It is not mind, it is not Buddha, it is not any thing. 
[Mumonkan Case 27] 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Miaodao and the Demon of Doubt
Continuing the project of getting acquainted with the names of less familiar Zen ancestors as they appear in the longer dedication, we'll be taking up the story of Miaodao today, a Chinese nun of the Northern Sung dynasty. Miaodao was the first Dharma heir -- male or female -- of Dahui Zonggao, a pivotal teacher of the Linji school. Though she did not establish an enduring lineage of her own, Miaodao did leave teaching stories that show her to be a powerful presence in her maturity. Further, her influence on Dahui shapes our practice even though massive changes in time, space and culture have had their influence on Zen in the meantime. This story affects us here in this room though it happened some 900 years ago and half a planet away, and the telling of it is always shaped by the people speaking and the tenor of the times.
Instead of focusing on Miaodao's own teaching stories today, I want to consider one turning-point in her life: when she first met Dahui. Miaodao was born to a high-class family. Her father was a scholar who successfully took the written exams necessary to get appointed to a government job. The thing about Miaodao was that even as a child she sat every evening, losing herself, as the stories say. Her father tested her over the years to see if her words matched her actions. She did not show any inconsistency. Did he offer toys, clothing, jewelry, marriage to a rich husband? We don't know. But in any case, this girl wasn't interested, preferred her own company, persisted in her meditative ways… and then when she turned 20, she received ordination as a nun with her father's approval, and began a life of staying at various Chan monasteries to study with well-known teachers of the time. 
Though the exact details aren't known today, this migratory monastic pattern apparently continued for some years until she settled at a large Chan monastery on Mount Xuefeng in Fuzhou, studying with Zhenxie Qingliao, a very successful teacher in the Caodong, what we know as the Soto, lineage. Then in the spring of 1134, Dahui was invited by Qingliao to visit Mount Xuefeng, and give a talk there. 
Now, Dahui was an outspoken critic of Qingliao and other masters of the Caodong school of that time, calling their teaching of silent illumination "heretical." There is evidence that people belonging to that school thought that neither delusion nor awakening was real. Of course this makes a certain ultimate sense depending on what you mean by “real.” But the net effect of talking about delusion and awakening, real and unreal in this way and buying into the literal meaning of the words… was a dead kind of practice. Dahui observed that this way of practice produced drowsiness, blankness and intellectualization. He was neither diplomatic nor gentle in stating his opinion, claiming that Caodong teachers did not emphasize the importance of an experience of enlightenment. [Levering, Miaodao p. 194] 
He said such things as:
They just sit in a ghostly cave on a dark mountain after their meals. They call this practice "silent illumination," "dying the great death," "the state before the birth of one's parents." They sit there until calluses appear on their bottoms, yet they still do not dare to move. (Yu, 1979, p. 225)
Dahui thought that koan work was the only way to go. But koan had to be penetrated fully, not intellectualized. And Qingliao invited this Linji loudmouth to speak to his students! 
In any case, Dahui did speak at Mount Xuefeng in the spring of  the year 1134, when Miaodao was there. As a result of that talk, Miaodao, a seasoned and senior monastic, did an extraordinary thing: she broke her commitment to complete the 3-month summer intensive practice period some weeks after this talk in order to follow Dahui to the Kuangyin Monastery where he was guest teacher. This extreme move must have been controversial since Miaodao was a senior nun at Mount Xuefeng and had been studying with Qingliao for some years. Because she had practiced for years and aspired to monastic life even when she was a child, the move to change schools, to change her day-to-day approach to practice shook Miaodao to the core as she prepared to leave. 
When she arrived at Dahui's monastery she asked to sponsor a sermon by him as an act of repentance. I'm not quite sure what sponsoring a sermon entails, but it's an indicator of how thoroughly and publicly in pain Miaodao was. She told Dahui, "When I study supreme wisdom, I encounter many demonic obstacles. I want to invite you to raise up supreme wisdom this evening before all the assemblies of humans and gods as an act of repentance... that all sentient beings… may attain sudden awakening and the very deepest supreme wisdom…" (Levering, 2002, p. 196) 
She who had studied and practiced in all seriousness for decades was publicly owning the presence of baffling difficulties and hindrances.
Many years ago I too left a monastery and a teacher I revered, a way of life I had intended to follow ever since I was ten years old. Even though I still held with every fiber of my being that investigating life and death was the only right endeavor, for me to stay in a monastery that spoke of nonduality but reinforced dualistic views was not the right path. Staying would violate the very reason I had undertaken monastic life. The decision was very clear, very sudden and shocking in the extreme. Unlike Miaodao I had no other teacher or monastery to go to, but I am going to assume that her demonic obstacles were similar to what I encountered, similar in fact to what we encounter every day here in the zendo and at home. And that's why I titled this talk Miaodao and the Demon of Doubt. 
Doubt is considered an obstacle in spiritual traditions around the world. Even Yuanwu (who was Dahui's teacher) and Linji spoke of doubt as a hindrance. Doubt is classically seen as a test of faith. Faith in our tradition differs from the certainty of belief in entities or doctrines of the Abrahamic traditions. For us it is more like a readiness, a commitment to waking up for the purpose of saving all beings (bodhicitta). Still even this form of faith is challenged by doubt. So what does "doubt" mean?
