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Nature in Dogen's Philosophy and Poetry 

by Miranda Shaw 

1. Introduction 

References to the natural world abound in the writings of 
Dogen Kigen Zenshi (1200-1253). He drew examples from nat­
ural phenomena to illustrate philosophical points and specified 
how his key philosophical positions applied to natural 
phenomena.1 Dogen's views on nature can be placed in the 
context of a Buddhist debate that began in China in the sixth 
century, namely, the controversy surrounding the status of non-
sentient beings in. MahJ^ana Buddhist soteriology. This was a 
bulging theological issue in East Asia for many centuries. Dogen 
is not usually discussed as a participant in this debate, although 
his career fell within its geographical and temporal parameters 
and he clearly participated in it. After a brief summary of this 
debate up to the eve of Dogen's career, a presentation of the 
Zen master's views on Buddha-nature insofar as they relate to 
this debate will clarify his attitudes toward nature.2 The distinc­
tiveness of his philosophical stance can better be understood 
when viewed against this background of a range of positions 
that were articulated. In order to explore some concrete expres­
sions of his views about nature and to introduce some of Dogen's 
poetry, the body of this article is a philosophical exegesis of four 
of Dogen's thirty-one syllable poems (waka*) in terms of what 
they reveal about his attitudes toward and experiences of na­
ture.* 

//. Controversy Surrounding the Religious Status of Plants and Trees 

A brief summary of the debate on whether natural 
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phenomena like plants and trees possess Buddha-nature (bus-
shoh) should be helpful in showing where Dogen falls on the 
spectrum of theories that were advanced. The general origin 
of the debate is the conflict posed by two of the central claims 
of Mahayana Buddhism: the expansive promise of enlighten­
ment to all sentient beings and the doctrine of the universality 
of Buddha-nature. If Buddha-nature represents the potential 
for enlightenment, then what special relationship does it bear 
to the category of "sentient beings" earmarked for enlighten­
ment? Did the Mahayana texts consider "sentient being" to refer 
to transmigration in the six realms of rebirth, or could it be 
extended to include natural phenomena or even to include all 
phenomena? 

A. The Debate in China 
The motive spurring the debate in China was a desire for 

logical consistency. The three main contributors to the debate 
on Chinese soil were Chi-t'sang, Fa-ts'ang, and Chan-jan. Chi-
t'sang (549-623) of the^San:run school was the first to use the 
phrase "attainment of Buddhahood by plants and trees."4 On 
the basis of the premise that Buddha-nature resides in non-sen­
tient beings (like plants and trees) as well as in sentient beings, 
he concluded that non-sentient beings theoretically can attain 
enlightenment. However, this was a theoretical possibility only; 
in actuality non-sentient beings do not have a mind with which 
to experience Buddhahood.5 Fa-ts'ang (643—712) criticized Chi-
t'sang from the standpoint of Hua-yen metaphysics. He felt that 
the vision of universal interdependence and mutual identity of 
all phenomena in the Avatamsaka-sutra necessitated the conclu­
sion that Buddha-nature, and therefore potential enlighten­
ment, is held in common by all things, even land/' The pos­
sibilities of this line of argumentation were not explored until 
Kukai took it up again in ninth-century Japan. 

The thought of Chan-jan (711-782), a T'ien-t'ai patriarch, 
represents the culmination of this line of thought in China. 
While some before him had excluded non-sentient beings from 
the sphere of enlightenment because of a belief that they lack 
the requisite mind with which to experience it, Chan-jan offered 
a classically idealist solution. He contended that all things mani-
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fest the immutable mind-nature of the Buddhas. Because all 
things without exception possess Buddha-nature, there is no 
basis for a distinction between animate and inanimate entities: 

Therefore we may know that the single mind of a single particle 
of dust comprises the mind-nature of all sentient beings and 
Buddhas. . . . Therefore when we speak of all things, why should 
exception be made in the case of a tiny particle of dust? Why 
should the substance of the Bhiitatathata pertain exclusively to 
"us" rather than to "others"? . . . there is only one undifferen­
tiated nature.7 (Chin-kang Pi) 

For Chan-jan, Buddha-nature is the immutable mind at the base 
of all phenomena. To say that it is present in some things but 
not in others is a logical contradiction. Therefore, one can only 
conclude that all things possess the prerequisite for enlighten­
ment: 

Within the Assembly of the Lotus, all are present without division. 
In the case of grass, trees, and the soil (from which they grow), 
what difference is there between the four kinds of atoms? [The 
minutest components of things, perceptible by sight, smell, taste, 
and touch] By snapping their fingers and joining their palms, 
they will all achieve the causation for Buddhahood. . . . How can 
it still be said today that inanimate things are devoid (of the 
Buddha-nature)?8 

The preceding quotations show that Chan-jan was concerned 
with the logical implications of the universality of Buddha-
nature. Further, he was concerned with the mundane world as 
a whole, not just vegetation per se. He wanted to demonstrate 
that Buddha-nature is present in the tiniest mote of dust, as 
well as in plants and trees. 

