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Introduction

The Tales of Uji Shiii, which are thought to have been completed
in the first half of the thirteen century include 197 stories from
India, China and Japan. The tales comprise long and short
stories with widely diverse themes, covering Buddhism,
miracles, legend and humorous stories (Yasushi Murashige

2008).

The Tales of Uji Shiii was also known as the Tales of Uji
Dainagon (Uji Dainagon monogatari). Uji Dainagon, Chief
Councillor of State, Minamoto no Ryfikoku (1004-1077) had a
summer house in the suburb of Kyoto called Uji, a summer
resort used by the aristocracy of medieval Kyoto. Ryiikoku
served the Regent and Chief Advisor to the Emperor - Fujiwara
no Yorimichi. Yorimichi had a magnificent summer house at
Uji, which was converted into the famous By5dd-in temple in
1052. It is said that Ryiikoku invited people to Byddd-in temple
and wrote down their stories (Yasuharu Kobayashi 2008). The
area of Uji was also famed for the beauty of the cherry trees
which attracted visitors from afar. The cover flap of this book
shows the Byddo-in temple.

This book’s stories are based on one of the editions of the Tales
of Uji Shiii. The original stories comprise a single hand scroll in
the collection of Chester Beatty Library in Dublin, Ireland.
According to researchers, the scroll was made in the Kanbun era
(1661-1673) and the selected 5 stories out of 197 illustrate the
taste of the samurai class; the heroes of these stories resolve
social or individual difficulties restoring peace and stability
using extraordinary powers bestowed upon them by divine
protection. Reading these stories we marvel at the incredible and
strange events. Having read them, this sense of marvel changes
to relief or sympathy, which is to say that these stories have the
true charm of fables (Yasuharu Kobayashi 2008).




20 A miracle by the high-ranking Buddhist Priest, Seikan




Once upon a time during the reign of the Emperor Daigo, there
was a prolonged spell of dry weather. Sixty of the highest-ranking’
Buddhist priests were invited to the palace to recite the Great
Hannya sutra. The priest burnt small pieces of wood on the altar to
invoke divine help. Despite these offerings, the weather turned
much brighter, much clearer and much drier. As the sun blazed
down, the emperor, ministers, nobles and peasants worried about
how to deal with the situation. The emperor called the head of his
close advisers and ordered him to summon Seikan, a high-ranking
Buddhist priest. The emperor believed that only Seikan, with his
mysterious secret power, could resolve the situation. It was
apparent that although the highest-ranking priests had recited the
sutra, this was not enough. Seikan was asked to stand against a
wall and pray. He was at that time a Ritsushi priest, lower in status
than the other priests who had been summoned, including Sozu,
S6jo and Jord, and he considered it a great honour to have been
chosen. He stepped down the staircase of the Shishiden Palace,
went to the wall and stood against it facing north. He held his
incense firmly to his forehead and prayed. The audience was
mesmerised.

The sun was blazing so hot that it was impossible to go out. As
Seikan prayed, tears rolled down his cheeks and black smoke rose
from his incense to the sky. The smoke spread into a great dark
cloud. The Kandachime nobles stood in a line at the Shishinden
Palace while the high ranking nobles stood in the Yubadono
Palace to watch the sight. The leaders of the Kandachime group
gazed through Mifuku Gate.




Soon, they observed that the dark cloud was spreading in all
directions, covering the sky. From the massive cloud, the roaring
Dragon God appeared in the sky shaking his body. Then a flash of
lightning shuddered through the earth and the rain began to pour.
As the earth was moistened, rich fields of grain ripened and
thousands of trees brought forth fruit. The people who saw
Seikan’s miracle stood before him in amazement. The emperor,
ministers and nobles rejoiced at the miracle, and bestowed on
Seikan the highest priestly rank. The story of the miracles was
written down for the generations to come.




159 A Curious Incident at the Minase Palace in the Night
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After the retirement of the Emperor Gotoba, a shining object
about the size of an umbrella began appearing from the mountain
every night and flying into the Minase Palace. The soldiers who
guarded the west and the north of the palace paid it special
attention for they aspired to perform great exploits, but in spite of
their efforts, nothing happened.

