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Poet and Linji Chan
Master Qiyuan (1597-
1654) lived through the
1 end of the Ming Dynasty

‘and ecarly Qing Dynasty

in China. She was one of
those very few female cultivators in history whose teaching was
preserved in writing. I tried to use translation as a hermeneutic
tool to understand Chan Master Qiyuan as a cultivator and the

meaning of her poems.
How does Poetry Relate to Cultivation?

As Yuan Haowen (JT#Ff4), a Chinese poet from the 13th
century, put it, “Poetry provides Chan cultivators additional
embroidery and Chan is the jade cutter for poets.” These words
elucidate incisively the connection that may lie between poetry
and Chan: Chan leads cultivators to dive deeper into poetry
and poetry then further enables cultivators to understand Chan.
Poetry embellishes Chan and Chan deepens poetry. When
Chan is woven into poetry, poetry then is able to glimpse into
the unspeakable Chan.

Poetry and cultivation both submit to a constrained form
or style, generally speaking, with poetry written in metrical feet
and cultivation practiced with precepts. Both go deeper with

less, with poetry reaching profundity with fewer words and
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cultivation fostering inner wealth with fewer desires. Both aim for more
freedom, with poetry for creativity and imagination and cultivation for
liberation. In a sense, one needs to be in a form in order to reform and
transform. Both poetry and cultivation provide a form which constrains
on the outside, but liberates on the inside, the deeper level. A metrical
foot in poetry pushes one to think outside of the ordinary; a precepted
simple life helps cultivators to reduce their burdensome desires and
impulses and simplify and purify their actions done by body, speech, and
mind. Both poetry and cultivation are meant to transcend the ordinary,
if done well. Chan Master Qiyuan was both a Chan practitioner and a
poet. Did her poetic way of thinking help her cultivate? Or did her Chan
cultivation help her write better poems?

Through reading Chan Master Qiyuan’s poems over and over and
then translating them along with her life story, I hope to connect with a

true cultivator in a way, from inner to inner, across time and space.
Brief Account of Chan Master Qiyuan’s Life

Chan Master Qiyuan was born in Jiaxing in Zhejiang Province. At
a young age, she recited the Buddha’s name and bowed to the buddhas
every morning and evening. At age 18, she was married to a young scholar,
who died shortly after. But she still fulfilled her filial duty by attending
to her parents-in-law.

One day, she suddenly fell into a sense of despair while reflecting
on the emptiness of this fleeting life without a way out. Day and night,
she knelt before the Buddha and vowed to commit her life to becoming
awakened to the Way. After both of her parents passed away, she gave
away her properties, clothing and jewelry and went to the Linji Chan
School to receive full monastic precepts.

After receiving guidance from two most prominent Linji Chan masters
of the time, respectively, Chan Master Qiyuan practiced her meditation
with great vigor. Three years later, she had a significant breakthrough in
her cultivation, which was confirmed by her teacher.

Then she went back to her solitary place to continue her practice
in the following nine years until the faithful lay followers implored her
to come out. She finally agreed to assume the role of the abbess of the
Crouching Lion Chan Monastery ({RHili {85t ). During her abbess years,
she taught and transformed the multitude with wisdom and compassion,
which earned her great reverence and love by a great number of followers.
After eight years, she let go of all her duties as an abbess and returned
again to her solitary place to continue her practice. Chan Master Qiyuan

often shared her states in her cultivation through poems.
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Chan Master Qiyuan’s Chan Practice and Her Poems

Investigating Chan in sitting meditation was Master Qiyuan’s
main practice. She vigorously investigated Chan with the meditation
topic: “What’s your original face before your parents gave birth to
you?” (AMAlECBEARAE 2 HiAAE H 2 ) One day in her meditation,
she experienced a state. Due to the intensity of her eagerness, she
vomited three bowls of blood, but didn’t cease her quest. With
further guidance from her Linji Master, one day, she finally had a
breakthrough with the huatou (E5H) and felt her body and mind
were suddenly shattered. Linji Master Shiche Tongcheng (f7Ei#E)
later certified her spiritual breakthrough. She responded with a verse:

“Ones essential nature is perfectly luminous throughout the great
thousand worlds. True reality is manifested in all phenomena without
obstruction. Only what’s true is shown in the eternal light that shines. It
illuminates beyond heaven and earth and reveals the realm outside time
and space.”