B. The Debate in Japan 
In their continuation of this controversy, Japanese scholars 

were concerned almost exclusively with the religious status of 
nature in Buddhist soteriology. A reverent regard for nature as 
the locus of religious meaning had been part of Japan's indigen­
ous worldview since prehistoric times. While the Chinese were 
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motivated by a desire to establish an absolutistic metaphysics, 
the Japanese were prompted to discover whether "plants and 
trees" (somukuc) could attain Buddhahood (jobutmd). The debate 
took several interesting turns on Japanese soil. Kukai (774-835) 
was the first to enter into the debate. However, I would like to 
discuss his views last in order to compare them with Dogen's. 

Annen (841-884) held a view similar to that of Chan-jan: 
since Buddha-nature is common to all beings, it follows that 
both sentient and non-sentient beings can attain Buddhahood.9 

Ryogen (912-985), a Tendai scholar, retained the distinction 
between sentient and non-sentient beings, but brought the dis­
cussion to a new level by arguing for the inclusion of vegetation 
in the category of the sentient. He likened the organic growth-
cycle of a plant to the stages of Buddhist practice: 

budding — aspiration 
growing — training 
fruiting — enlightenment 
dying — nirvana 

According to his theory, the completion of a plant's natural 
life-cycle constituted its attainment of Buddhahood. Implicitly 
excluded were natural phenomena without such a life-cycle, like 
mountains and rivers.10 

A slightly later Tendai scholar, Chujin (1065-1138), broke 
yet new ground by putting forth a theory of the innate enlighten­
ment of plants and trees, in accordance with the increasing 
emphasis of the Tendai sect upon "original enlightenment" (hon-
gakue): 

Trees and plants are in possession of Buddha-nature {bussho or 
Buddhala). "Buddha" means "enlightenment." The inner (or mys­
terious) principle of the Buddha-nature is a purity of original 
enlightenment (hongaku). . .. This is something which plants and 
trees are in possession of. 

As for trees and plants, there is no need for them to have or 
show the thirty-two marks (of Buddhahood); in their present 
form—that is, by having roots, stems, branches, and leaves, each 
in its own way has Buddhahood.11 
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Chujin went a step further than Ryogen by dispensing with an 
anthropocentric model of Buddhahood. For him, the enlighten­
ment of the natural world is an actuality, not just a potentiality, 
and it manifests this enlightenment in its own unique way.12 

Despite these advances, the issue was not laid to rest in the 
twelfth century. Echoing the seventh-century sentiments of Chi-
t'sang, Shoshin (1189-1204) put forth reasons why plants and 
trees, like other non-sentient beings, cannot attain Buddhahood: 

Trees and plants cannot be transformed into sentient beings, or 
transmigrate into other worlds. Therefore, they have no chance 
of attaining Buddhahood. Trees and plants cannot train them­
selves, because they have no mind. Therefore, they cannot attain 
Buddhahood. If they had a mind, we would be unable to differen­
tiate them from sentient beings. . . . Trees and plants do not 
possess the external conditions necessary for attaining Buddha­
hood.' 3 

Further, Shoshin conservatively pointed out that no sutra or 
sastra specifies that plants and trees can attain enlightenment.14 

Naturally, other scholars found his view to be inconsistent with 
Tendai doctrines, but his expression of it stands witness to the 
fact that the religious status of the plant world was still highly 
controversial and a matter of deep concern for twelfth-century 
Japanese Buddhists on the eve of Dogen's career. 