The word doubt comes from the Latin dubitare: to doubt, question, hesitate, waver in opinion. It’s related to dubious: uncertain, of two minds, fluctuating, undecided. Originally, doubt meant "to have to choose between two things." 
Well clearly, doubt is the flavor of Miaodao's situation—but why did I keep the word demon in the title? It seems so contrary to a Zen approach. Demon comes from the Greek daimon, "divine principle." And the root of divine is *deiw- to shine. Malevolence and evil were meanings added later to the word demon as Christianity sought to separate itself from other systems. 
If we dig into the words, the "demon of doubt" shows itself transformed from evil entity of a bad attitude into the shining principle of uncertainty, the shining principle of not knowing. When Miaodao left her Caodong monastery she was filled with this uncertainty—is there such a thing as awakening, or not? Was Qingliao right or Dahui? Dahui clearly spoke as though there were something missing from the training and practice she had followed for so long. She was filled with the shining fog of not knowing and a heavy ache of regret for having to leave her old teacher at such a conspicuous time, for having to break a commitment to stay through summer practice. She was filled with the pain of having to break her word; doubt that her word was worth anything, doubt now that any vow of hers could hold.
Yuanwu and Linji considered doubt as a hindrance – and they were right: doubt is a hindrance when we consider it something to oppose. Ordinarily we resolve problems with simple opposition: if wet, dry off; if too dry, drink water; if in doubt, apply certainty, have faith! But at the heart of the way of awakening is the imperative to get out of the tyranny of opposites, get past is/is not, right/wrong, good/bad, holy/unholy, even deluded/awakened. This way is not just the subtle application of the same rule: oppose opposites if they oppress you! (Oh logic, how accommodating.) No, these awkward statements come from experience: there is a place, a way of being, a vivid present in which is/is not, right/wrong, good/bad, rough/smooth, dark/light, holy/unholy are cloud shadows passing over the ocean on a windy spring day.
Dahui agreed that unresolved doubt is a major obstacle for students of the Way. He said doubt must be focused and defeated in order to experience awakening. But how can you defeat something without opposing it? It might be that doubt, like quicksand, is defeated or anyway survived by entering into it completely. Do not struggle AND do not give up. 
Dahui developed a way of working with koan following a direction his teacher Yuanwu opened but apparently did not emphasize. Dahui had students work with koan not by gathering and memorizing stories, discursive philosophizing and historical views on the koan, after the manner of the Caodong teachers of his time, but by focusing attention on a key phrase. There is some evidence that his reliance on and development of this method came about because of its success with Dahui's first awakened student, Miaodao.   
When he gave her the koan whose key phrase is "It is not Mind; it is not Buddha; it is not a thing. What is it?" he generously explained how to work with it, saying:
(1) You must not take it as a statement of truth. (2) You must not take it as something you do not need to do anything about. (3) Do not take it as a flint-struck spark or a lightning flash. (4) Do not try to divine the meaning of it. (5) Do not try to figure it out from the context in which I brought it up. 
(Schireson 2009, p. 125)
This instruction is good to this day. Miaodao was thoroughly prepared for focus on the phrase because of her recent experience of a major life change, wherein deeply meaningful choice, like a death in the family, grabs a person and won't let go, nor is there any right answer to the uncertainty being experienced. Because we are elders here in this room, we are all constantly being exposed to unresolvable situations in life. We may not all be leaving one sangha to follow a rival teacher, but we all face the looming certainty of death; we all stand helpless in the presence of the unremitting pain we can't relieve in our parents, children, siblings, spouses. Not knowing what to do is a fundamental flavor of experience, and it is exactly the  fruitful change-point of koan work.
This is worth repeating. In another document, Dahui's instructions for work with the key phrase of a koan read like this:
When you observe it, do not use extensive evaluation, do not try to explicate it, do not seek for understanding, do not take it up when you open your mouth, do not make meaning when you raise it, do not fall into vacuity, do not hold onto your mind waiting for enlightenment, do not catch a hold of it when your teacher speaks, and do not lodge in a shell of no concerns. But keep hold of it at all times, whether walking, standing, sitting, or lying down.  . . . Hold onto this . . . until it gets ripe, where verbal discussion and mental evaluation cannot reach. The square inch of your mind will be in a muddle. When it is as if you have clamped your teeth around a tasteless piece of iron and your will does not retreat—when it is like this, then that is good news! 	 (Levering 2013, p. 346)
My mind groans, "Oh no… another Everest to climb. I can barely manage the hike up the hill to the bus and scraping together dinner every night after wrangling with Dad's caregivers and the insurance company. How can I possibly muster this much energy? I'm gettin' old, dude!"
But that's the point. Such a person is already swamped, already in that helpless place where there's nothing you can do. In that place, "Not mind, not Buddha, not a thing—What?" floats right into view when walking and not knowing what to do, standing, sitting, lying down and not knowing... Certainly the square inch of the mind is in a muddle already. "Only grasp the reality that comes from the bottom of your own feet and work on," Dahui says. (Letters, quoted in Levering 2013, p.357)  Let "Not mind, not Buddha, not a thing …" have you. Let the world flood in. Oh look! Not-mind/not-a-thing is fixing food, weeding, paying bills, quibbling with insurance companies, sipping coffee. 
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