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The lanterns were lit. The mooncakes were baked. 
And the moon rose to the top of the sky.



It was the evening of the Mid-Autumn 
Festival, and Ming sat at her grandmother’s 
feet, bursting with excitement for her 
favorite part of the festival…



…Grandmother’s storytelling.



Under the full moon, Ming sat 
spellbound as Grandmother told tales 
of the Moon Goddess, the jade rabbit, 
the beautiful lady in the moon, and the 
old man in the moon.





After the last tale was told, Grandmother led Ming to a nearby clearing. 
Th ere, in the moonglow, she traced her fi nger round the moon to show 
Ming that the full moon is a perfect circle, without beginning or end—a 
symbol of perfect wisdom.





How Ming wished she could have the moon for her very 
own! Her heart leapt with joy when Grandmother told 
her, “Th e moon is yours. All you have to do is fi nd it.”



Ming knew exactly where to � nd it. Only the night 
before she had seen the moon resting in the branches of 
the pine tree outside her bedroom window.



� at night Ming couldn’t sleep. All 
she could think about was catching 
the moon.



While everyone was fast asleep, Ming 
eased her bedroom window open and 
snuck outside



She tiptoed to the ancient pine tree and 
climbed its trunk.





She summoned all her strength to reach the 
treetop, then inched out to the end of a long, 
bending branch. Ming drew as close as she 
could, then reached out her arms.



But no matter how far she stretched, she couldn’t 
wrap her arms around the moon.



One evening the following spring, 
Ming found that the moon had fallen 
into the lake. She hurried home and 
returned with a fi shing net.



She waded into the cool waters, and tried to 
scoop the moon into the net. But the moon 
slipped through every time.



When Ming grew to be a young woman, 
Grandmother began calling her Mingyue, 
which means Bright Moon.





During that year’s Mid-Autumn Festival, 
Ming enjoyed the familiar moon stories 
Grandmother told each year. But this year 
Grandmother told a tale Ming had never 
heard before—the Moon Parable.





� e Moon Parable was originally told by 
the Buddha, and was unlike any story 
Ming had ever heard.

As Grandmother told the parable in her gentle 
voice, she described how the Buddha-nature—
the pure, wise essence within every living 
being—can be compared to the bright moon.





“� e moon appears to wax and wane, to hide behind 
clouds, and disappear altogether. But the moon is always 
present. Its light shines in all directions, on cities and 
villages, mountains and rivers, wells and ponds.”



“If you walk a thousand miles, Mingyue,” 
Grandmother explained, “the moon stays with 
you every step of the way.”



“It is the same with your Buddha-
nature. Your Buddha-nature is 
always there, shining inside of you. 
When you sweep away the clouds, 
everything is bright and clear.”

Ming gazed up at the sky and 
noticed that clouds had covered the 
moon entirely. “How do I sweep 
away the clouds, Nai Nai?”





“I will show you the practice the 
Buddha taught, so that the bright 
moon of your Buddha-nature will 
shine.” 

And Grandmother taught Ming 
how to sit in meditation. As the two 
of them sat in silence, observing 
their breath, a patch of dense clouds 
drifted away, revealing a tiny glimpse 
of the moon.





Ming never forgot Grandmother’s 
lesson, or her wise parable. For not 
long after the Mid-Autumn Festival, 
Grandmother joined the ancestors. 

�e Moon Parable was the last story 
she ever told.





Ming honored Grandmother’s memory 
by lighting incense and making o�erings. 
But autumn turned to winter, and the 
heartbreak of losing her guiding light 
made Ming feel that her bright moon had 
disappeared.





One bleak, bitter evening, Ming walked 
along a narrow path, returning from the 
lake with a bucket of water. Dark clouds 
swirled around her, and a blast of wind 
kicked up dirt and leaves, clouding the 
water in her bucket.





She stopped suddenly and realized she 
was crying. In the darkness, she rested on 
a stone. Tears rolled down her cheeks, as 
all the grief of losing Grandmother came 
pouring out.