One night, on a small island in a pond as Kagekata lay alone in
wait, he saw the shining object fly over the pond. Being too
impatient to get up he drew his bow while still lying on his back
and shot an arrow straight at the creature.
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The arrow hit the target and down it fell into the pond. Kagekata
called the other guards and they lit torches to see what it was.
What they saw was an extraordinary giant flying squirrel.
Although it was old and bald, it was sturdy and vigorous.




119 A Hunter from the East Prevents a Sacrifice




Once upon a time, gods called Chiizen and Kdya were deified in
San’s ydodo, Mimasaka County. In fact, Kéya, was a serpent and
Chiizen was a monkey. Every year, a sacrifice was offered to one
of the gods at the annual festival. A fair-skinned, beautiful girl
with long hair was chosen for the sacrifice. No one had ever put a
stop to this, so this year, a girl was chosen as usual. Her parents
wept unendingly. Since parents and children are linked together
by karma, parents would never neglect their children even if they
were ugly. This all the more so if the children were superior to
others. Thus, the parents loved the girl very much and considered
her life more important than their own. But it was inevitable that
they should have to offer her to the god. They grieved over her
misfortune every day. They cried their hearts out all day long at
the short time she had to live. '

One day a rustic from the east called at the house of these
miserable parents. He was a fierce and brave hunter who had been
travelling around the country. Even an enraged wild boar was
nothing to him, though it would be terrify us. A powerful man like
him could have killed it and eaten it up.
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While entertaining the hunter, the father of the girl confided his
trouble to him. “We have an only daughter, but she has been
chosen as a sacrifice for the god. We have been spending our
remaining days with her in grief. How sad! The miserable plight
we are in may be punishment for sins we committed in a former
existence. My daughter sighs saying over and over, “it is quite
unexpected that I should die so miserably”. Poor thing! She is so
lovely and beautiful!’

The hunter sympathised with him and made a proposal. ‘So your
daughter is going to die soon...There is nothing superior to life for
a human being...The gods are fearful for us because we want to
save our own lives. You will not offer her as a sacrifice but leave
her in my care. On the assumption that she will die, what
difference does it make? Trust me. It would be unbearable and
cruel to see your daughter being killed and chopped into pieces to
make a special dish soaked in vinegar for the god. Please entrust
her to my care!’

Since the hunter spoke so earnestly the father decided to leave her
in his care and the hunter went to see the girl. She was indeed a
charming girl who had good looks and a graceful figure. But she
had a look of distress on her face. She was practising calligraphy
leaning against a wall. Her sleeve was wet from the drops of her
tears. When she noticed that someone was approaching, she hung
her head and cast her eyes down. Her beautiful face was wet with
tears and covered by her long black hair. When she knew that the
hunter was coming into her room, she became even more
embarrassed and looked aside. Her posture was so elegant, and her
beauty so great she did not look like a country girl at all. He fell in

.love with her at first sight.




‘For her T would even give my life! I will act as her substitute.’
The hunter went back to talk with her parents. ‘Listen. I have a
plan, but I must first prepare you for the worst. Do you think that
it would be hard to bear if your family were to be blamed for
saving your daughter and destroyed?’ Her father replied, ‘I do not
mind if I bave fo die for my daughter. I will gladly do so. I expect
the remaining years of my life, and I will follow
your plan.” “Thank you. Let us begin. In order to keep everyone
away, you must ¢riclose the house and the property with a purified
barrier: a straw rope to separate the sacred Shinto precincts from
the unclean outer world. If you are asked by the villagers, just
explain that you arc purifying the house for the festival. And tell
nobody I am here.” The hunter stayed inside the house for some
days and lived on friendly terms with the girl.
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During his stay the hunter selected two of his closest cleverest
hunting dogs. He trained them to kill and eat monkeys, giving
them actual monkeys everyday. Dogs and monkeys do not like
each other, as the old Japanese saying goes. The dogs got used to
fighting monkeys as a result of their training and now, whenever
they saw a monkey they would kill it without hesitation.




The hunter prepared his arms, sharpening his long and short
swords, and saying to the girl, ‘I know not by what destiny I come
to die as your substitute but I care not for my life; Only for my
final parting from you.” The girl responded sadly: ‘I wonder who
you are and what karma made you come here to save me.’