Kukai (774-835), the founder of the Shingon sect in Japan, 
figures last in this brief chronicle because in many ways his views 
were the most radical and therefore closest to those of Dogen. 
Utilizing the categories provided by his esoteric metaphysics 
and Hua-yen philosophy, Kukai found a way to forge an identity 
between the phenomenal world and the Absolute, the Absolute 
for Kukai being Mahavairocana. He expressed this identity as 
"the eternal harmony of the six great elements," i.e. earth, water, 
fire, wind, space, and mind or consciousness, the elements that 
comprise all Buddhas, sentient beings, and material worlds.15 

Therefore, plants, trees, and even non-sentient beings have a 
mind, the prerequisite for Buddhahood. While retaining the 
categories of sentient and non-sentient, Kukai effectively dis­
solved the basis of distinction between them. 
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In the Shingon master's scheme, like many Chinese formu­
lations, there are two distinct types of phenomena: conditioned 
and unconditioned. "The objects of sight—colors, forms, and 
movements—[i.e. sentient and non-sentient beings] . . . are the 
products of the unconditioned; in other words, they are the 
manifestations of the Body and Mind of the Dharmakaya 
Buddha."1*1 The undifferentiated Dharmakaya manifests itself 
in the form of four mandalas ("spheres" of physical extension 
and communication). The body-, speech-, mind-, and action-
mandalas form the realms of phenomena and experience.17 

Non-sentient beings are regarded as the mind-mandala. Since 
the four mandalas interpenetrate one another, there is in fact 
no distinction between the creating principle (Dharmakaya or 
Mahavairocana) and the created phenomena.18 

Kukai's concept of identity was embedded in the metaphysi­
cal categories of his mikkyo1 doctrines. His equation of Buddha-
nature and phenomena was virtually lost amidst the elaborate 
theories he constructed around it. In addition, he upheld the 
dualities of phenomenal/noumenal, conditioned/uncondi­
tioned, and sentient/non-sentient in the structure of his argu­
ments. Nonetheless, Kukai formulated a strong argument for 
the full Buddhahood of plants, trees, and all phenomena that 
foreshadowed Dogen's conception in its radicalness, although 
he preceded the Soto master by four centuries. 

///. Dogen's Views on Buddha-Nature and Sentience 

The diachronic discussion of the previous section was in­
cluded in order to highlight and to contextualize the importance 
and uniqueness of Dogen's contribution to the debate. All the 
views described therein share a dualistic and absolutistic view 
of Buddha-nature, albeit with varying degrees of explicitness. 
That is, they share the ontological presupposition that Buddha-
nature is an eternal, unchanging essence underlying all permu­
tations and immanent in some or all phenomena. Mahayana 
scriptural sources like the Saddharmapun4arika-sutra and the 
Mahaparinirvana-sutra had left no doubt that Buddha-nature is 
present in all beings and that, by virtue of their possession of 
it, all sentient beings will attain enlightenment. Therefore, the 
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ensuing discussion focused on establishing the parameters of 
the category "sentient beings" and on whether potential Bud-
dhahood in each case was merely theoretically possible or prac­
tically realizable. The two most radical opinions were Ryogen's 
and Kukai's. Ryogen, who had argued for the innate enlighten­
ment of plants and trees, had maintained that Buddha-nature 
was something that they possessed. Even Kukai's identification 
of Dharmakaya and concrete phenomena achieved a formal 
identity at best. In his own words, the transcendent Dharmakaya 
Buddha "is analogous to great space; he is eternal, being un­
obstructed, and embraces in himself all phenomena."19 There­
fore, Kukai's concept of identity was one of "eternal harmony" 
between two distinct orders of reality. 

The Kamakura reformer went beyond the transcendental 
and immanental viewpoints that bound these Buddhist scholars 
to varying degrees of idealism. His understanding of the re­
lationship between Buddha-nature and concrete phenomena 
was thoroughgoingly nondualistic. In Dogen's Shobogenzo, 
Buddha-nature is not an eternal or invisible essence hidden 
within, possessed by, or manifested by perceptible phenomena: 

From the beginningless past, many foolish people identified con­
sciousness and spirituality as the Buddha-nature. How laughable 
it is that they were called the enlightened people! If I were to 
explain the Buddha-nature without getting too involved, [I would 
say that it is] fences, walls, roof tiles, and pebbles.20 (Shdb.-Bussho) 

Here, Dogen directly contradicts a statement that occurs in the 
Mahdparinirvdnasutra: "Those which have not the Buddha-
nature are fences, walls, tiles, stones, and other non-sentient 
beings."21 This positing of an ontological hierarchy was 
anathema to his philosophy. 

