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Dōgen, the founder of our tradition, was a brilliant child 
who is said to have mastered the Chinese classics at an 
early age.  At 13 he received the bodhisattva precepts 
and studied with the Tendai establishment on Mt. Hiei.  
After going studying at Eisai’s Zen temple, where his 
understanding of practice began to mature, he went to 
China at the age of 23 to find “the true Dharma.”

By this time, he had ten years of experience, but it was 
assuredly more in his head than under his belt.  Think-
ing was no problem, but as he came to find out, he did 
not yet understand the true meaning of practice.  It 
took encounters, not with abbots, but with two tenzos 
(cooks) to clarify his understanding.   

The first encounter occurred when the newly arrived 
Dōgen was aboard ship in the harbor at Qingyuan.  An 
old Chinese monk came aboard to buy Japanese mush-
rooms.  Intrigued, Dōgen struck up a conversation and 
it transpired that the elderly Chinese was the tenzo at 
Ayuwang Monastery.  Dōgen was eager to discuss the 
Dharma with a genuine Chinese monk, but the old man 

demurred, saying that he must set out on the 12 mile 
walk in order to be back in time to use the mushrooms 
in that evening’s soup.  The following conversation is re-
ported in Dōgen’s Tenzokyokun:

I [Dōgen] said, “In your temple aren’t there some work-
ers who know how to prepare meals the same as you?  If 
only one person, the tenzo, is not there, will something be 
deficient?

The tenzo said, “During my old age I am handling this job 
so in senility I am doing this wholehearted practice. How 
could I possibly just give away my responsibilities?

I then asked the tenzo, “Venerable tenzo, in your ad-
vanced years why do you not wholeheartedly engage the 
Way through zazen or penetrate the words and stories of 
the ancient masters, instead of troubling yourself by being 
tenzo and working.  What good is that?

The tenzo laughed loudly and said, “Oh, good fellow from 
a foreign country, you have not yet understood whole-

heartedly engaging in the Way, and you 
do not yet know what words and phrases 
are.”

Dōgen was set back upon his intellectu-
al heels, and even more so when he later 
encountered an elderly tenzo laboring 
in the blazing sun to lay out mush-
rooms to dry.  When asked why he did 
not get someone else to do it, or did not 
choose a more comfortable time of day, 
the tenzo answered, “Others are not 
me” and “What time should I wait for?”

This quote from Tenzokyokun is taken 
from a translation by Taigen Leighton 
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DHARMA RAINS
Tonen O’Connor, Resident Priest Emerita

	 Many	years	ago,	I	was	in	New	Delhi	as	the	
city	waited	anxiously	for	the	first	rain	of	the	monsoon									
season.		The	air	was	stifling,	dust	was	everywhere,				
people	 moved	 sluggishly,	 if	 at	 all.	 And	 then	 it																
happened!	 	 I	was	 in	 a	 university	 professor’s	 office	
conducting	an	interview	when	the	heavens	opened.		
He	rushed	to	the	window,	throwing	it	open,	 leaning	
out	 to	 douse	 his	 head	 in	 the	 deafening	 downpour,	
laughing	aloud,	“Isn’t	 it	 	wonderful?”	 	 In	 the	streets	
below,	people	were	shouting	and	dancing	for	joy	in	
the	life-giving	rain.

It	sometimes	seems	to	me	that	we	live	our	lives	sti-
fling	 in	 the	 heat	 and	 dust	 of	 our	 illusions	 and	 our	
emotions,	waiting	for	the	cooling	rain	of	the	Dharma	
to	release	us	from	ourselves.	In	the	Lotus	Sutra,	the	
Buddha’s	Dharma	 is	 likened	 to	a	 steady	 life-giving	
rain.

“You	should	know,	Kashyapa,
It	is	like	a	great	cloud
Rising	over	the	world,
Covering	everything	everywhere.
…………………………………….

