Dongshan and Shenshan Cross the River

Dharma Discourse by John Daido Loori, Roshi
Master Dogen’s 300 Koan Shobogenzo,* Case 198

The Main Case

¢n Master Shenshan was crossing a river with his dharma brother Dengshan.' Dongshan said,

“Don’t make a mistake with your steps and slip into the current.”” Shenshan said, “If I make

a mistake with my steps, then I won’t live to cross the river.” Dongshan said, “What is the
state without mistakes?™ Shenshan said, “Now I'm crossing the tiver with the Elder,™

The Commentary

Face-to-face there is never anything hidden. Yet, fundamentally, there is no way of explaining it all,
No self and no other. Then how can we speak of right and wronp? Dongshan and Shenshan are from
the same houschold. Both know well the contents of the kitchen pantry. We should understand that
mistake is in reality called learning, The stalc of no-mistake is called nowness. In nowness there is no
before or after, no goals, agendas, or fixed direction. Like the meandering river, it twists and tums in
accord with circumstances, but always knows how to find its way to the great ocean. If you wish (o
travel like this, you must go alone and not carry any baggage, You must trust yourselt implicitly.

Capping Verse

A hazy autumn moon, solitary and full,
falls as it may on the winding river ahead.
There are those who seek perfect clarity,
yet sweep as you may, you cannot empty the mind.

* 300 Koan Shabogenzo is a collection of koans gathered by Master Dogen during his study i China. The koans from this col-
lectivn, often called the Chirese Shobogenzn, appear extensively in the essays of Dogen's Japanese Shobogenzo. These koans
have not been available in English translaion but are currently heing translated and prepared for publication by Kazuuki
Tanahashi and John Daido Looti, Roshi. Daido Roshi has added a commentary, capping verse, and footnotes to each koan,
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The river — like the moun-
tains, forests and wetlands of the
wild — has always been an
important vehicle for the teach-
ings of Zen. The origins of Zen
praciice are deeply rooted in
nature. For the first five hundred
years in the development of this
tradition, from the time of
Bodhidharma to about the year
1000, Zen monastics lived in the
wilderness, At first they were
solitary wanderers. They traveled
about, taking refuge in caves and
makeshift huts, Later they gath-
ered in groups and built monas-
teries, but always on some
remote mountain peak, far from
the city and bustle of everyday
life. Because they were so isolated, monastics in T ang Dynasty China were not able
to beg for their food like their Indian predecessors had done. Instead, they foraged,
and when their numbers grew too large to allow for that, they began to grow their
food. They planted rice and raised water buffale. It was a very tough environment in
which to survive, but it was this struggle that caused them to gain a deep apprecia-
tion (or the leachings of the wild.

This appreciation was further cultivated and tested duting frequent pilgrimages
that Buddhist practitioners undertook in those days. Today we think of pilgrimage in
terms of visiting sacred places and tcachers. Back then that kind of iraveling also took
place, but, at least in terms of Zen Buddhism, going on an aimless pilgrimage was a
practice in and of itself — a spiritnal journey that could last for years. It was a rite of
passage. When you completed your fraining, you went off into the wildemness and you
wandered around, with no intention of going anywhere or visiting other teachers,

Many of the traditional koans we study record the travels of monastics on pil-
grimage. One of the best known is the encounter between Master Dizang and Fayan.
Dizang asked Fayan, “Where are you going?” Fayan said, “I am wandering aimless-
Iy.”" Dizang asked, “What is the purpose of your wandering?” Fayan answered, “T
don’t know.” The Master said, “Ah! Not knowing. Very intimate, very intimate
indeed.” That kind of aimless pilgrimage was for the sake of simply being in the
wildemess. Nothing else.

In this koan, Dongshan and Shenshan are wandering about. They were dharma
brothers, and apparently they used lo travel together quile a it In the Record of

