
Not Enough Cups 
Theodore K. Phelps, 2016 
 
Time To Die 

#85 in 101 Zen Stories, as cited in Zen Flesh, Zen Bones: a collection of Zen and pre-Zen writings compiled by 
Paul Reps in the 1930s. 

 
Ikkyu, the Zen master, was very clever even as a boy. His teacher had a precious teacup, a rare antique. Ikkyu 
happened to break this cup and was greatly perplexed. Hearing the footsteps of his teacher, he held the pieces 
of the cup behind him. When the master appeared, Ikkyu asked: “Why do people have to die?” 
 
“This is natural,” explained the older man. “Everything has to die and has just so long to live.” 
Ikkyu, producing the shattered cup, added: “It was time for your cup to die.” 
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Portrait of Ikkyū (一休宗純) by Bokusai  
 

 
Wikipedia, Oct 2016 

 

一休宗純 Ikkyū Sōjun, (1394–1481) was an eccentric, iconoclastic Japanese Zen Buddhist monk 
credited as one of the great influences on the Japanese tea ceremony. He had a great impact on 
the infusion of Japanese art and literature with Zen attitudes and ideals. He was renowned as 
one of medieval Japan's greatest calligraphers and sumi-e artists. 

 
  



Ikkyū (一休宗純)  
 
Born in 1394 in a small suburb of Kyoto to a court noblewoman of low rank, Ikkyū’s 
father is generally believed to be the Emperor Go-Komatsu. His mother was forced 
to flee to Saga, and he was raised by servants. At the age of five, he was separated 
from his mother and placed in a Rinzai Zen temple in Kyoto, Ankoku-ji, as an 
acolyte. The temple masters taught Chinese culture and language as part of the 
curriculum, a method termed Gozan Zen. He was given the name Shuken, and 
learned about Chinese poetry, art and literature.  
 
When Ikkyū turned thirteen he entered Kennin-ji in Kyoto to study Zen under 
Botetsu, a well known priest. Here Ikkyū began to write poetry that was non-
traditional in form. He was openly critical of Kennin-ji's leadership in his poetry, 
disheartened with the social stratum and lack of zazen practice he saw around 
him. In 1410, he studied briefly at the temple Mibu-dera, where the abbot was 
Seiso and then went to Saikin-ji in the Lake Biwa region where he was the sole 
student of an abbot named Ken'o. It seemed Ikkyū had finally found a master that 
taught true Rinzai Zen as Ikkyū saw it. Ken'o was sporadic in his teaching style and 
was a strong believer in the supremacy of zazen. In 1414, when Ikkyū was 21, 
Ken’o died. Ikkyū performed funeral rites and fasted for seven days. In despair 
Ikkyu tried to commit suicide by drowning himself in Lake Biwa, but was talked out 
of it from the shore by a servant of his mother. 
 
Ikkyū soon found a new teacher in Kaso, a master at Zenko-an, a branch temple of 
Daitoku-ji. Kaso was much like Ken'o in his style. For years he worked hard on 
assigned koans and made dolls for a local merchant in Kyoto. In 1418 Ikkyū was 
given Case 15 of the Mumonkan (“Gateless Gate”), known as “Tozan's Three 
Blows,” which has a student become enlightened when his master chides him for 
being worthless and just wandering from one monastery to the another. One day a 
band of blind singers performed at the temple and Ikkyū penetrated his koan while 
engrossed in the music. In recognition of his understanding Kaso gave Shuken the 
Dharma name Ikkyū, “One Pause.” In 1420 Ikkyū was meditating in a boat on Lake 
Biwa when the sound of a crow sparked satori. Kaso confirmed this great 
enlightenment and granted Ikkyū inka. 


