Falling flowers

We named our Spring Sesshin this year ‘Falling Flowers Sesshin’. You might think it’s obvious, as to why. But if you don’t, let’s explore the whole matter. It turns up in a beautiful koan in the Blue Cliff record, but it comes from a phrase traditionally used in the funeral ceremony for monks and nuns: ‘I went out following the scented grasses, I came back following the falling flowers.’ This is a state of being at ease everywhere like a leaf in the spring wind. Each moment our birth, each moment also our death, an open secret, everywhere apparent, lived by us every moment. Let’s take up and look at two cases to examine these falling flowers. 

The first one is a case from the record of Zen Master Raven, one of the aliases for Robert Aitken, 1917 - 2010, also known as Shotan Gyoun: ‘Grouse spoke up at a gathering and asked ‘Mole said a while back that you said that you gave away all your belongings when you die. I have been brooding about this but it still isn’t clear to me.’ Raven said, ‘What isn’t clear?’ Grouse asked, ‘Is there anything left?’ Raven said ‘Ohh, lots! The moon, the wind and the crickets.’ 

When we hear old Zen Master Raven croaking on about this matter we now see it through the lens of the fact that he has indeed given away all of his possessions. But he is equally talking about the Great Death, or simply seeing clearly this one thing that we are and that we are ‘in’, all the way through. That is both a dying and a being born, and the two can’t be told apart. Death and Great Death, they both leave lots behind, the moon, the wind, the crickets. The second one also leaves the person, in person, and perhaps the other does too, though not quite in the same way. As Roshi once said, ‘Better wake up before you disappear into a photograph.’ Your own favourite socks will also be left rolled up in a drawer, never to be worn again by you. 

The second case is from Yunmen, 9th century, end of the Tang dynasty. A monk asked Yunmen ‘How should I be prepared in order not to waste time during the twenty-four hours of the day?’ Yunmen said, ‘Ah from where have you brought up such a question?’ The monk confessed, “I do not understand.’ 

And indeed he didn’t but it is important for us to understand. What happens when we look into that place from where the monk brought out such a question? The place from which the crickets sound in the grass, where does that come from? Where did they come from? Where did you come from? Where has Robert Aitken gone? From where does it come that I can pick up my glass of water here and take a sip? And equally miraculous, put it down successfully. Is there a place that you have touched where heaven and earth are not separated and cannot ever be so? Where no distinctions have yet been born?  If you haven’t yet touched it I suggest you follow Shunryu Suzukí’s advice and practice like someone who is dying, as indeed we all are. And then we become the master of time, we become someone who cannot waste or be used by the 24 hours. 

I caught a sharp glimpse of the matter of time once in a book both my children loved, each in their turn. It’s called La Corona and the Tin Frog. I recommend it highly if you can track down a copy, a great Zen book. La Corona is the woman whose image – in a kind of a dream Brazil with a train passing in the far distance - appears on the lid of the old wooden cigar boxes for La Corona cigars. People kept them to put things in, things that you looked at, went to throw away, and then thought, ‘No, it’s too special. I’ll want that again sometime.’ It turns out you rarely went back to look in the box, you just added more things. So, this box is full of such things. Inside this particular La Corona box there is the tin frog, a little night watchman who emits puffs of stream when the clock strikes in him and another creature that visits this box from time to time is a little dormouse, a literary dormouse as it turns out. Anyway, so at a certain moment, due to events I won’t go into, the night watchman loses all interest in calling ‘9 o’clock’, ‘10 o’clock’, ‘11 o’clock’, and all he can say is ‘Now is the only time there is!’Many puffs of steam, and at much the same time the literary dormouse, who up to this time has been bringing out a literary quarterly, realizes that quarterly is not enough! Don’t wait! 

Ask yourself this, when you come right down to it as we do in sesshin, what name could possibly be attached to something as immeasurable as a day, let alone an hour? How can we possibly say how long it takes for a Jupiter to rise in the eastern sky? Or the duration of one nen, one breath mind, as we talked about last night - how can we say anything about that? 