John Daido Loori, Roshi
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Master Dongshan this same koan appears in a slightly different version. It says,
*“When Master Dongshan was crossing a river with Uncle Mi (Shenshan), he asked,
‘How does one cross a dver?’ ‘Don’t get your feet wel,” said Shenshan, ‘At your
venerable age, how can you say such a thing?’ said the Master. *How do you cross
the river?” asked Shenshan. ‘Feet don't get wet,” replied the Master.™
"To get a better sense of how these two teachers worked together it’s helpful to look
at other koans in which they appear: “The Master was cultivating a tea plot with
Shenshan. He threw down his mattock and said, ‘T haven't the least bit of strength left.’
Shenshan said, ‘If you haven’t any strength left, how is it that you can cven say so?’
The Master said, ‘T always used to say that vou were the one with lots of strength’.”
On another occasion, “Shenshan was
sewing. He picked up a needlc to mend
clothes and the Master said, *What are
you doing?’ ‘Mending,’ said Shenshan.
‘In what way do you mend?' said the
Master. ‘One stitch is like the next,” said
Shenshan. ‘We have been Lraveling
together for twenty years, and you can
still say such a thing! How can there be
such craftiness?’ said the Master. ‘How
then does the Venerable Monk mend?’
asked Shenshan. ‘Just as though the
entire earth was spewing flame,’ replied
the Master.” In other words, 1 mend as if
T was putting out a fire on top of my head.
Dongshan and Shenshan were adepls,
5o even though on the surface their dia-
logucs scem pretty ordinary, they
should not be taken lightly. The first
line in this koan reads, Zen Master
Shenshan was crossing the river with
his dharma brother Dongshan. The
spiritual literaturé of virtually all reli-
gions i% filled with references to sacred
rivers: the Ganges, the Nile, the
Yangtze, In America we have rivers
with (heir unique history and sense of
specialness. Most of us may naot. consid-
er them sacred, but those who live by
In one sense, a river is just a river. It is flowing warer. their shores, who feed off their fish, or
But in another sense, it is infinitely more than that. use their waters for healing, do. The
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Colorado and the Snake, the Hudson and the Mississippi are, in this case, sacred
rivers. They capture our imagination in their timeless journey from the highlands
to the great ocean.

In one sense, a river is just a river, It is flowing water. But in another sense, it is
infinitely more than that. When you look at a river with the eyes of someone like
Dogen, these waters take on a whole different meaning. Tt goes beyond the sacred
and mundane:

Water is neither strong, nor weak, neither wel nor dry, neither moving nor still,
neither cold nor hot, neither being nor nonbeing, neither delusion nor enlighten-
ment. Solidified, it is harder than diamond: who could break it? Melted, it is softer
than milk: who could break it? This being the case
we canhot doubt the many virtues realized (hy
water). We should, then, study that occasion when Water, the rivers, the mountains
the water of the ten directiony ix seen in the ten are in and of themselves a sutra.
directions. This is not a study only of a time when
people and godys see water: there Is a study of water
seeing water. Water practices and verifiex water; hence there is a study of water
speaking water. We must bring to realization the puth vn which the self encounters
the self. We must move back and forth along, and spring off from, the vital path on
which the other studies and fully comprehends the other,

This is an excerpt from the Mountains and Rivers Sutre. In il Dogen is speaking of
absolute intimacy with water, Absolute intimacy with a river, No separation whatso-
evet, Ile continues:

Therefore, water is not earth, water, fire, wind, space, or consciousneys; it is not
blue, yellow, red, white, or black; it is not form, sound, smell, taste, touch, or idea:
nevertheless, the water of the earth, fire, wind, space, and the rest is spontaneously
appearing. This being the case, it becomes difficult 1o explain by what and of what
this present land and paluce ure made. .. Water flows over the earth; it flows across
the sky; it flows up, it flows down. (Water) flaws armind bendy and into deep abysses.
Tt mounts up to form clouds, it descends to form pools... Water extends into flames;
it extends into thought, reasoning, and discrimination; it extends into enlightenment
and the Buddha nature. Descending to earth, it becomes rivers and streams. We
should realize that when water descends to earth it becomes rivers and streams.
And the essence of rivers and streams becomes sages.

Water, the rivers, the mountains are in and of themselves a sutra. Thal is why
Dogen calls this fascicle the Mountains and Rivers Sutra. Water is the dharma
teaching; it is not something that points ta the truth. It is in itself the reality of the
Buddhadharima,

Unfortunately, mast of us don’t see it that way, and consequently, we have cre-
ated big problems with water on our planet. Fresh water is perhaps the most criti-
cal component of any ecosystem. Human water consumption rose six-fold in the
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“The environment s all around us. We can't pretend that it is nor being affected by our lifestyles.
We can't pretend that we are not responsible for its destruction.”

past century. That's double the rate of the already explosive population growth. We
are now using fifty-four per cent of all the available fresh water, putting incredible
pressure on the environment. Additional demands will further jeopardize all
ecosystems. So much water has been taken trom rivers that some of them dry up
completely before they ever reach the ocean.