Here I will share three of Chan Master Qiyuan’s poems that I have
translated. The first one is 7he Meditation Cushion.

The Meditation Cushion

A single piece of circular mat has no cover or fence,

[yet even if] heaven and earth were overturned, here is peace.
Both sage titles and worldly fame lose their grip in the sitting,
and the infinite worlds are reduced to the tip of a hair.

This poem describes meditation as such a supreme state which
might give the readers some romantic ideas about Chan meditation.
But after having read Chan Master Qiyuan’s life story, I know that
such a fearless, peaceful, and liberated state in sitting came from her
years of vigorous practice in meditation and enduring what ordinary
people couldn’t endure.

After having her breakthrough with the meditation topic, Chan
Master Qiyuan went back to her own solitary place to continue her
meditation for the following nine years. The poem below, A Poem
Written at Leisure in the First Month of the Summer Retreat, might have
been written during that period.
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A Poem Written at Leisure in the First Month of the Summer Retreat

Because of the reputation of preceding masters, the lineage flourishes.
Knowing myself, boorish and blunt, I find peace in the hermetic life.
Wondrous truth, strikes and shouts are all put to rest.

All dharmas are empty and yet interconnected; do not ask Chan for answers.
A worn, patched robe hangs upside down from my shoulders.

When hunger comes, I eat; when tired, I sleep.

Sitting firmly on a meditation mat, I completely forget the world,

while the sun and moon shift as they please outside the window.

Lying high on lofty clouds, my illusory body rests;

toward each other, white clouds and green bamboo lean.

Before the eyes, delusive phenomena keep changing;

hidden deeply behind the wood gate, joy overflows.

A thatched hut in the midst of blowing gale, who would dare come near?
Strike the wind and shout at the moon, even misty clouds linger not.
Solemnly, the empty space upholds a treasured bowl,

and plain rice and yellow pickles are ready to eat.

“Wondrous truth, strikes and shouts are all put to rest. Because all
dharmas are empty and yet interconnected, do not ask Chan for answers.”
With merely a meditation mat, a patched robe, and a bowl of plain rice
and pickles, she found peace and joy in “a thatched hut in the midst of
blowing gale.” This poem reveals Chan Master Qiyuan’s fearless, free,
and joyful state in her solitary meditation.

Chan Master Qiyuan later was invited to come out of her solitude
and to take the role as the abbess of Crouching Lion Chan Monastery.
Despite her initial unwillingness to be the abbess, Chan Master Qiyuan
devoted herself to serve the monastic sangha and the lay community. As
her disciple Chan Master Yikui Chaochen (—#5#8%€) described her: As
the abbess, each word Chan Master Qiyuan spoke and each action she
took were to benefit others. Whenever she was given something, she
always shared it with others, while living a very simple life herself. When
her disciples were sick in bed, she served them medicinal soup. When
they wanted to visit their parents, she reminded them that filial respect
for their parents was more important than respect for her. The disciples
looked up to her with great reverence and deeply felt her compassion
and kindness whenever they approached her. Under her guidance, they
progressed quickly and were willing to serve the Dharma for life.

Chan Master Qiyuan treated all who came to her equally, disregarding
their social status. Her compassion, like an all-encompassing ocean,

transformed numerous minds. After meeting her, wrongdoers began

s B P Bk

HEPIRRER
ER TR
Z R AR ARR B
BEERRAEMR
B 436 RAEI BB
% R o2 AR A B AR
HEBALES#
—{EH A B A&
M\ T F L5
8 T R Rk
BR AT 4938 B
RIS LA R
4 B = PR
HBEHA ARE
AR TSR E 236
ALK T BB

T EMRARHARIR B - BB AR
ERAE ) EE—EEE o —0
FTomt T HIME#E > — e 3 B
X WAE TS PR
PO EYRE AT 4% » 58 1w i 20

T AR E A e R M B R A R

BHEMEZS ZES -

A% [ 1 i 22 20 2 L LB (T
REMERBEEFRF - BE RV EE
i 28R A R - O

BN BALE BRI BB -

TE At ) 25— PS8 Bl 400 [ i 2
4 - ARERRETY —F —17 > B
EErm A R HEY - BERIAME
Wi AR S 0 M
H CAlB S Ry s - & 511
BARAEIR > Wi B 8R5 %% - &2
TFIAREEFRE AR - R R
(T35 SO R B 2 B2 P B At B
HHE o 5T FIEREHa SUE oy
5 BRI - RERIRIRZ E]
WA REAREIRE - fEMAVEBCE T >
R - I HEEE R

