching out to lay followers can be considered among the most reliable and trustworthy of objects.20

Zen Staffs in Japan

Given its overall importance in the unfolding of the Zen tradition, it is not surprising that the staff played a crucial role in the establishment of the Sōtō and Rinzai sects in Japan during events that occurred nearly a century apart in the Kamakura era, as initiated by eminent temple founders and lineage perpetuators, Dōgen (1200–1253) and Daitō (1282–1336). Two remarkable stories about how these masters enacted the teaching styles of their respective factions of Zen discourse highlight how the staff served in various ways as the main implement of instruction for both.21In these instances, understanding the historical context is crucial for clarifying why the staff became so prominently useful for the purpose of transmission. As recorded in 2.147 of his Extensive Record (Eihei kōroku), Dōgen’s incident took place during an evening sermon (jōdō) presented in the Dharma Hall at Eiheiji temple in 1245, when the monastery was still called Daibutsuji before being renamed a year later. He was intent on implementing the style of preaching he observed during his four-year stint in the 1220’s in China, where he attained enlightenment under the tutelage of Rujing (1163–1228). The new temple had recently been constructed in the remote district of Echizen province far from Kyoto, which Dōgen left in the summer of 1243. The reasons for his exodus are unclear, but it was due in part due to turmoil instigated by the actions of jealous Tendai temple leaders as well as competition from a rival Rinzai faction. The monk Enni (1202–1280) had returned in 1241 from spending six grueling years in China while training under master Wuzhun (1178–1249) to build Tōfukuji temple with the support of the regency. Tōfukuji was situated nearby, and it apparently dwarfed in scope and prestige Dōgen’s much more modestly sized Kōshōji temple. Both temples were modeled to a large extent after the kinds of monasteries the monks had experienced on the mainland. Despite his seniority in having journeyed to the continent a decade before Enni, Dōgen felt challenged, it seems, by a newcomer to the process of transplanting Zen to Japan.At this stage of his career, Dōgen was in the process of trying to grow and strengthen a community of disciples, who were brought with him to Eiheiji from the capital, recruited from the northern provinces, converted from the proscribed Daruma sect that had its base in Echizen, or had traveled to join his temple because they had met and been impressed by Dōgen in China. Dōgen was somewhat successful, yet still struggling and hoping to find his way with handling many issues of applying Zen theory and practice. This included developing rhetorical strategies for evoking the teachings of his mentor and other Chinese predecessors, who were still little known to most of his audience, while adapting their teachings through his own uniquely innovative pedagogical methods. Although he was still composing some fascicles of the Treasury of the True Dharma-Eye (Shōbōgenzō) based on informal sermons, he was increasingly turning his attention to the task of presenting formal sermons in the Dharma Hall based on Chinese precedents, as recorded in the Extensive Record that he started to compile while still at Kōshōji temple in Kyoto. The key to his approach was to demonstrate conclusively that he was the first and most legitimate transmitter of the dharma to Japan based on the legacy he inherited directly through face-to-face meetings with Song Chinese masters.Dōgen begins the address by holding up his walking stick and pounding it one time on the floor, while speaking of the animated quality of his staff that challenges unwary disciples:

This is the staff of the master of Daibutsuji. Buddhas and lands as numerous as the sands of the Ganges River are all swallowed up in one gulp by this staff. All the living beings in all the lands do not know and are not aware of it. All you people in the samgha, where are your noses, eyes, spirits, and head tops? If you know where they are within emptiness, you can raise the staff vertically or hold it horizontally. If not, there is rice and gruel waiting for you on the meditation platforms.22



After proclaiming the transcendent qualities of the staff as emblematic of his own elevated status as an enlightened disseminator of Zen, Dōgen moves ahead with a complicated hermeneutic appropriation and critique of the thought of Chinese ancestors, including Rujing, by considering responses to a well-known kōan attributed to Tang dynasty master Baizhang (749–814). This culminates in the exaltation of the staff as the centerpiece of his ability to spread the dharma, along with a final nonverbal gesture that captures the deeper meaning of his teaching beyond words:

I recall that a monk asked Zen Master Baizhang Dazhi, “What is the most extraordinary matter?” Baizhang said, “Sitting alone on Daxiung Peak [outside his monastery gates].” Moreover, my late teacher Tiantong [Rujing] said, “If someone asks me, I would simply reply, ‘I moved my bowls from Jingci temple to Tiantong temple and ate rice.’ ” What these two venerable teachers said expresses the issue well, and yet they cannot avoid the laughter of observers. If someone asks me, “What is the most extraordinary matter?” I would immediately reply: ‘The staff of Daibutsu stands upright in Japan.’ Next, Dōgen pounded the staff and descended from his seat. 若有人問大仏.如何是奇特事.即向他対.大仏拄杖卓日本国.卓一拄杖下座.23



The background for understanding this passage is a dialogue that is included as case 26 of the Blue Cliff Record, in which Baizhang emphasized doing meditation on a solitary peak beyond the temple grounds as his most special experience. However, Rujing stressed ordinary behavior that takes place within the confines of the monastic setting as he moved from Jingci temple in Hangzhou to the higher-ranked Tiantong temple near Ningbo, where Dōgen studied with him. As an example of one-upmanship in regard to the previous approaches, Dōgen suggests that the most extraordinary aspect of Zen teaching in Japan is the use of his staff as exemplary of the dharma and his own character as an authentic and authoritative abbot.Moreover, Dōgen quite literally follows his own advice in that dozens of the 531 total number of Dharma Hall sermons included in the first seven volumes of the ten-volume Extensive Record revolve around his use of the walking staff or fly-whisk. To cite just a couple of examples, sermon 4.322 says, “All the buddhas in ten directions gather at the tip of my [Eihei’s] staff and remain for the retreat period, and my [Eihei’s] staff negotiates the path on the head tops of all Buddhas in the ten directions” 十方諸仏集永平拄杖頭上而安居.永平拄杖於十方諸仏頂而弁道.24 Also, in 2.133, following an in-depth analysis and interpretation of a kōan case, “Dōgen throws his fly-whisk down on the ground while saying, ‘Great assembly, do you understand this fully? If you do not understand, then it is regrettable that I even bothered with raising the fly-whisk’ ” 擲下払子階前便云.大衆還会麼.若也未会.可惜許.一柄払子.25 In 2.127 he raises the staff to draw a circle in the air” 拈払子作一円相云, and in 3.271 and elsewhere he calls upon monks to “laugh at me as this thoroughly black staff” 笑箇拄杖渾身黒, either because of the use of its lacquer coating or, more likely, as a symbol of transcendence.26Given the different style of sermons recorded in the Treasury of the True Dharma-Eye, which took place in a less ritual setting and therefore put greater emphasis on philosophical interpretation than on reenacting the dialogical atmosphere of kōan cases, this prominent text does not contain examples of the performative function of the staff. However, there are several instances in which two of the main kinds of staff, in addition to the robe as another important accouterment of a Zen master, are evoked for rhetorical effect. One example is in the fascicle, “Self-Fulfilling Samadhi” (“Jishō zanmai”), which reads, “The traveling staff is a sutra offering free expression to the dharma in every conceivable way by spontaneously breaking up ‘emptiness’ and ‘existence.’ The fly-whisk is a sutra that sweeps away snow and eliminates frost… . And the robe is a sutra that contains ten scrolls for each volume.”27Dōgen’s formative situation transpired in an area distant from Kyoto that was populated by a relative handful of dedicated seekers of Zen and based on his personal encounters with Chinese masters.
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