For fifteen years I've been saying in my talks that nothing can stop the river in
its journey to the great ocean. When | say that I am thinking of a dam. Put up a dam
and the river builds up behind it. It goes over or around the dam. Build the dam
higher, and the river goes higher. No matter how high the structure, the river will
get past that dam and find its way to the ocean. I didn’t consider the possibility that
milliens of people could just suck that river dry.

Half of the world’s wetlands have been drained, and those habitats are now gone,
Then there are the pollutants that we either dump or that find their way into our
rivers and lakes: fertilizers, silt, sewage, trash — the list is endless. I did some
research and found vul that twenty per cent of New York's lakes, ponds, and streams
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are unablc (o support life. Many of the beautitul lakes in the Adirondacks are dead
because of the effects of acid rain. If this situation doesn’t stop soon, by the year
2040 the number of dead waterways will go up to forty per cent. It's a dismal pic-
ture. Yot, New York is at a point where it’s done all it can do to combat acid rain. Tt
has protective legislation and it’s enforcing it, but the problem is not oniginating in
New York; it’s coming from other states. Tt will take federal legislation to take care
of acid rain on a national Ievel, and that’s difficult to bring about. Other arcas of the
country are also being affected. Acid rain is responsible for much of the devastation
in the Appalachian and Smoky Mountains, the Colerado Rockies, the Chesapeake
Bay, and the southern forests of California. So, what can we do about this?

The environment is all around us. We can’t pretend that it is not being affected
by our lifestyles. We can't pretend that we are not responsible for its destruction. If
we, a group of Zen Buddhists living in the Catskill Preserve, are not able to answer
the calt, then who's going to do i(? But in order to respond to the call at all, the first
thing we need to do is hear it. We need to be able to recognize whal is needed, and
act accordingly. This kind of seeing is the same as an aimless pilgrimage. It is goal-
less, all-encompassing, and completely intimate,

In the koan, the first line says, Zen Master Shenshun was crossing the river with
hix dharma brother Dongshan. The foomote to that line comments, These twe tray-
eling rogether always manage to create complications. Their dialogue seems quite
innocent on the surface, but there is something elsc going on underneath. The next
linc says, Dongshan said, ‘Don’t make a mistake with your steps and ship into the
current.” The foomoie says, Crosxing to the other side, sure-footedness is a definite
viriue. Back then there weren’t any bridges. The only way Lo cross a river was to
go in chest deep, with a staff for support, and wade your way to the other side, 1f it
was a fast-moving river and you slipped wearing your robes, you could easily be
carried off into the rapids. Shenshan said, “If I
make a mistake with my steps, then I won't five
to cross the river. Footnote says, The river
treaty all things equally, Tt doesn’t matter who
or how important you are. When the river gets
up on its hind legs and moves across the land, when you gel caught in its current,
it just takes you along with everything else. The next line reads, Dongshan said,
“What is the state without mistakes?” The footnote to that says, Thotugh few may
know it, there is such a thing as a state without mistakes. Then the last line,
Shenshan said, “Now I am crossing the river with the Elder." Tootnote to that
says, Arriving as it deparis, the moment is always fresh.

What is the state without mistakes? As a teacher I spend an inordinatc amount of
time dealing with people who waorry about their mistakes. It’s a preoccupation espe-
cially prominent among high achievers. Recently T saw an ad on TV that illustrates
this kind of mentality. It's an ad for BMW. It shows a guy who has just got a brand

We need to be able to recognize what
is needed, and act accordingly.
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new car and is looking pretty satisfied with himself. The voice-over says, “Even
though you say it doesn’t matter, that you're very cool about having this car, you
know that deep within yourself you'rc saying, “I'm better than voun are!” BMW
does not spend moncy on an ad unless they've carefully researched their audicnee.
They know the ad is appealing to customers who can buy a BMW, the person who
harbors the “I'm better than you are” mentality. People like this think, “I am the
best of the best of the best, and if I'm not, then I have failed.”