Dogen's fundamental ontological premise was that Buddha-
nature is none other than concrete phenomena. That is to say, 
"all things," i.e. concrete phenomena, provides an exhaustive 
definition of Buddha-nature. "In the entire universe there is 
not even a single object alien from Buddha-nature, nor is there 
any second existence other than this universe here and now."22 

(Shob.-Bussho) Even to speak of a relationship between Buddha-
nature and phenomena is incorrect, because they are not two 
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separate entities that can interrelate, however close one con­
ceives their relationship to be. Rather, Buddha-nature and "all 
things" are identical. This is not a mere formal, logical identity, 
like the identity between "the one" and "the many" or between 
"essence" and "manifestation" posited by idealistic metaphysics. 
"The principle of dharmata is not like that. It completely goes 
beyond ideas of difference and identity, separation and unity 
between this phenomenal world and dharmata."23 (Shob.-Hossho) 
This identity is simple, uncompounded equivalence; not A = 
B, but A = A: 

We do not say "all sentient beings are the Buddha-nature" (issai-
shujo soku bussho) [for even "are" smacks of a dualistic thinking], 
but instead "all-sentient-beings-the-Buddha-nature-of-exis-
tence" (issai-shujo-u-bussho).^ (Shob.-Bussho) 

Clearly, Dogen believed that to draw even the minutest distinc­
tion was to fall into the snare of dualism. 

The distinction between sentient and non-sentient beings 
had become irrelevant. Since Buddha-nature is the temporal 
flux of reality, from which nothing is excluded, Dogen upheld 
the equivalence of all existences, sentient beings, and Buddha-
nature: 

"The word 'all existences' refers to sentient beings or all things. 
That is, all existences are the Buddha-nature, and the totality of 
all existences is called sentient beings."2' (Shob.-Bussho) 

For Dogen there is no differentiation between living and non-liv­
ing beings or between beings with and without mind. These 
categories had been invoked by other philosophers in order to 
define the sphere of potential enlightenment, and it usually 
resulted in a hierarchy of beings, as seen in the thought of 
Ryogen and Shoshin. Dogen rejected this line of thinking when 
he rejected absolutistic metaphysics and reasserted the universal­
ity of impermanence and dependent origination. 

Dogen used the term "Buddha-nature" interchangeably 
with "impermanence" (mujo*), sunyata (kuh), tathata (shinnyo1), 
and dharmata {hossho^. He had sought for an understanding of 
Buddha-nature in the Buddhist doctrines of impermanence 
(anitya), universal conditionally (sarnskrta), and non-self (andt-
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man), all three of which converge at the conclusion that there 
is no permanent, unchanging entity anywhere in the universe. 
From these premises, Dogen inferred that Buddha-nature itself 
cannot be exempt from universal impermanence. He concluded 
that Buddha-nature is nothing other than the impermanence 
of all things, inseparable either logically or concretely from the 
momentary arising and perishing of evanescent phenomenality: 

The impermanence of grass, trees, and forests is verily the 
Buddha-nature. The impermanence of the person's body and 
mind is verily the Buddha-nature. The impermanence of the 
land, country, and scenery is verily the Buddha-nature.2,i (Shob.-
Bussho) 

Because Buddha-nature is impermanence, one should not 
look anywhere else for it except in concrete reality. "Thus to 
see mountains and rivers is tantamount to experiencing the 
Buddha-nature. To behold the Buddha-nature is to observe a 
donkey's jaw and a horse's mouth."27 (Shob.-Bussho) Dogen some­
times stated his definition of Buddha-nature as an abstract prop­
osition, such as "All things themselves are ultimate reality,"28 or 
"Impermanence is Buddha-nature."20 (Shob.-Shdji) However, be­
cause Buddha-nature is equivalent to concrete particulars, more 
often he listed concrete examples to demonstrate the principle: 

The real aspect [dharmatd] is all things. . .this wind and this rain, 
this sequence of daily living. . .this study and practice, this ever­
green pine and ever unbreakable bamboo."1" (Shob.-Shohd-jisso) 

Impermanence, for Dogen, was the key concept. To express 
the idea that nothing is static or immutable, Dogen sometimes 
used phrases like "the blue mountain always walks" or "the 
eastern mountain floats on water."31 (Shdb.-Sansuikyo) In other 
words, even things that appear to be immovable or nonliving 
display the creative dynamism of impermanence/Buddha-
nature. Within this conceptual framework, enlightenment could 
never be portrayed as an escape from impermanence or as a 
permanent attainment. "Since supreme enlightenment is the 
Buddha-nature, it is impermanent. The perfect quietude of 
nirvana is momentary and thereby the Buddha-nature."32 {Shob.-
Bussho) Dogen conceived enlightenment to be the experience 
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of all-inclusive impermanence and the realization that the im-
permanence of "all things," including oneself, is Buddha-
nature. 