AuGUST 2023 VaJra BopHi SEa 133

BB Hib o ‘ aial4 iHaog



B8 it ot ‘ BobHi FIELD

to repent and renew, members from the noble class became humble,
and eloquent intellectuals suddenly lost their wits. One time, she
was asked to travel to a place to bless a newly structured Chan hall.
Before her boat reached the bank, thousands of people were already
kneeling there waiting to request the Dharma. During her stay in
that town, day and night, the streets and alleys were filled with
sincere lay people. Many came from out of town just to catch a
glimpse of her compassionate look. Chan Master Qiyuan declined
many invitations and offerings. Unaffected by all these, she was like
a wild crane gliding through floating clouds.

After eight years of serving and teaching the assembly at
Crouching Lion Chan Monastery, Master Qiyuan retired from her
role as the abbess and returned to her hermetic life to continue her

practice. The following poem, Closing The Door, was written after

she had retired.

Closing The Door

After years of running about with responsibilities,

1 close the door and rest in a forest hermitage.

After kicking open heaven and earth,

1 pulled back my foot and turned around.

By the cold window I sat alone, a bright moon hangs full outside.

All day long I appear foolish, as the calculating mind has suddenly ceased.
Amid all this, there is no right or wrong.

Sitting straight and tall, I cut off both sagehood and the worldly path.

From ancient times to the present day, it has always been so.

This poem, Closing The Door, describes her action moving from
doing to being, from active outer service to deeper inner service.
“By the cold window I sat alone, a bright moon hangs full outside.” The
moon feels still and full here, as if the present moment is being
paused and being amplified, while in A Poern Written at Leisure
in the First Month of the Summer Retreat, the moon feels different.
“Sitting firmly on a meditation mat, I completely forget the world, while
the sun and moon shift as they please outside the window.” Though the
poet sits still in both poems, the moon moves and changes in the
previous poem, while in this poem, the moon becomes still. In the
former, there is movement on the outside and yet, stillness on the
inside; while in the latter, stillness is on both the outside and the
inside, inner and outer corresponding to each other.

“All day long I appear foolish, as the calculating mind has suddenly
ceased. Amid all this, there is no right or wrong.” If 1 use Chan
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Master Qiyuan’s life as an example, “all this” here can include
the different phases in her life: leading a worldly life before and
after she got married; leaving the homelife and practicing Chan in
solitude; taking the role of the abbess; and then retiring from “all
this.” “There is no right or wrong. Sitting straight and tall, I cut off
both sagehood and the worldly parh.” Having deepened her practice,
Master Qiyuan has gone beyond right and wrong, and both the
worldly path and the sagehood.

Passing On With A Smile

Two months prior to her passing, Chan Master Qiyuan told a
disciple that her worldly affinity was coming to end. Sure enough,
she became slightly ill a month later, not eating any food. But
her appearance looked normal. Her disciples knelt down in tears,
begging her to see a doctor. She said it was her time. Another month
passed, she appointed her Dharma heirs and arranged things. Three
days prior, she called in the disciples and said, “You all have followed
me for many years. After I die, you should follow my wishes. Do
not use the worldly filial custom to grieve for me.” Three days later,
after bathing and changing her clothes, she sat in full lotus and
spoke a verse, and then left her body with a smile. She was 58.

The last verse she spoke before entering stillness was:

“Being reflected in a thousand rivers, there is only one bright moon.
Today I'll demonstrate it by sitting in full lotus, so living beings can look
and see it through. If you ask what’s the last sentence of this verse, I can

2

only clap my hands and say, ‘Its only thus.

Conclusion

Through poems, Chan Master Qiyuan, a highly regarded female
Chan master, shared her illuminating insights with modern day
readers and cultivators across space and time. Through translating
her poems, I found great inspiration in both poetry and in Chan. I
don’t know if Chan Master Qiyuan’s disciples followed her wish not
to mourn her passing in worldly custom, but the most fortunate
thing that came out of their mourning process was the circulation
of Written and Spoken Words by Crouching Lion Chan Master Qiyuan.
Through her words in print, Chan Master Qiyuan’s wisdom that
was realized through her Chan practice will continue to benefit

many to come. For that, I am forever grateful. &
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