The	rain	falls	everywhere,
Coming	down	on	all	sides,
Flowing	everywhere	without	limit,
Reaching	over	the	face	of	the	earth.
…………………………………………

I	am	the	Tathagata,
Most	honored	among	people.
I	appear	in	the	world	like	a	great	cloud
To	shower	water	on	all	parched	living	beings.
……………………………………………

I	look	upon	all	things,
Without	exception,	as	equal.
I	have	no	interest	anywhere	in	favoring
one	over	another,
Or	in	cherishing	one	and	hating	another.”

Thus	the	Lotus	Sutra	provides	inspiring	images	of	a	
Buddha	whose	teaching	is	available	to	every	kind	of							
human	 being,	 without	 exception.	 In	 this	 sutra,	 we	
see	 ourselves,	 no	 matter	 our	 race,	 age,	 skills	 or											
failings,	 as	 plants	 reaching	 up	 to	 absorb	 the																					
beneficent,	life-giving	moisture.

Beautiful,	but	today	how	do	we	hear	the	voice	of	the	
Buddha	 that	 reaches	 all	 people?	The	 teachings	 of	
the	Dharma,	of	the	way	to	 liberation,	are	alive	only							
if	 we	 embody	 them,	 just	 as	 the	 great	 cloud	 of	 the	
Dharma	 over-arching	 the	 world	 benefits	 no	 one												
unless	it	releases	its	rain.

Rain	 nourishes	 life	 simply	 by	 being	 what	 it	 is,	 by											
being	 rain.	 	 In	 just	 this	 way,	 if	 we	 embody	 the												
Dharma,	we	benefit	others	simply	by	being	who	we	
are.	 	 It	 is	 those	 lives	 lived	 in	 full	awareness	of	 the	
impermanence	and	interdependence	of	all	things,	of	
the	equal	value	of	all	beings,	and	with	compassion	
for	 all,	 which	 nurture	 other	 lives	 just	 as	 the	 rain										
nurtures	equally	the	moss	and	the	pine	tree.

In	 the	Lotus	Sutra,	 the	 compassion	of	 the	Buddha	
rains	equally	upon	our	differences,	our	failings,	our	
fears.	 	 He	 has	 “no	 interest	 in	 favoring	 one	 over											
another.”	 	 Likewise,	 if	 we	 are	 to	 embody	 the	 life-								
giving	rain	of	the	Dharma,	our	hearts	must	become	
open	 to	 all,	 and	 the	 barriers	 of	 our	 ego	 must	 be										
lowered.
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All	 of	 us	 are	 aging,	 for	 example,	 yet	 we	 live	 in	 a	
culture	 that	 values	 youth	 and	 beauty	 highly.	 Just	
consider	all	the	products	marketed	as	remedies	to	
aging;	 collectively	 we	 invest	 millions	 of	 dollars	 in	
cosmetics,	diet	products,	plastic	 surgery,	exercise	
paraphernalia,	 clothing,	 and	 more,	 in	 an	 effort	 to	
make	 ourselves	 look	 and	 feel	 younger.	 We	 may	
cling	to	our	bodies	as	if	they	are	the	core	of	who	we	
are,	 but	 in	 every	 stage	 of	 life	 they	 teach	 that	 we	
have	no	independent,	unchanging	nature.	

During	the	course	of	a	typical	human	lifetime,	one	
lives	with	a	young	body,	 then	with	a	mature	body,	
and	eventually	with	an	aged	body.	Our	minds	and	
emotional	natures	also	continually	change.	This	 is	
part	 of	 the	 natural	 life	 process.	 Of	 course	 it	 is								
wholesome	and	healthy	 to	care	 for	 the	body/mind	
that	 allows	 one	 to	 live	 and	 practice,	 but	 in	 our											
culture	 a	 wide-spread	 resistance	 to	 the	 natural								
aging	process	has	created	tremendous	suffering.	