IV. Dogen's Views on Nature: Four Waka 

The frequent references to nature throughout Dogen's 
philosophical writings show that nature and its religious value 
were never far from his mind. As a way to focus more closely 
on the Zen master's views on nature, I would like to analyze 
some of his poems in terms of how they express his philosophy, 
by applying a thematic rather than a literary mode of analysis. 

In both prose and poetry, Dogen used the nature images 
that recur in Japanese literature (mountains, the moon, rain, 
bamboo, etc.), but, according to Hee-Jin Kim, used "these quite 
common words or metaphors in a unique way, so that their 
ordinary meanings are not extended or expanded to describe 
extraordinary events other than themselves, but instead their 
ordinary meanings are radicalized."33 In this sense, he wrote 
about nature without sentimentality. Dogen felt that one should 
not apply human standards to natural phenomena, so his valori­
zation of the natural world was an affirmation of nature qua 
nature and as Buddha-nature: 

The Buddha's way consists in the form that exists and the condi­
tions that exist. The bloom of flowers and the fall of leaves are 
the conditions that exist. And yet unwise people think that in 
the world of essence there should be no bloom of flowers and 
no fall of leaves.M (Shob.-Ho.ssho) 

Hajime Nakamura points out that Dogen displays two indige­
nously Japanese ways of thinking in his "acceptance of actuality 
in the phenomenal world as absolute" and in his close involve­
ment with the landscape as the focal point of religious and poetic 
imagination.35 Throughout history, there have been a diversity 
of ways in which the Japanese have viewed nature as soteric.3*1 

In Dogen's case, the basis of his affirmation of the full-fledged 
ontological and religious status of nature was the reappropria-
tion of what he regarded as Buddhism's original, radical mes-
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sage. Thus, it represents a confluence of his Japanese cultural 
background and his Buddhist philosophy. 

Since the Soto master's sensitivity to nature was coupled 
with his nondualistic Buddhist ontology, his poems are quite 
different in tone from earlier and contemporaneous works. He 
wrote without the romanticism, anthropomorphism, and sense 
of pathos that one often finds in the poetry of preceding eras. 
In addition, he rarely evoked the popular poetic moods, like 
desolate solitude (wabik).*7 A brief comparison with the poetrv 
of Saigyo (1118-1190), a slightly earlier Buddhist poet who be­
came extremely renowned as a classical bard of Japanese sen­
sibilities, may help to highlight what is distinctive in Dogen's 
verse. Saigyo's poetry was infused with Kukai's metaphysics, and 
William LaFleur claims that he portrays nature as if it itself is 
the Tathagata.38 However, when one examines Saigyo's poetry, 
one finds that the soteric value of nature portrayed therein is 
its roles as companion and teacher. Personified nature grieves, 
has a healing "power" (iryoku1), and yields a sense of peace and 
consolation. The predominant tone is the lamentation of imper-
manence. For example:**9 

Gazing at. them, 
these blossoms have grown 
so much a part of me, 
to part with them when they fall 
seems bitter indeed! 

Nowhere does one find the one-to-one correspondence between 
natural phenomena and "the Absolute" (per Kukai's ontology) 
or Buddha-nature that one finds in Dogen's poetry. 

In light of the preceding introduction, one can predict that 
Dogen did not exalt or venerate nature in the same way as did 
his predecessors. He had his own way of expressing the religious 
value of nature. This is evident in a waka that was inspired by 
a Chinese enlightenment poem:10 

Mine no iro Mountain colors, 
Tani no hibiki mo Valley echoes, 

Mina nagara Everything as it is— 
Waga Shakamuni The voice and body 
Koe to sugata to Of my beloved Sa kyam u n i. 
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Here, Dogen expresses his conviction that the forms of nature 
do not manifest Buddha-nature; they are Buddha-nature. 
Buddha-nature is expressed as a concrete particular, 
"Sakyamuni's voice and body," in keeping with Dogen's predilec­
tion for concrete imagery. Since the essential feature of a 
Buddha is enlightenment, which is actualized at all times and 
places, "the universe is proclaiming the actual body of 
Buddha."41 (Shob.-Keiseisanshoku) This directly opposes Kukai's 
dualistic view that phenomena are "the manifestations of the 
Body and Mind of the Dharmakaya Buddha."42 Dogen denied 
the dualism of essence and manifestation. He maintained that 
"there is no expression (set.su) that is not essence (.sTio)."43 (Shob.-
Sesshin-sessho) 

