69. Kongshi’s Bathhouse
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CHINA, TWELFTH CENTURY

=19 neN sHE was quite elderly, but before she beca
¢ | Kongshi Daoren opened a public bathhoyge On
L _;iJ to the bath she posted these words:

the dﬁOr

Nothing exists, not even dirt, so why are you bathing?
Even a speck of dust—where would it come from?
Say something true and then you can enter the bat,
If the ancient spirits can only scrub your back,

how could I, the founder, bring purity to your min Ep
‘If you want to be free from dirt ”

you should first make such an effort that your whole body !
sweats. )

It is said that water can wash off dust,

yet how can people realize that the water itself is also dust?

Even though you suddenly wipe away the distinction between
water and dirt,

you must still wash it all off when you come to this bathhouse.

SALLIE Jiko TISDALE’S REFLECTION

Kongshi Daoren'’s life is so familiar to me; she is .my neighbor, my
mother, my friend. Duty to others is a part of life; we are enmeshed
in each other’s lives, each other’s needs. Like so many women, Kong-
shi found that she could not fulfill her dearest wish—to become 2
nun—because other people wanted her to do otherwise. I have felt
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WHY DO YOU CALL YOURSEf , WOMAN?
AN7
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. iercing sorrow of bei

yown life, the P 8 w of be 'NE unable to do what |
™ 0 o because I could not, but becayee I chose the ]
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SO s time, women needed permission from the male
l Ko.n " ordain. Kongshi's father refused to all oy, her to bec

muly 4she entered a politically expedient Marriage, |p, tim)-m}: ‘1
aun u‘iSIjlowed her to leave the marriage, and she had no p o

i 1 .y ' lace to g0
hqua  coher father’s home. When he died, her brother became her
o a:ﬂ e asked for permission again, and again she vas refuse

‘ d.
o - cuffer, our impulse is to blame. We can look at Kongshi's
i dy—the familiar tale of a woman thwarted by men

as ]
# ined by someone else’s rules. But there is more to

head of
dhe P

story o,

ciety,
and :t‘-"o __and to mine, and yours—than what she was not allowed
her

4o At that Hme, a]l. of China was built on the. harsh constraints of
15, €verY person’s 1.1fe was defined by‘! ?:he society. Men, too, some-
mes could not ordax.n, because of political :and family duties. Many
ch people led lay lives of s‘f,udy and. n.led1tation and were known
 daoren, “people of the Way.” Kongshi lived simply, studying alone,
Kongshi was thwarted by men, but what touches me about her story
s how inconsequential that was, in the end. Like all of us, she was g
mainly thwarted by her own desire. We live in hope and fear, lostin the | F,: ,
past and racing to the future, imagining the self we want to be instead f " |
of who we are. Kongshi thought she needed ordination robes to be )
happy; she couldn’t have them, so she was unhappy for a long time. S
In the end, thwarting was her liberation. Kongshi was deeply
moved by a few lines from the Contemplation of the Dharmadhatu:

- “One includes all and enters all. All includes one and enters one:
one includes one and enters one; all includes all and enters all. They
interpenetrate one another without any obstruction.” She must have
felt resentment—I certainly have. But she saw how the world braids
together, intricate beyond measure, that nothing is really obstructed,
and she rose above resentment. She rose above her own point of view:
with a small shift in perspective, ordination robes are just clothes.
Whata great gift she received in not being able to do what she wanted
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to do! Could she have seen into the nature of inte
. -
what she wanted? m'h“tfati;,n
if
Sh;,

had been given
Like Kongshi,

needed a certain I

[ thought needed ordination re},
ife—but as happens to many of . 1 the,
Hus, my fant Hht |
sy i
(S

was blocked by mY real one. And I came to see that

blocked can W€ seek a doorway. After L only by, fing;
er brothe, d.mi{
+ dieq

o study with a gifted teacher. There

ould do what she wanted. She COUldwerj no
Ordaip ;

if she

didn’t. Meeting her teacher face to
se. i =3
I unmake the universe.” Knq ohe i
Wing th
at,

ourselves
Kongshi went t
obstacles; she ¢
wanted—and she
to him, “I make the univer

how could it matter what she wore?
Finally, she left her teacher and built a bathhouse o
utside ang
ther

monastery. On the door, she wrote the poem. Her d

flling tubs, scrubbing backs, washing out dirty tOweTys were spen,
s and hape;

glng

them to dry and folding them up carefully the next mornj
an’s work. But she also wrote poems on the walls an;"ng: a won.
customers in Dharma combat. Dirt? Water? Self? oth:;1 gSaEEd her

* ) ow me

the difference.
Finally, she moved to a con
vent and taught an
yone who cam
eto See

her. Almost as an afterthought, she ordained. There had
any real obstacles at all. I like to think of her washing :ndn(;?:;r been
ing her

robes and folding them as carefully as she had learned to
towel, because—isn't it obvious?—they were the sam o fold a bath
€.
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