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“It is you who has to build the Antaiji temple!” This is what N6lke Muho was told by the then abbot of
the Antaiji temple when he first started his apprenticeship as a Zen monk at the same temple in the
northwestern part of Hyogo prefecture. It came moments after he proclaimed that he had “come to study
Buddhism” followed by a scathing retort from the abbot of “You fool... this is not a school!” They must have
sounded as harsh words thrown at a young man in his early twenties who had just come from Germany,
and mysterious at that. Still, one could argue they are very much in line with an essential tenet of Zen,
which rejects a standard, mundane logic in its answers to the meaning of our everyday lives and work, as
well as of a monk’s ascetic training.

Roughly, the lecture we heard can be separated into a first part, introducing the life path
of the speaker, and a second part that dwelled on the teachings of Zen itself.

Noélke Muho was born and raised in West-Berlin. He lost his mother and started to have
serious doubts about the meaning of life at a young age. In Germany, the so-called
“Konfirmation” ceremony associated with traditional upbringings forces youngsters to
think seriously about what role religion will play in their lives, but for the young Noélke it
was not to be the Christian faith, but instead the spiritual aspects of “zazen” — he had been

invited to a few practice sessions by his teacher — that attracted him most. In search of more

answers, he went to Japan and after some twists and turns ended up in the Antaiji temple.
His apprenticeship lasted for about ten years. Once recognized as a monk, he faced the difficult choice of
staying in Japan or going back to Germany. Somewhat ironically, there are many “zazen” circles in
Germany, even in smaller regional cities, but no temples, whereas in Japan, there are many Zen temples
(about 15000) but occasions to participate in “zazen” sessions are far more limited. He decided to stay in
Japan, spending a few years among the homeless who have put up tents in the Castle Park in Osaka.
Eighteen years ago, the sudden death of the abbot of Antaiji (due to an accident when clearing snow)
brought him back to that temple, where he assumed the abbotship as each of the four other monks who
actually were senior in rank refused the offer (or werent available to do so). Leading a temple that
basically has to provide for its own needs for food and heat turned out to be a difficult task, but Nolke
Muho was able to “set a record” as the longest serving abbot in the history of the temple. Japanese as well
as foreign men and women have come to learn at the temple, and it is with peace of mind that he will turn
over leadership of the temple to one of his apprentices next year. He will stay in Osaka and continue his
activities, giving lectures and organizing “zazen” sessions in Japan and abroad.

As mentioned, he did not just talk about his personal experiences, but also about the teachings of Zen.

Two of the things he mentioned were particularly remarkable, the first being the concept of tenzo, or the



practice of preparing food for the other monks, which is considered by no means a menial duty (Nélke
Muho recalled how his apprenticeship started with learning how to prepare food for the monks, three
times a day — not an easy feat for a young man coming from a culture that does not count culinary prowess
among life’s important skills, to put it mildly). The second was his reference to the three mental states
(literally “joyful hearth,” “an elderly heart” and “great heart”), stressing the importance of tolerance in the
face of hardship, generosity, and of the challenges posed by those near to us. Hearing this was a moment
that students and the citizens of Kochi felt there was a lesson to be learnt and nodded in assent — that
moment felt as the moment when a small Antaiji was set up inside all of us gathered here at the Eikokuji

campus.
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