The central line of the waka is the conceptual focal point, 
providing a pivotal link between the other pairs of lines. Nagara 
signifies the continuation of an action or a state of being. When 
it refers to a state of being, it can mean "remaining thus" or "as 
it is," conveying the Buddhist notion of thusness (tathata). This 
affirms that the value of nature is intrinsic and not predicated 
upon its ability to point to something beyond itself. At the same 
time, this intrinsic value is not simply the appearance or experi­
ence of nature. "It is regrettable that many only appreciate the 
superficial aspects of sound and color. They can neither perceive 
nor experience Buddha's shape, form and voice in a land­
scape."44 (Shob.-Keis.) 

Therefore, Dogen is affirming the specifically religious 
value of nature, which is its very emptiness or impermanence. 
This emptiness is realizable by the enlightened. "The real form 
of mountains, rivers, and the green earth is rooted in en­
lightened vision. . ."45 (Shob.-Ganzei) Thus, it is enlightened vis­
ion, the "wisdom eye," that reveals the nondual oneness of one­
self, the landscape, and Sakyamuni. This is the underlying theme 
of Dogen's visionary poem. When one casts off mind and body, 
one meets the Buddha everywhere, and one "can hear the 84,000 
hymns of praise coming from the valley streams and the moun­
tains. . . . (These) will never hold back their teaching of the 
Buddhist Way."4fi (Shob.-Keis.) 

This points to another of Dogen's views on nature, namely, 
his belief in nature's ability to preach the Buddhist Dharma, 
i.e., to be the "voice of Sakyamuni." Dogen called this enlighten-

http://set.su
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ing communication "the discourse of non-sentient beings" (mujo-
seppom). This concept was one of the concrete illustrations he 
used to eliminate the distinction between sentient and non-sen­
tient beings. If one can think only in terms of human characteris­
tics, it is easy to conclude that various entities of nature like 
animals and plants, much less so-called non-living entities like 
mountains and rivers, cannot preach the Dharma. Dogen in­
sisted that "non-sentient beings" do expound Buddhist truths: 

The way insentient beings expound Dharma should not be under­
stood to be necessarily like the way sentient beings expound 
Dharma. . . .it is contrary to the Buddha-way to usurp the voices 
of the living and conjecture about those of the non-living in 
terms of them. . .47 (Shob.-Mujd-seppo) 

"Non-sentient beings" may not communicate in the same way-
human beings do, but they do possess the ability to give voice 
to the Buddhist Way (dotoku"). 

Illustrative of Dogen's conviction in this matter is the follow­
ing waka:4H 

Tani ni hibiki Monkey's cries from the 
Mineninakusaru mountaintops, 

Tae dae ni Echoing mysteriously in the 
Tada kono kyo o valley: 
Toku tokoso kike I listen only 

to the preach ing of this sutra. 

Dogen equates the monkey's cries with a discourse on Dharma. 
One can find a clue to the content of this sutra in the third line 
of the waka, which is a play on words. Tae dae° means "mysteri­
ously," suggesting the haunting quality of the monkey's cries. 
One imagines that they are piercing the night air. The mysteri-
ousness could also be the ineffable "thusness" of momentary 
events, which must be experienced in order to be fathomed. 
However, the pronunciation of tae dae means "intermittently." 
If the monkey cries out at intervals, the intermittent sound 
would serve to remind one that Buddha-nature is eternally rising 
and perishing, moment-by-moment. The concept of emptiness 
is also evoked by the poetic image of the echo. An echo is 
explicitly empty in-and-of-itself, for it is dependent upon a cer-
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tain conjunction of sound, surface, and ear. To listen to an echo 
is to be reminded of the dependent co-arising of all phenomena. 
Therefore, metaphorically and literally, the monkey is delivering 
a profound discourse on impermanence and dependent origina­
tion. 

As in the previous waka, Dogen writes from the standpoint 
of enlightened vision. When one is awakened, everything reveals 
the true meaning of the sutras. 

This sutra is the sutra of the entire universe—mountains, rivers, 
earth, grass, trees, self, and others. . . .When we study the way 
based on those respective sutras, countless sutras are revealed.4il 

(Shdb. -Jishozammai) 

If one is to be illumined by the monkey's sutra, one must "drop 
body and mind" (shinjin datsuraku]i) and become one with it. 
Dogen felt that nondual awareness is the key to the liberating 
and liberated vision that allows one to discover the true meaning 
of the sutras in all things. He taught that the way to achieve 
nondual awareness is to focus completely on one thing at a time. 
That is why he listens "only to this sutra." 

