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The following reflection was written in response to a question posed to me by Jeff Shore.
With intentions of considering together and learning from each other, Jeff suggested I read
Eminent Nuns: Women Chan Masters of Seventeeth-Century China. Steadfast in their practice,
these women, once awakened, dedicated their lives to helping others along the Way. Jeff
offered the following prompt: 

As you can see from the book with fine translations, basically these outstanding women had to
behave like men in order to be accepted in their day. My question to you is: how can we adapt
the traditional Zen teaching to make it more approachable and meaningful for women as they
are?

In October of 2016, I spent some time practicing under Jeff’s guidance at his hermitage in
Kyoto. At the end of my stay, Jeff accompanied me to the train station to see me off. As we
walked, he said something that struck me: he mentioned that it had been interesting to go
through this experience with me, and one of the reasons was on account of my being a
woman. It struck me so suddenly and I remember it so clearly because that was the first
moment since my arriving to the  hermitage two weeks earlier  that  I  was aware of  my
participating in the process as a woman. 

I have thought back to that realization often, and wondered how the process may have been
different for me vs. the men. Usually I do not think on it for very long though, because I am
only able to see it as I am. I do not know how it would be otherwise.  

My initial answer after reading Jeff’s question was that the process is all-encompassing as it
is, and that women can find it approachable and meaningful as soon as they commit to it.
But I did not want to reply in this short way; I hoped to offer some more substantial insight
that might be useful.  

I began reading Eminent Nuns thinking that perhaps there would be certain patterns I could
identify with: if I could find out the ways in which these nuns were behaving like men (and
contrary to themselves), then I would be able to see more clearly how they were specifically
women in the places where they were not opposing their true nature. 

While reading, I began to wonder if this question of Jeff’s was some type of koan for me,
because  it  did  not  become  any  clearer  that  these  women were  acting  in  a  specifically
masculine way. Nor did it seem that they were acting in any way contrary to their true
selves. I wondered: 

When do discipline, bravery, and endurance become man? 



When do compassion, love, empathy and gentleness become woman? 
Who can prescribe gender to wisdom? 
When she is practicing, are they not then traits of the woman? 
When he is practicing, are they not then traits of the man?

I read through the book in its entirety and could not find a single characteristic that was
unmistakably male or female. I felt some validation when I stumbled across this line on p.
113: “…if you search for the female form, in the end you will not be able to find it .” 

Perhaps it is not that these nuns had to act like men, but that they had to be described as
men.  This  seems  to  have  served  as  a  convenient  device  for  others  to  gain  some
understanding of the nuns according to what was already known, common and accepted at
that time.

I went back to my notes from my time at the hermitage to see if there were places I had
recorded that  I  could look at  now as moments  of  struggle  or break-through that  were
specific to being a woman. I did see myself as separate in some ways, but in regards to my
level of experience only: as a beginner in contrast to those supporting me, for example. This
separation served as an aid and a guide for me. This way of identification motivated me and
allowed me to see the living attainment in front of me, and that showed me where I could
go; assured me that it was possible. When I vowed to aspire to that, it hadn’t crossed my
mind that I was trying to be macho; only to be as committed as they were.

I can only speculate that, had I somehow felt myself out of place during the process on
account of my being a woman, it  would have eventually been revealed that that type of
identification was only a concept; a hindrance along the Way. For someone dealing with that
hindrance, perhaps it would be helpful to see and interact with other women whom she
could identify with who are resolute in their practice. Or perhaps she could just imitate the
macho approach until it is revealed that there is no separation. Either way, it is trust. 

I was in awe once I realized what others had unmistakably sacrificed for me, at the nobility
with  which  they  walked  around  silently  doing so,  and  at  my ignorance  for  not  having
realized it any sooner. During that time I do remember identifying specifically as a woman: I
could not help but identify with the Bodhisattva of Compassion and the Weeping Mary:
deeply moved in comprehending the courage, absolute love and sacrifice made by both the
mothers before them and the children after them.  

At this point I am left offering my initial response: the process is already both approachable
and meaningful for women as they are. Being a woman or a man is no more an obstacle
than being tired or frustrated. The Zen teaching that I experienced under Jeff’s guidance
was raw and to the point and stern, but it was delivered with patience and kindness. I’m not
sure if he catered that to me, but I am grateful for it regardless.   

There is a compulsion to share realizations with each other, but it becomes evident quite
quickly that attempting to describe a past experience feels like betraying it. It is only as the
practice continues to deepen that I can begin to see that it is indeed quite possible to share



experience, as long as it is allowed to manifest in the moment. As far as those times where it
feels as if it’s being blocked: just nudge it back, and let it go, and trust that it will always be
ready to manifest again. 

The full text of Eminent Nuns can be found here: https://terebess.hu/zen/Eminent-Nuns.pdf