Time passed and the day of the festival came at last. The chief
priest of the Shinto shrine and a crowd of other villagers came
down in a frenzy to the girl’s house to take her. They carried a
chest into the house and ordered her to be put in it for the
sacrifice. ‘All you have to do is remember what I have told you’,
said the hunter to the girl’s parents as he secretly got into the
chest, holding the two dogs in his arms. ‘In return for the favour I
have always shown you, you must fight for your lives and if
necessary die for me!’ he told the dogs, patting their heads.
Growling low, they snuggled up to him and lay flat. Taking his
swords, recently whetted and sharpened he allowed the chest to be
closed on him and bound up with cloth as a seal. With the girl
supposedly inside the chest was handed over and carried to the
shrine. Heralding the coming of the chest, the people shook pikes,
sacred twigs, bells, and mirrors in ritual. The procession was
carried out in a solemn and stately manner.



“

Meanwhile, one of the priests became possessed by the spirit of
the giant monkey and through him made a promise: ‘From now
on, we will never take another sacrifice. We will cease forever.
We have learned the cost of killing mankind. We will never kill
again. Even though he has punished us we will take no revenge on
this man, this girl or on her family. Instead we will be their
guardian even down to their remotest descendants. So, dear priest,
please plead for my life. It is painful. Save me!” Hearing this, in
wonder the chief priest and others made their way to the sanctuary
of the shrine and implored the hunter to release the giant monkey:
“Your demands are reasonable, but please this time, out of respect
for our god be merciful. Our god has made a profound apology to
you.” But the hunter would not relent. ‘Do not forgive so easily! It
has killed many people, I must punish it to avenge our pain. I care
not for my life. I am content to die even at this very moment.’
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By now the girl knew the plan and worried that the hunter had
taken her place. ‘“What will happen to my parents if it all goes
wrong and the unexpected happens?’ But her parents spoke to her
calmly: ‘The gods are fearful for us because we want to save our
own lives. We are going to die in the end, so there is nothing for
us to fear. It makes no difference when we die, therefore let us
trust in his plan, and if it goes wrong, we will be ready.’

Meanwhile, the chest was carried into the shrine. The priest
solemnly recited a Shinto ritual prayer and opened the door to the
sanctuary, into which the chest was now placed. Then the door
was closed. Outside the shrine the chief priest and civil servants

stood by.

Unnoticed, the hunter carefully made a hole in the side of the
chest with the point of his sword. Looking through the hole he
saw an enormous monkey sitting in the best seat. The monkey was
over two metres tall, and its face and its bottom were red. Its fur
was bristled and remarkably white, as if it wore newly plucked
cotton. On both sides of him, about two hundred smaller ones
were crying noisily making their faces red, and raising their
eyebrows. In front was a huge cutting board with a long butcher’s
knife, and around the board bottles of vinegar, Japanese sake, and
salt.




After a short time the giant monkey approached the chest and
untied the cloth to open the lid. The other monkeys were
approaching too. At that very moment, the hunter ordered the
dogs: ‘Go bite them and kill them all!” The two dogs jumped out
of the chest and viciously attacked the giant monkey. The hunter,
his hair bristling with anger sprang out of the chest, drawing his
ice-cold sword. He seized the giant monkey and held it to the
cutting board. Holding his sword to its neck he warned: ‘Man-
eating monkeys like you shall be killed with this sword. Listen if
you have ears. I will behead you and feed your head to my dogs.’
The giant monkey flushed red and blinked his eyes in
astonishment. Showing his white teeth, he cried out in misery,
pleading for his life and rubbing its hands together. But the hunter
was unmoved: ‘You have been eating children for a long time.
Now I shall stop the killing by chopping off your head. If you
really are a god, then kill me if you can. I do not mind at all’.
Meanwhile, pursued by the fierce dogs, the rest of the monkeys
ran away in panic, climbing the trees for refuge. Their shouts and
screams echoed through the mountains so loudly it could have
overturned the earth.

As it seemed the monkey’s death was imminent, the chief priest
became greatly vexed. He could do nothing but pray and swear
oaths. Then the god spoke: ‘We will never, ever, kill again!’
Hearing this the hunter at last relented: ‘Very well; let it be so.
Never again!’

