
Twenty Years and Nothing  
Theodore K. Phelps, 2016 

No Loving-Kindness 
Story #6, in 101 Zen Stories, collected by Nyogen Senzaki and compiled by Paul Reps in the 
1930s and presented now in Zen Flesh, Zen Bones. 

There was an old woman in China who had supported a monk for over twenty years. She had 
built a little hut for him and fed him while he was meditating. Finally she wondered just what 
progress he had made in all this time. 

To find out, she obtained the help of a girl rich in desire. "Go and embrace him," she told her, 
"and then ask him suddenly: 'What now?'" 

The girl called upon the monk and without much ado caressed him, asking him what he was 
going to do about it. 

"An old tree grows on a cold rock in winter," replied the monk somewhat poetically. "Nowhere 
is there any warmth." 

The girl returned and related what he had said. 

"To think I fed that fellow for twenty years!” exclaimed the old woman in anger. "He showed no 
consideration for your need, no disposition to explain your condition. He need not have 
responded to passion, but at least he should have evidenced some compassion." 

She at once went to the hut of the monk and burned it down. 

 

The monk hid in the trees watching the bent form of Old Mother flickering black against the 

orange light. Neither of them moved until the hut had dropped to a pile of embers. Then Old 

Mother raised her arms to the stars, her voice bouncing off the forest walls, “Míng Xīng (ming-

shing)! Twenty years and nothing! Twenty years and nothing!” Then she disappeared down the 

mountain path. 

Míng Xīng sat on the leaves and meditated. He took Old Woman’s question into the rooms of 

his heart and let it ring there like a temple bell, like a new koan: Twenty Years and Nothing. 

When the morning birds sprinkled the forest with songs, he lay down in the leaves and slept. He 

did not know this was the day he had been born 30 years earlier.  

But Old Mother knew. She was the one who had found him on his first night, dumped naked 

and crying in a bush at the edge of town, peppered in mosquito bites. She had named him Míng 

Xīng because of the bright stars that lit her way through the night as she carried him to the gate 

of the mountain monastery where she herself had been raised. Every year on that same day, 

she would visit the monastery to give money, always watching the boy at a distance, never 

meeting him or telling the abbot that it was she who had found him.  



In those days, Old Woman was known as “Yīng Huā” in the cities and villages. “The Cherry” was 

a favorite among those who traded with women “rich in desire.” She had first learned the value 

of desire at the far edges of the monastery’s farm fields and left at sixteen to trade with men 

and women for handsome sums of money. 

After burning the hut of the mountain monk, the now aging Yīng Huā went to a public house, 

and when she was drenched in wine, she spoke loosely to her companions, “I showed him what 

a woman can do for a man, and he said, ‘No Warmth!’ Can you believe it? No warmth after 

twenty years sitting up there all alone. Twenty years and nothing. Well, I gave him some 

warmth! I burned him down. Right down to nothing.” 

The girl whom Yīng Huā had sent to tempt Míng Xīng heard this and pummeled the old woman, 

shouting “What have you done, you witch?!”  

Yīng Huā scratched at the girl’s cheeks and breasts, shrieking, “Yaahh! I see now what it is. You, 

little girl, you yourself do not have any flame! You could not light my boy, that frail stack of 

twigs! It is you who are nothing. Nothing!” 

The men laughed at the old pro speaking this way to a fresh, young girl. But they enjoyed the 

game and joined in, “Good old Yīng Huā! She sure knows her stuff! Look at that rag girl, there! 

Do any of us hearty men feel the warmth when we look at that sad mess. Hah!” They pulled on 

her hair and opened her hands. “These paws are too rough to touch me, I would say!” They 

kept at it until the girl’s face was swollen with tears. They whacked her on the backside and 

threw her out into the mud. 

The girl ran all night into the mountain to the place she had last seen the monk, Míng Xīng. She 

found him lying limp by the ashes of his hut. His lips were cracked. A bird was pecking at his 

foot. 

“Míng Xīng!” she cried. “Wake up. You must go. We must go.” But he did not awaken.  

She lay on him to give him warmth. No one knows how many days and nights they passed that 

way before the two moved into a new life together. 


