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introduction

‘How can I meditate when I am so busy with my work and
family?’ ‘How can I reconcile activity with stillness?” ‘Are there
any Buddhist nuns?’ ‘Can you find great female spiritual teach-
ers in the Buddhist tradition?’

As a meditation teacher and former Buddhist nun, I have
been asked these questions countless times. So I decided to
compile a book drawn from the living experiences of contempo-
rary women, showing how a meditative attitude can influence a
diverse range of lifestyles and activities. Indeed, I discovered
many great nuns and Buddhist women teachers today.

From conception to completion this book was a long drawn-
out adventure. I had to believe I could do it and find the finan-
cial support to make it happen. I wrote to two grant-giving
organizations, but not much happened, so I gave up. Then sud-
denly, after a long time, both grants came together within a
week, plus a further grant from another organization. I was
stunned; and I had to do it!

My travels took me from my doorstep, where I interviewed
Western women, to the roots of Buddhism in Korea, Japan,
Taiwan and Thailand. I was amazed and elated by the riches
and array of lifestyles I found. Some women [ knew already
and had corresponded with, but I encountered so many more it
became difficult to choose who would be in the book. I had 40
Interviews, all with quite extraordinary wOmet, but realizefl I
had to confine myself to 18, for reasons of space, and the quality
of each interview became the decisive factor. Howevel in a cer-

fain way they all speak for each other.
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Meeting these Buddhist women was a l.earmng proce:ss which
kept developing as I worked on the interviews, translating, tran-
scribing, typing and editing. I never became bored because there
was so much freshness and wisdom; such good stories. I stil]
wonder if [ would have the courage and faith of Ani Tenzin
Palmo when faced by a blizzard in the Himalayas, or Ayya
Khema’s calm acceptance when confronted with cancer.

I remain inspired by Haeju Sunim, who tells us we are all
Buddhas and the only way to live is to display the compassion
and wisdom of a Buddha; no need to wait for another time,
another retreat, another life. | am still enthused by I Tsao
Fashih, who tried convincing me to pray to be reborn in the
Pure Land. She could see I wag not very keen, but was so joyful,

generous and funny that I left her feeling perhaps I might be
walking on lotus flowers, and w
enced that way!
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person. But we must not forget the Buddha was revolutionary
when he said everybody was equal in awakening. This book
proves his point by showing women taking hold of their spiri-
tual path and displaying a wide spectrum of meditative
achievements.

Many books have been written about women and Buddhism
from a feminist, sociological, religious, cultural or historical
point of view. I wanted to approach this subject from a different
angle, that of meditative experience and everyday life. Some of
the women in this book are at the forefront of the debate in the
West. But I wanted to know more about their actual lives than
their ideas; how did they live day to day as Buddhists? What
did it mean for them at an experiential level to be a Buddhist
woman practitioner?

In the East whenever I broached the subject of women and
Buddhism or nuns versus monks, the women felt they were
equal. Myongsong Sunim, for example, says that monks and
nuns are the two wings of a bird — the bird needs both wings in
order to fly. And indeed, in their experience they have been
equal, achieving the same as any man or monk in their practice
and status. Even when conditions seemed to be against them,
like in Thailand, this did not stop Maechee Pathomwan from
becoming a nun, practising and becoming a respected teacher.

I need to say something about the status of nuns in
Buddhism. This varies according to the social and historical
conditions in each country and makes too long a story to relate
here. So I have abbreviated it thus: Korean nuns are 9o per cent
equal to monks, Japanese nuns 60 per cent, Taiwanese nuns 85
per cent, Thai nuns 15 per cent, Tibetan nuns 45 per cent. For
example, Korean nuns take the full ordination with 338 pre-
cepts, whilst Thai nuns barely have an ordination at all, with
only eight or 10 precepts.

Unsurprisingly, the Korean nuns are better supported and
have more opportunities for training and studying. But what

) xiii



Women on the Buddhist Path

[

impressed and reassured me was that no ?teitterrh(}w ditfficult
and poor the conditions, the Wonien practitioners I me We.r o
able to transcend them, lead full lives and be'come t.eachers in
their own right, like Maechee P'athomwan in Thailand and
Pang Kwihi, a paraplegic novelist in Kor.e%l.

I tried to include many Buddhist traditions to show the wide
range of meditative techniques, and I found a multiplicity of
approaches and possibilities. The Buddhist path is diverse;
there is a little of everything for everybody. However, the
common thread running through this book is mindfulness, a cre-

ative awareness which if applied and cultivated helps us to see

clearly, transforming the Way we are and how we live.