The god kept its promise and never took people as sacrifice again.
Now the hunter could return to the girl in safety. They loved each
other deeply, and as man and wife lived happily ever after.

There are two more things to say: Firstly, as it turned out, the
hunter was from a family of good and noble lineage and so was
looked up to by all.

And finally it is said, that ever after in that country they offered in
sacrifice not people but wild boar and deer.




123 A Pirate Who Become a Monk




Once upon a time in the country of Settu, there was a very old
monk who practiced asceticism. One day he got talking to a man
who told him that he had met some pirates and they fell to talking:

‘When I was young I was rich and had plenty of clothes and all
the food I could wish for. In fact, I was the notorious pirate
Rokurd Tsuibushi of Awaji and very much satisfied with my life
at sea.’

‘It happened one day at Aki Island, when there were no other
ships in sight, that a lone craft approached my own ship. In it I
saw a young man of about twenty-five, who appeared to be her
captain. There were also a couple of young men and some
beautiful ladies abroad. I noticed a large number of gorgeous
leather boxes on the ship, and no strong men to guard them. On
the roof of the ship a young Buddhist monk sat reading a sutra.
The ship followed as we moved. It seemed they had no idea we
were pirates.’ '

‘I was curious to know who they were, so I hailed a man on the
boat: “Who are you and where are you going?” “We sailed from
Sud Country on urgent business, but ran into difficulties and are
looking for help. As we felt helpless and uneasy, we followed
your boat, trusting you”, he replied. How careless and ignorant I
thought and advised him as follows: “We are not bound for
Kyoto. We are waiting here to rendezvous with some others
before going down to Sud County together. You should not stay
here with us; you must find other ships bound for Kyoto and
follow them.” “We will try to do that tomorrow. But since we
strangers here would you remain alongside us tonight?” the young
man asked, and followed us to shelter in the lee of an island.




“Now’s the time!” we cried. “Let’s take everything from that
ship!” When we jumped onto the ship, everyone aboard her was
shocked and terrified, and unable to do anything to stop us. We
took as much as we could, and tossed all the people into the sea
without caring whether they were male or female. The young
ship-owner begged for mercy, shedding tears as large as the
crystal beads of a Buddhist rosary. “Take everything you want,
but spare my life for I am on my way to see my parents in Kyoto.
They are old and very ill and I had an urgent letter from them,
saying that they would like to see me again before they die.”
“Silence. Throw him into the sea.” I ordered. He howled
hysterically and shedding big tears wildly tried to cling to us.
Although I had some pity for him, it meant nothing to us to throw
him overboard, for we were pirates.’




“There was a slender young monk of about twenty on the roof of
the boat. He was carrying a sacred bag of sutras and had been
chanting all day and all night. We threw him into the sea as well.
The young monk took the sacred bag from around his neck and
lifted it above him. Somehow he seemed to float lightly on the
surface of the sea. “What a strange monk! He is still alive!” I hit
him over the head and poked him in the back with an oar, pushing
him under the water. But still he was afloat, holding up the sacred
bag. Puzzled, I looked again at the monk. In the water in front of
him and behind him I saw two or three beautiful children with
their hair tied up, each holding a white twig. One put his hand to
the monk’s head while the other two supported his arm which was
holding up the sacred bag. I called to my pirate crew and said,
“Look at that! Who are those children clinging to the monk?”
“Where? We cannot see anyone” they replied doubtfully. But I
could see the children. They were with the monk and they floated
on the sea. It was so strange, I wanted to know what was going on.
“Hold onto this pole!” I called as I stretched to help the monk.
When he had hold of it, I pulled him closer to the ship. “You’re
wasting your time!” my fellows objected. “Take it easy men; I'd
like to save the monk.” I pulled him aboard. The children
disappeared just as they reached the boat.’