Nondual awareness is beautifully expressed in the following 
poem: 

Kiku mama ni As I listened, 
Mala kokoro miki I became 

Ma ni shi areba The sound of rain 
Onore narikeri On the eaves. 
Noki no mizu. 

The listener in the first line and the rain in the fifth line are 
bridged by three lines expressing their oneness. Kokoro na ki, 
literally "without my heart," is a Japanese expression for an 
experience of harmony with nature. Taken together, the fourth 
and fifth lines mean "I myself became the rain." The profundity 
of experience he describes is more than deep aesthetic appreci­
ation, and it goes beyond the definition of an object in terms 
of any or all possible intellectual categories, including "Buddha-
nature." It is to experience its thusness. To fathom the sound 
of the rain is to experience rain-ness, is to become rain. In the 



DOGEN 125 

same way, to fathom the impermanence of Buddha-nature is 
to meet the Buddha, is to become enlightened. 

The image of raindrops is highly evocative of imperma­
nence and emptiness, for it is the spaces between them that 
create the pattern of sound, just as it is emptiness that makes 
form possible. Similarly, it is the "gaps" in the self, the lack of 
fixed boundaries between "self and "other," that make this 
unitary awareness attainable. Thus, nondual awareness presup­
poses selflessness (andtman) and dependent origination. Because 
of dependent origination, each phenomenon (such as a human 
being) is coextensive with the entire situation of which it is a 
part at each moment (in this case, rainfall). Clearly, imperma-
nence/emptiness has a positive value for Dogen. It underlies 
this liberative visionary mode, making enlightenment possible. 

A poem by Saigyo on the subject of rain provides an interest­
ing contrast:51 

Who lives here 
Must know what sadness means— 
mountain village, 
rain drenching down 
from the evening sky. 

Here, the rapport between man and environment is a different 
kind of concord. The rainfall is an occasion for sadness. A sense 
of impermanence is conveyed by the image of a small mountain 
village dwarfed by the mountainside and pitiably drenched by 
a downpour. The realization of its impermanence causes the 
poet to lament the fragility of humankind's creations and the 
transience of life itself. In Saigyo's waka, nature symbolizes his 
mood in a subtle humanization. In contrast, Dogen allows nature 
to be just what it is. He portrays its impermanence as liberative 
rather than pathetic. Hee-Jin Kim explains that Dogen's interest 
in impermanence is in part a cultural trait, while his philosophi­
cal—and, by extension, aesthetic—rendition of it is unique: 

As he probed into the ethos of impermanence, thoroughly indi-
genized by the medieval Japanese mind, Dogen did not indulge 
in aesthetic dilettantism and sentimentalism as a way to escape 
from the fleeting fates of life, but, instead, examined the nature 
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of impermanence and its ultimate companion, death, unflinch­
ingly, and attempted to realize liberation in and through this 
inexorable scheme of things.'2 

Therefore, in Dogen's poem, the rain doesn't mirror his mood; 
Dogen harmonizes his mind with the rain, accepts its imperma­
nence, and experiences it as it is, in its thusness. 

The Soto master accomplished this nondualistic mode of 
awareness by focusing his mind on a particular event or object, 
a process that he called "the total exertion of a single thing" 
(ippo-gujinq). "This total exertion is the choosing of one thing 
at a time to live it in its total thusness."53 The following waka 
epitomizes "total exertion" and its metaphysical underpin­
nings:54 

Haruwahana Spring is a flower 
Natsu hototogisu Summer is a cuckoo 

Akiwatsuki Autumn is the moon 
Fuyuyuki saete And in winter the snow 
Suzushi karikeri is cold and clear. 

Dogen appropriates a traditional set of images and presents 
them in a new light, a practice common among Japanese poets. 
An earlier Chinese poem serves to contrast Dogen's treatment 
of the theme:55 

Various flowers bloom in the spring, 
the moon shines in autumn, 
cool wind blows in summer 
and snow falls in winter. 
How nice and pleasant the seasons 

are for man! 

The Chinese poem lists the beauties of nature associated with 
each season and extols their ornamental enhancement of 
humankind's existence. Each image—flowers, the moon, etc.— 
had come to symbolize a particular season in the course of 
literary history. On the other hand, in Dogen's poem, these 
objects don't symbolize their respective seasons; they are the 
seasons. Since spring is a flower, one can experience the whole 
of spring by totally experiencing a single flower. Since winter 
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is snow, one can experience the totality of winter by total exertion 
upon snow's utter coldness. 