And why is that at bottom we can say nothing about it? We are so accustomed to assuming time, to even feeling it in our bones…you know how often you are already awake the moment before the inkin sounds in the early morning. We take in tick-tock time very deeply, which is very useful when it comes to anything you have to coordinate with another person. If I have arranged something at a time, it’s respectful to meet that time, to take care of that time, as Danny has taken care of our time, releasing us from caring about the time.  Gandhi once said crossly to someone who turned up late to a meeting, ‘How can we get the British out of India if you can’t even turn up on time for anything?’ And he makes a good point, there is a time to be on time in the conventional sense. 

But this much deeper question, the duration of one-breath mind, the duration of one life. When Robert Aitken passed away at the age of 93 years, during the time of our Friday night service, the following Friday we had a beautiful ceremony at the end of which Annie rang us through an entire sit that was 93 bells long. And everybody felt an entire timeless life lived in us, year by year by year. It was very long. And impossible to say how long. 

There is  poem by Wumen quite late in the Wumen kuan which goes like this, 

‘One nen (one breath- mind)

one nen sees eternity

eternity is equal to now

when you see through this one nen

you see through the one who sees

‘One nen sees eternity, how long is a moment. Eternity is equal to now, NOW! This moment. The only time there is. When you see through this one nen you see through the one who sees. ‘Who’s that? And have you seen through one-breath mind to no time at all? 

When Yunmen asked, ‘From where have you brought out such a question?’, it was not long after he had given his now famous talk which ends with ‘Every day is a good day’. He said to his assembly, ‘I do not ask you’, he said ‘Come! Now! I do not ask you about the 15th of the month’. (The fifteenth of the month in the old Chinese calendar was always full moon, and the full moon is a way of saying ‘complete seeing’, or realization’. If only we could plan our sesshins around the regular date of enlightenment, now that would be something!  But Yunmen casts useful doubt on such a proposition.  He goes on: ‘I do not ask you about the 15th of the month, come give me a word about after the 15th’. 

He’s asking his monks, what about after you have seen one thing through all the way to the end? Your self nature, this breath, and then this breath... And when nobody could respond to him, which was quite commonplace among Yunmen’s people -- he was such a flash of lightning that people were a bit worried about being incinerated -- he said, ‘Every day is a good day’. Meet every day far beyond good and bad.  This ‘good’ is not opposed to bad, and this ‘day’ is like what Dogen takes up in his extraordinary fascicle from the Shobogenzo, ‘Being-time’, which makes it clear that we and all things under the moon, everything that ‘is’, are made of time and are the disappearing-point of time. 

Time is not outside being, cannot be outside being. We human beings have constructed a kind of unique hell realm, which is an external measure of time. Do we have to live in it? Do we want to live in it, apart from the moments when we have to organize with each other to get the British out of India?  

This is also to say that as we are time itself, we are precariousness itself. We are entirely of the realm of scented grasses and falling flowers. There is no time apart from the fact of Emily’s ‘Alive!’  To live in the astounding world means entering our precariousness fully, and fully disarmed towards it. And when we are fully disarmed towards it, the self transforms, or more accurately, resumes itself entirely. No wonder there is little time for anything else at such a moment. No wonder the old teachers were so at ease with death. Not just the old teachers…Robert Aitken, I spoke to him about death in my very first interview with him, which was an hour long and just granted out of the blue like a gift. I asked him, ‘What do you think about death?’ And he said, ‘I’m now of an age where, yes, I do think about death quite a lot’.  That was 25 years ago, and he showed no enmity towards death and was very calm. 

Shunryu Suzuki likewise.  When he first started to show signs of sickening with what turned out to be a fatal illness, it was first thought to be hepatitis, and he was in hospital where one of his students visited him. He said quite excitedly, in a kind of stage whisper,  ‘Good news, it’s cancer, it’s cancer!’ And he picked up his plate and offered her some food, saying, ‘So we can eat off the same plate!’ When one of his students was crying a bit later on down that track, he said to her ‘Don’t worry, there is no problem. I know who I am.’ And you see this same mind of ease everywhere in the spring breeze, always blowing. Death is also the spring breeze that moves us, animates us, enlivens us. 