That way of thinking causes endless pain and suffering, and ninety per cent of it is
unnecessary. People come into training to alleviate suffering and they end up creating
more of it hecause they get into the goal game, the who-is-better-lhan-who-game. It's

such a shame o wateh people go through it. Even though
Wildness is a reality 7en is poal-less, on the surface it gives people a sensc of
having something to do, something to accomplish, and
they immediately get caught up in this way of thinking.
This is especially true of Westemers. One of the ways in
which a teacher can respond to this game is to use the skillful means of “When you see
a cage, build a cage.” The teacher will help them drown in their own stuff so they’ll
wake up at the other end. When I started teaching, 1 had two students who were in con-
stant competition. Talking to my teacher about them, he said, “Encourage them! Let
them kill each other.” Augmenting the circumstances is a way to help people see clear-
er whal they are creating. Then they are in a position to change it.

Do you think the Buddha was a superman, some kind of a flawless being? Just look
at some of the mislakes he made. He said women could not be monastics. His step-
mother begged to be ordained, and he said no. What aboul “all heings are equal?”
Finally Ananda cenvinced him, and he started ordaining women. He leamed from his
mistake, and he corrected it. T watched my teacher make mistakes and learn. I
watched myscl make mistakes and learn. Why shouldn’t you be allowed to make
mistakes and leam?

A lot of people misunderstand what the teachings mean by “inherent perfection.”
They think that a Zen practitioner is a perfect being. You see it when you go around
Zen centers. Students walk around ramrod-siraighl, with their cheeks sucked in, eyes
rolled back in their head, grunting monosyllabic answers. They act completely dehu-
manized, like robots. That’s not what this practice is about, That's nul laughing, danc-
ing, crying Zen. That’s not “vast emptiness, nothing holy.”

The commentary begins, Fare-to-face there is never anyrthing hidden. Whether it
is in face-to-lace interview or in the world around us, there is nothing hidden. Yat we
are not always able to see it. When we do our wilderness retreats 1 give people an
assignment 0 go off by themsclves for a day, and just explore. Instead of having a
guide to prompl them or delineate each move, to name and analyzc what they see,
they spend time on their own and simply absorb what's around them. How much they
see depends on their willingness, openness, and ability to learn trom the insentient.

that all of us need to experience.



Face-to-face there ix never anything hidden. Yet fundamentally, there is no way
of explaining ir all. No way whatscever. We use words, we use ideas, but they don’t
explain it. They either stir things up, or they create a vessel to receive that which
hax never been hidden. Ne self and no other. Then how can we speak of right and
wrang? No self and no other means there is no reference system. Dongshan and
Shenshan are from the same houschold. Both know the contents of the kitchen
pantry well. That 15 why, when Dongshan asked a question, Shenshan’s answer
came immediately. We should understand thar mistake is in reality called learning.
What is the state without mistakes? Have you ever learned anything without con-
linuous mistakes? The very first thing you do when you learn something is to make
a mistake. You put a clarinet fo your mouth: BEEP. Mistake. Beep. Okay. Beep,
beep. Beep beep, beep beep, beeep, BEEP. Mistake. Still, you keep practicing over
and over again, How many times do you make a mistake? A thousand? Ten thou-
sand? A hundred thousand? That's what practice is. If you want to walk a tightwire
over Niagara Falls, you start with wire that is stretched two fect off the ground. You
step onto 1t and you fall off. You get back onto it and you fall off. You repeat that
day after day, two, three, four hours a day. After a while, you’re able to walk a cou-
ple of feet. Months pass, years pass, until the day when you’re able to walk across
easily. Then yvou dance across. Thén you're completely free. That’s practice.

But you can’t teach someone to walk a tightwire hy telling them to move their
muscles a certain way. The only way to learn is by doing it. Somehow your body
acclimates to it, your mind learns, and it seeps into your subconscious. It happens
all at once. Is the Dharma any different? Of course you're going to fail; step after
step after step. Yet you will learn every time you fail. You say you're going to stay
wilh the breath, and pretty soon you start chasing after thoughts. You acknowledge
your distraction, you let it go, and you come back to the breath. You keep doing this
until you're able 1o stay with the breath. After a while you get pretty good at it, but
all of 4 sudden you scem W be back Lo square one and you can’t stay focused for
even five seconds. Your mind is all over the place. Then it comes back.

Repeated practice creates learning. Repeated mistakes create learning. That is
why Mistake is in reality called learning. The state of no-mistake is called nowness.
It is called “now.” It is called “thus.” In nowness there is no before; there is no after.
There are no goals, no agendas, no fixed direction, There is just the momeat. It
arrives as it departs, simultaneously. It has no before or after. It 1s so difficult for us
to grasp this truth. We need goals. We want agendas. We crave direction. The notion
of wandering aimlessly is very frightening for most of us.