‘I asked the monk: “Are you from Kyoto? Where are you going?”
He replied, “I am from the countryside but I am on my way to
Kyoto. Since becoming a monk I have had little religious
instruction, it’s been a long time since I received any religious
precepts. I told the owner of this ship that I wanted to go up to
Kyoto to receive some. He kindly offered me a passage to Kyoto.
He knows someone who belongs to the head temple of a Buddhist
sect on Sacred Mount Hiei in Kyoto. He was to have asked his
acquaintance to give me religious instruction there.” “Who were
those children holding onto your head and arm in the water?” I
asked “When did you see them? I am afraid I have no recollection
of them.” “What? You don’t remember the children holding on to
your arm ? What made you hold up the sacred bag of sutras when
you thought you were about to die?” “Since I had already
prepared for death I did not care about my own life. I held the
sacred bag above the water to keep it dry for a time, even after I
had drowned. My arm never tired of holding up the bag; actually I
felt my arm become lighter and lighter. I thought that it was divine
help. I am very happy that you saved my life.” He cried. Though I
was a brute and an outlaw, somehow I felt grateful and glad to
hear his words.

“Do you want to go back home or up to Kyoto? If you still want to
receive instruction there I will take you all the way.” “I am afraid I
do not feel like going up to Kyoto any more. I am eager to go back
to my village in the country.” “Then I shall take you there. By the
way, what do you think about those children who appeared so
miraculously?” With tears trickling down his cheeks the young
monk said, “Those were the Ten Sacred Guardians of the Lotus
Sutra. They came to save me and I am so grateful. I have read and
recited the sutra from the age of seven, even at times of great
suffering.”

This made me realise that Buddhism was truly sacred. I made up
my mind to follow the monk and hide myself away in a temple on
a mountain.’

‘I put some food in a bag for my journey and left everything in my
house to my former shipmates. But as I was about to leave with
the monk, my fellows tried to persuade me to stay. “You are out
of your mind! What has happened to you? A sudden conversion
like this cannot last. Have you been possessed by an evil spirit?”
But their words were in vain. I left my bows, my bow-holder, my
long and short swords and everything else I had. Following the
monk, I went up to the mountain temple where his master dwelt. |
became a student of the Lotus Sutra and later become an ascetic
monk, travelling around the country.’

‘In my younger days, I committed many sins and realised I had
been cruel and inhuman. But when I threw that ship-owner with
the big tears into the sea my conscience started to trouble me.
When I saw the Guardians with the young monk I realised that the
Lotus Sutra is truly sacred. I became eager to study it and so here I
am.That is the story of my sudden enlightenment and how I
became a monk.’
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137 Spiritual Enlightenment:
Bodhidharma Observes the Path of Priests in India
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Once upon a time, there was a temple in India with more priests
than any other. Bodhidharma went to this temple to observe their
rituals. He saw one priest intoning the name of the Pure Land
Buddha, ‘Namu Amida Butsu’, another reciting sutras and still
others engaged in other devotions. Presently he looked into a
room in which he saw two old priests of eighty or ninety playing
the game of go. There were no statues of the Buddha to be seen,
nor any sutras. Bodhidharma asked a priest outside the room about
them. The priest answered him, saying: “Those two old priests
have done nothing but play the game of go since they were young.
They have never received the teachings of Buddhism. We look
down on them and do not associate with them. It is pointless their
receiving offerings. We think they are heretics.’

Hearing this, it seemed to Bodhidharma that there must be an
explanation. He went and sat with the priests to see them play. As
he watched, he noticed a strange thing. One priest would be
standing in the room while the other sat on the floor. Suddenly
they would both disappear. Lost in wonder at this mysterious
sight, Bodhidharma now saw the priest who had been standing
reappear and sit down, before vanishing again. Then, as
Bodhidharma gazed at the place where the seated priest had been,
he suddenly appeared.



‘I guessed right’, thought Bodhidharma and he addressed the
mysterious priests saying: ‘I hear that you do nothing but play this
game, yet you are holy priests who have attained spiritual
enlightenment. How is this possible?” One of the old priests
replied, ‘Indeed we have done nothing but play go. We see the
game as a metaphor for human life. When the black stones win we
are sad. We see them as representing worldly desires. When the
white stones win, we are happy because for us they represent
spiritual awakening. The more we play the game, the more we
wish for the triumph of the white stones over the black. Thus we
are praying for spiritual awakening through the game, and by
these virtuous deeds we attain enlightenment.’

Bodhidharma went out of the room and told the other priests this
story. All the other priests in the temple, who had looked down
upon the two old priests, regretted what they had done, and came
to respect them.