Robert Aitken quoted Soku Roshi in 1984 saying this: ‘I feel that the main aim of Buddhism should be to help people to train themselves in their ability to change direction, turn around, so they don’t think of death as something that comes suddenly at the end of life, as a kind of collapse of the body. But rather that it is in each instant being born into this situation, dying to that situation, being born into the next situation. If you think in those terms about dying then each of the instants of our instants of our lives become extremely important.’ And Roshi goes on to comment, ‘We die because we live. We die as we live, to live is to die. It is only by dying to the pretence of life that we can truly live this life of death. Otherwise we live a sham and are undone by the death of a relative or a friend or terrified of the prospect of our own.’

I remember when I did my first sesshin it occurred to me that it was a little bit like practicing dying. A little bit like accepting that every single moment counts, nothing repeats. We rarely choose to die. And when we do it’s usually under a great weight of fear or despair or inability to face our lives. A sesshin is like a chance to get a taste of our own mortality in a powerfully safe place.  And maybe it’s just for a few moments, but they are astonishing kind of timeless moments.  Here and there we can really see the unendingness of one breath moment, you cannot say if it’s long or short, you cannot say if some rounds of sitting are minute or endlessly elastic. Our sense of this aliveness inside each moment becomes clear when we are aware that to live is to die. It grew steadily, it grows more and more convincing, and the conviction grows as walk the Way, the conviction that we have never been anything other than precariousness itself. In a way it begins by a sense of our grief and how without any enduring substance this self is. 

Questions like ‘Where have you brought that question from?’ peer into the dark from which this little moment of life came and into which it will return. Is it frightening? We don’t seem to be afraid of the timeless nothing from which we appeared at birth.  Look into that.  It is as vast as the night sky. As Roshi pointed out, a life is composed of countless small deaths, and a practice is a form of composting, just letting each falling flower compost us more richly. We never owned anything. 

We can learn about our immortality by the release we gain in waking up. We learn about it beyond all doubt. That’s why the old teachers are so calm in the face of death, genuinely at ease. ‘Don’t worry, I know who I am.’ Now that’s not just the same as, ‘I’m onto myself.’ It’s more the meeting of that one with what Bankei calls ‘the unborn’. At such a moment any notion of spare time definitely comes to an end. Suddenly there’s nothing but spare time, as well as little time for anything but the astounding fact. 

It’s still the case that human beings are jolted by the fact of death. ‘When shall we be free from birth and death?’,  Hakuin Zenji asks us. When my niece, Tara, was about five or six, an adult close to her had died. She became intensely distressed. I remember when it suddenly burst out of her like a kind of eruption and she cried out, ‘I don’t want to die!’ That was the first moment when death was born in her as an awareness of personal extinction, and it was overwhelming for her for a time.  But it can go on being overwhelming for quite a lot of lifetimes, the terror of birth and death. 

When someone dies, someone close and very dear to you, it’s agonizing, but at the same time that is when that beloved person can slowly really begin to flower in us. Roshi once said, ‘Along with the mystery of death comes entrusting one’s work to the world.’ I can truly say his work is beginning to flower and will go on flowering in us; if we keep practicing sincerely the work is in safe hands and we can pass along the scented grasses, and the falling flowers. But it is also as though we finally see the person who has gone, we finally see them clearly because we are seeing nothing but our love for them. Any kind of stuff you had, some awkwardness or issue or sticking point, can melt in the face of mortality. Our recognition travels all the way back to the life sustaining root of that human being. And the marvelous qualities of a person become apparent. They become more and more dearly missed and in the same moment, more and more beautiful and precious, arriving as the gifts that they always were, right here inside us.