Few	of	us	can	 live	up	 to	our	cultural	standards	of	
youthful	beauty,	and	those	who	can	will	eventually	
lose	 that	 beauty	 as	 they	 age.	 	 Because	 we	 and								
cultural	ideals	are	always	changing,	it’s	impossible	
to	obtain	lasting	happiness	by	measuring	ourselves	
against	such	standards.	

It’s	possible,	however,	 to	be	at	peace	with	 the	 life	
process	when	we	release	our	resisting	and	striving	
attitudes.	 In	 fact,	 when	 we	 accept	 them,	 we	 see							
impermanence	and	interconnection	themselves	are	
our	true	source	of	peace	and	beauty.	They	are	the	
very	 things	 that	 allow	 our	 wisdom	 to	 grow,	 our								
suffering	to	subside,	and	our	hearts	to	open.	When	
we	 settle	 down	 into	 ourselves	 here	 and	 now,	 we	
can	receive	the	teachings	being	continually	offered	
and	engage	in	buddha	work.	

For	instance,	a	new	wrinkle	in	the	mirror	can	open	
us	 to	 acceptance	and	wisdom,	 a	 rush	hour	 traffic	
jam	 can	 mirror	 our	 own	 minds	 and	 summon	 up								
patience,	and	a	confrontation	with	a	loved	one	can	
broaden	our	perspective	and	 invite	 the	practice	of	
genuine	love.	Even	our	preferences,	delusions,	and	
suffering	urge	us	to	awaken	when	we	receive	them	
with	an	open	heart	and	flexible	mind.

Zazen	 practice	 is	 the	 foundation,	 the	 pure																									
expression,	 of	 this	 openness	 and	 flexibility.																							
In	 zazen	 we	 sit	 with	 impermanence	 and																																		
interdependence	 as	 our	 very	 basis,	 allowing												
them	to	be	as	they	are:	life	simply	unfolding	as	life.	
As	 we	 sit,	 moment	 by	 moment	 completely																									
accepting	 and	 completely	 letting	 go	 of	 thoughts,	
emotions	 and	 preferences,	 we	 completely	 accept	
and	completely	 let	go	of	our	suffering.	 In	 this	way	
we	express	awakening;	we	bloom	into	exactly	who	
we	truly	are,	here	and	now.	

With	 this	 blooming	 as	 the	 foundation	 for	 our																	
approach	 to	 all	 activities,	 the	 opportunity	 for														
buddha	 work	 arises	 in	 everything	 we	 do.	 Rather	
than	 objects	 to	 manipulate,	 avoid,	 or	 ignore,	 all										
we	 encounter	 can	 instead	 be	 part	 of	 genuine									
awakening.	 And	 since	 the	 realities	 we	 awaken												
to,	 impermanence	 and	 interconnection,	 are																			
truly	 universal,	 our	 awakening	 is	 universal,																					
encompassing	 “each	 place,	 as	 numerous	 as															
atoms.”	

BUDDHA WORK
Shoryu Bradley, Resident Priest, Gyobutsuji

	 As	a	part	of	my	practice	recently	I’ve	been	
writing	about	an	excerpt,	commonly	referred	to	as	
Jijiyuzanmai	 (Self-receiving	 and	 self-employing	
samadhi),	from	Dogen	Zenji’s	Bendowa.	I’d	like	to	
share	a	few	thought	about	the	following	lines	from	
that	work:

Therefore	 this	 zazen	 person	 without	 fail…									
universally	 helps	 the	 buddha	 work	 in																									
each	 place,	 as	 numerous	 as	 atoms,	 where	 	
buddha-tathagatas	teach	and	practice...	

The	 term	 “buddha	 work”	 or	 “Buddha’s	 work”														
appears	in	Chapter	27	of	the	Lotus	Sutra,	referring	
to	“the	one	great	reason	for	which	buddhas	appear	
in	 the	 world”.	 According	 to	 the	 sutra,	 this	 great								
reason	 is	simply	 “to	show	 the	Buddha	wisdom	to	
living	beings	and	enlighten	them	to	it.”	