One of the reasons we offer wilderness trips as part of Zen raining is to make
people aware of the environment and the things they can do w take care of it. But
T also feel it is important Lo reintroduce modern students o the heritage of just being
in the wilderness for its own sake. We rarely experience, the taste of wildness. Our
attitude to Zen training would be very different if we had to traverse through miles
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of wilderness to get to the Monastery. As it is now, we just hop in our cars and
come. Or we take the bus. Tt's not the same. I want to create an opportunity for
modern Zen practitioners to see and taste the wild. That way, it might make sense
to them when they read about it. They will appreciate it when they feel it in a koan.
They may cven fall in love with it and truly protect it. Wildness is a reality that all
of us need to experience.

The state of no-mistake is called nowness. In nowness there is no before or after,
no goals, agendas, or fived direction. Like the meandering river, it twists and fturns
in accord with circumstances, but always knows how to find its way o the great
ocear: When you are on the river, you may be paddling north for an hour, and sud-
denly there’ll be a bend up ahead. When you look at your compass, you see you're
going south. You may have to go the same length, except now you're paddling in
the opposite direction. Then you go casl, then you po west, then north again. Is the
river making a mistake on its journey to the ocean? Should the river be like a

pipeline, one straight channel without
You miust trust yourself implicitly. hends or curv?s? Think 'of a river flowing
through the forest. It is all curves and
bends. It changes from season to season.
When trees Fall down and block it up, it rises up behind them, opening a new path.
It rwists and turns in accord with circumstances. It responds spontaneously, deal-
ing with each moment as it comes up. Ultimately, the river will make its way to the
great ocean.

If you wish to travel like this you must go alone. Alone. Not lonely, but alone.
All one, containing everything. And not carry any haggage. Put down the back-
pack, take off the hlinders. Whatever you are carrying will affect what you do.
Most importantly, You must trust yourself implicitly. Give yourself permission to
be yourself,

The capping verse: A kazy autumn maoon, selitary and full, falls as it may on the
winding river ahead. 1t falls as it may, randomly. In its haziness, it is not con-
trolled. The hazy moon of enlightenment is imperfect. Anutlara-samyaksambodhi
is imperfeet. It has pimples and bumps. 1t is the Tenth Ox-herding Picture with the
old sagely guy stumbling through the marketplace with a bag on his back. He is
laughing at falling leaves, playing with children. This is a step beyond the crys-
tal-clear moon of cnlightenment. Dogen says, “No trace of enlightenment
remains, and this traceless enlightenment continues endlessly.” There are those
who seek perfect clarity, yet sweep as you may, you cannol emply the mind.
Keizan Zenji said that. Sweeping itsclf can sometimes fill the mind. The simple
activity of emptying fills it.

Remember, the whole thing is hopeless. Taking care of the environment is
hopeless, but we’ll do it. Achieving cnlightenment is hopeless, but we'll do it.
Clarifying the mind, emptying the mind — impossible, We’ll do it. Just like the
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Four Vows say: “Sentient beings are numberless, I vow ta save them.” ITow in the
world are we poing to do that, if they're numberless? “Desires are inexhaustible,
I vow to put an end to them. The dharmas are boundless, I vow to master them.
The Buddha Way is unattainable, | vow to attain it.” Utterly hopeless. Yet we're
doing it.

We are Don Quixoles, jousling with windmills. That i1s our practice. The appar-
ent impossibility does not make one bit of difference in our resolve. What is
required is the kind of tenacity, the kind of vow that comes out of this practice.
Imperfections notwithstanding, we will ubtimately take care of this earth, and of
each other. That is our vow.

Footnotes

[. These two traveling together always manage to create complications.

2. Crossing to the other side, sure-(ootedness is a definite virtue.

3. The niver treats all things equally.

4. Though few may know it, there is such a thing as a state without mistakes.
3. Arriving as it departs, the moment is always fresh,

John Daide Loori, Roshi is the abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery. A successor
toy Hakuyu Taizan Maezumi, Roshi, Daide Roshi trained in rigorous koan Zen and
in the subtle teachings of Master Dogen, and is a lineage holder in the Soto and
Rizal schools of Zen.
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