I’d like to read you what Roshi said about this: ‘My first inkling of the real nature of grief was something my Zen friend R H Blyth said to me one day. ‘I love my sister-in-law much more than I did when she was alive.’ I thought to myself, how strange, then many years later Anne’s mother died. We flew up to San Francisco for the funeral. The coffin was there on the other side of the room. We stood around enjoying, as the occasion would allow, our reunion with other people. But there was a little too much chatter. So Anne and I went and knelt by the coffin and quietly recited the Enmei Jikku Kannon Gyo, the ten verse Kuan Yin sutra of timeless life. In those moments I felt her mother’s presence far more intimately and vividly than I ever did when she was alive. This, I think, is the nature of grief. Beyond tears, beyond self-blame, it is the experience of the person, the presence of the person, and it is very poignant. For me, kneeling by her coffin, it was the pure grace of my mother-in-law. After 37 years of marriage I knew Anne’s inadequacies as she knew mine, as any family member knows the dark side of a sibling, parent or spouse. But when she died, all her shortcomings abruptly vanished into thin air just as her body vanished and shortcomings were her body, the physical barriers of her aspiration, just as my neuroses and foibles in my own way. With her death however, Anne stands forth as the Nirmanakaya, the mysterious and joyous Buddha who is individually unique and pristine as herself. This is her gift, her dana, which she entrusted to me and to her relatives and friends by her dying.’

A similar thing came up in another kind of way with Suzuki Roshi as he was walking out of the building to meet the person who was giving him a ride to Los Altos. A woman at the top of the steps called out to the driver, ‘You be careful now, we don’t want to lose our treasure!’ Suzuki turned round and made a loud ‘Skaat!’with his hands and called out ‘No more’, and threw his head back and laughed, and continued to laugh delightedly as the car drove off. Car accident, ‘Skaat!’ gone! Great laughter.  So there is no need to move to the safe side of the glass because there is no safe side. That is our great good fortune. That great laughter of Suzuki Roshi rolls away the stone. To be alive is pure bounty, pure precariousness. When we cling to it, we lose it, and time - tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock - is our enemy. But when we give it away freely, life is an unceasing gift.  And we are the very body of time, unfolding its mystery as ourselves, dwelling nowhere, bringing forth that mind. It comes from nowhere and is indistinguishable from the wind, the stars and the crickets.

Yamada Koun in our dedications, Roshi’s teacher, said, ‘There is no greater service we can do on this earth than to let the ego diminish by sitting, so that the infinite life within us has a chance to take over.’ And I’m reminded finally of the words of a Hopi elder that were issued in 2000. It was a prophecy issued on June 8th, 2000. The Hopi have these great dreams that they then tell intently, and sometimes the Hopi elder tradition is to act the dream out meticulously. Act it out, choreographed and inhabited. But his prophecy comes like this, ‘You have been telling people that this is the eleventh hour. Now you must go back and tell the people, this is the hour and there are things to be considered. Where are you living? What are you doing? What are your relationships? Are you in right relation? Where is your water? Know your garden, it is time to speak your truth, create your community, be good to each other and do not look outside yourself for your leader.’ And then he clasped his hands together, smiled and said, ‘This could be a good time, there is a river flowing now, very fast, it is so great and swift there will be many who will be afraid. They will try to hold onto the shore, they will be torn apart and will suffer greatly. Know the river has its destination. The elders say we must let go of the shore, push off into the middle of the river, keep our eyes open and our heads above water. And I say ‘See who is there with you and celebrate!’ At this time in history we are to take nothing personally, least of all ourselves, for the moment we do our spiritual growth comes to a halt. The time of the wolf is over, gather yourselves, banish the word ‘struggle’ from your attitude and your vocabulary, all that we do now must be in sacred manner. And in celebration, we are the ones we have been waiting for.’ 

So we see ourselves as living or traveling in a kind of disintegrating boat over time, and we tend to grasp at the water and fight the water. But we aren’t in a boat on that water, we’re the water, the very precariousness we have been fighting. And then we have a chance to practice not for our ‘enlightenment’ but for all beings with us and ahead of ourselves and all beings who led the way to us, and that way practice flourishes.  Please enjoy the wind and the stars and the crickets tonight, remember Roshi, keep your practice up. Each one nen sees eternity now.
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