Philosophically, this series of images expresses Dogen's con­
viction that one can realize the totality of the universe in a single 
event or moment of thusness. In his own words, "He who knows 
a single object comprehends the entire universe; he who pene­
trates a single dharma exhausts all dharmas."5** (Shob.-Shoaku-
makusa) On this point, Dogen's philosophy partook of Hua-yen 
metaphysics,57 according to which all universes and times are 
present in a single moment of thought, due to the mutual inter-
penetration and nonobstruction of all phenomena. In the words 
of Fa-ts'ang, the Chinese Hua-yen patriarch: 

Since a single moment has no substance of its own, it becomes 
interchangeable with the great aeons. Because the great aeons 
have no substance, they also embrace the single moment. . . . 
Hence all the universes that are far away or near by, all the 
Buddhas and sentient beings, and all things and events in the 
three times [past, present, and future] vividly appear within one 
moment.,H 

Similarly, the Zen master concluded that "Entire being, the en­
tire world, exists in the time of each and every now."59 {Shob.-Uji) 

This concept is inextricably linked with Dogen's philosophy 
of time, a subject that he explored at great length. Rejecting 
the normative conception of time as a linear flow, Dogen under­
stood time to be a succession of discrete moments. Each moment 
is spatial as well as temporal, because time is inseparable from 
concrete, momentary events. That is, "activity is time, and time 
is activity."60 Therefore, a flower, a minute spatial and temporal 
component of spring, is the spring. Spring cannot be found 
apart from the momentary events that comprise it. It is not an 
eternal essence underlying the blossoming of flowers and bud­
ding of trees, any more than Buddha-nature is an eternal essence 
underlying all things. Spring, then, becomes the matrix or con­
figuration of dependent origination in which a flower appears. 
The flower, in turn, is a full expression and actualization of the 
situation of which it is a part. When a flower appears, "the world 
unfolds itself with the flowering."*1' {Shob.-Baika) 

The existential dimension of this complex of ideas sub­
sumed by "total exertion" is that one should focus one's attention 
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upon the present moment, upon each "here-now" (genjokoan*). 
"Unless [one] puts forth the utmost exertion and lives time now, 
not a single thing will be realized."b2 (Shob.-Uji) By applying 
oneself with total exertion, one will fully experience a flower, 
the sound of raindrops, snow's utter coldness, the reality of birth 
and death, and the universality of impermanence—in a word, 
enlightenment. 

V. Conclusion 

Dogen's view of the radical non-duality of phenomena and 
Buddha-nature lends itself to reflection upon the parameters 
of two terms that pervade religious-historical writings: "tran­
scendence" and "immanence." The usefulness of these terms as 
cross-cultural categories rightfully has been called into ques-
tion.M The applicability of either term within a given system of 
thought must be narrowly specified and broadly contextualized, 
and once this has been accomplished, it becomes clear that that 
exact use of the term would not apply in any other context.64 

My discussion of Dogen highlights a specific dimension of 
the concept of transcendence that rarely is invoked and that 
therefore may enlarge our understanding of the potential appli­
cations of the term. It amply has been demonstrated that tran­
scendence has no place in Dogen's ontology. He rejected any 
attempt to place Buddha-nature and enlightenment beyoncTtmr-
sphere of momentary, concrete phenomena. One may therefore 
be7 tempted to label Dogen as a^racRcaTlmmanentalist," and 
one imagines that he would have been pleased with the term. 
However, transcendence is present in his thought as an expe­
riential category. In order to experience an event in its thusness, 
one has to experience a breakthrough of awareness. One has 
to transcend the illusory boundaries of one's ego, "dropping 
body and mind," in order to attain the unitary mode of vision 
described in Dogen's poetry and sermons. 

Therefore, in addition to the vertical transcendence derived 
from western monotheism, in which an entity who is above and 
beyond the world created and rules the world, there may be 
said to be a horizontal transcendence, in which one moves beyond 
the limits of a former situation and attains a new perspective 
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or understanding, perhaps even on a universal scale. It is the 
difference between an ontological transcendent and experiential 
transcendence. This latter type of transcendence rarely is cited as 
a form of religious transcendence or a metaphysical category, 
but hopefully it increasingly will be, as scholars cease to measure 
eastern religion against pre-established definitions and instead 
allow eastern examples to expand our concepts and categories 
and, in the process, our understanding of what it means to be 
human. 
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