One	 way	 the	 historical	 Shakyamuni	 Buddha	
worked	 to	 reveal	 this	 wisdom	 was	 through	 his	
teaching	 of	 impermanence	 and	 no-self	 (which							
developed	 into	 interdependence	 in	 Mahayana									
Buddhism).	He	said	we	suffer	because	we	cling	to	
a	 belief	 in	 ourselves	 as	 fixed	 and	 autonomous,		
putting	our	preferences	at	the	center	of	a	fictional	
universe	of	sorts	where	our	desires	rule	supreme.	
Much	of	 the	Buddha’s	 teaching	aimed	at	 helping	
us	see	impermanence	and	no-self,	allowing	peace	
and	wisdom	to	arise	and	guide	us	in	practice.	

The	image	of	innumerable	buddhas	practicing	and	
teaching	in	countless	places	is	probably	borrowed	
from	 the	seemingly	enigmatic	Avatamsaka	Sutra,	
but		with	a	bit	of	reflection	it’s	easy	to	see	that	all	
things	 are	 indeed	 carrying	 out	 buddha	 work;													
everything	 is	 revealing	 impermanence	 and																					
interconnectedness,	just	as	Shakyamuni	did.	Snow	
melting	 and	 crocuses	 popping	 up	 in	 early	 spring	
express	 reality.	 Tires	 wearing	 out,	 baby	 birds			
learning	 to	 fly,	 and	 dust	 bunnies	 forming,	 all												
expound	truth.	

But	how	often	do	we	receive	this	teaching?	It’s	all	
too	 easy	 to	 be	 distracted	 by	 our	 biases,	 seeing	
only	what	we	want	to	see	through	the	narrow	lens	
of	 our	 dispositions.	And	 although	 we	 may	 try	 to		
force	life	to	conform	to	these	limited	perspectives,	
in	the	end	we	just	can’t	do	it.	That’s	how	we	create	
suffering	for	ourselves	and	for	others.	
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This	 is	why	we	sit	zazen.	 	When	we	sit	zazen	we		
are	open	to	all	that	enters.		As	we	sit,	we	begin	to	
realize	 that	 the	 Buddha	 Dharma	 resides	 just	 as	
equally	in	our	mode	of	being	as	it	does	in	the	words	
of	the	teachings.		We	sit,	vulnerable	to	whatever	the	
world	may	offer	us,	and	generate	fellow	feeling	for	
all	the	beings	that,	like	us,	laugh	and	weep.

I	 love	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 compassion	 of	 the	 Buddha		
falling	 like	 rain,	without	 thought,	without	 intention,	
with	 infinite	 patience	 and	 infinite	 adaptability,											
flowing	 in	 conformity	 to	 the	 shapes	 it	 encounters.	
The	question	I	must	ask	myself	is,	“As	I	embody	the	
Dharma,	 does	 it	 rain	 equally	 on	all?”	 	 I	 know	 this									
is	 all	 too	 often	 not	 the	 case,	 and	 so	 I	 sit	 zazen,								
hoping	 to	open	my	heart	wider,	 led	by	 the	shining	
vision	 of	 the	 Tathagata’s	 great	 cloud	 of	 	 Dharma	
raining	upon	the	entire	universe.		

Note:		Quotes	from	Lotus	Sutra	are	from	the	translation	
											by	Gene	Reeves
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BUDDHA WORK,	CONTINUED	FROM	PG.	2
In each situation that you are

faced with, just consider carefully;
do anything which will bring even

a little benefit to the person 
who is before you, without concern
for what people will think of you.

       
Eihei Dogen Zenji,

Shobogenzo-zuimonki

Follow our events
and activity

on Facebook

Listen to dharma talks
on our website

www.milwaukeezencenter.org

BUDDHA WORK,	CONTINUED	ON	PG.	3