She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and 
positioned her legs in full lotus position—just 
like Grandmother had taught her. She sat there 
in stillness. Breathing in. Breathing out. 

� e brisk night air dried her 
tears, and a sense of peace 
� lled her heart and calmed 
her mind. In the silence, 
Ming heard Grandmother’s 
voice: “Your Buddha-nature 
is always there, shining inside 
of you. When you sweep 
away the clouds, everything is 
bright and clear.”



Ming continued breathing 
deeply, and her emotions settled 
like still water. When she � nally 
opened her eyes, the clouds had 
cleared, revealing the full moon 
shining above. 

She looked down and saw that 
the dirt and leaves in her bucket 
had settled to the bottom. 
Framed in the still water, she 
saw a perfect re� ection of the 
bright, beautiful moon.





She traced a circle round it and whispered, 
“�ank you, Grandmother, for helping 
me �nd the moon.”





�e following spring, Ming planted a 
cherry tree on the spot where Grandmother 
told the Moon Parable.

Year after year the tree stretched its branches 
to the sky until its blossoms bloomed as 
brightly as Grandmother’s smile.





Ming kept Grandmother’s stories alive by 
telling them to her own grandchildren. As 
she told those stories under the full moon 
of the Mid-Autumn Festival, Ming felt 
Grandmother’s spirit, watching over her. 





And when the moon hid behind clouds, 
Ming remembered Grandmother’s wisdom: 
� at the light of the Buddha-nature shines 
inside every living being, even on the 
darkest night.





 

REFLECTIONS ON BRIGHT MOON

Bright Moon draws inspiration from multiple sources. The backdrop for the tale is the Mid-Autumn Festival, a 
Chinese celebration that takes place each year on the fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month. Using the Gregorian 
calendar, the festival generally occurs in mid-September and celebrates the Harvest Moon. Historically, the 
Mid-Autumn Festival is an outdoor festival of thanksgiving following the hard labor of growing crops through 
the spring and summer.

The use of the moon as a metaphor occurs frequently in Buddhist scripture and folklore. Several Buddhist 
parables utilize the moon motif. Allusions to many of these parables appear in Bright Moon. 

There is the well-known Zen parable of the “finger pointing at the moon.” In multiple versions of this teaching 
tale, the finger symbolizes a teacher pointing to the wisdom of the Dharma, while the moon represents wisdom 
itself. This parable illustrates that a wise teacher can point a student toward wisdom, but that wisdom can only 
be realized through direct experience and practice.

A variant of this parable includes a dialogue between the nun Wu Chin Tsang and Hui Neng, the Sixth Buddhist 
Patriarch in China. The parable is based on a conversation found in the Sixth Patriarch’s Sutra. As the two 
engage in discussion, the nun discovers that Master Hui Neng is illiterate. Wu Chin Tsang questions whether 
the Patriarch can understand the subtle wisdom of the Buddha if he cannot read. He explains that wisdom has 
nothing to do with words. That wisdom is like the bright moon in the sky. And that words are like a finger—the 
finger can point to the moon; however, the finger is not the moon. In order to realize the wisdom of the bright 



moon, one must gaze beyond the �nger and experience wisdom �rst-hand. (�e image of the �nger pointing at 
the moon does not appear in the original Sutra, and must have been added to the parable at a later date.) 

Ming’s moment of realization upon seeing the re�ection of the full moon is borrowed from a tale about the 
Japanese nun, Chiyono. Despite studying Zen for many years, Chiyono is unable to achieve awakening. �en, 
one moonlit evening, she’s carrying a bamboo bucket �lled with water. As she walks along she sees the re�ection 
of the full moon framed in her bucket. Suddenly the bottom of the bucket falls away. All of the water rushes 
out, the moon’s re�ection vanishes, and Chiyono attains enlightenment. 

In another version of this tale, Chiyono is walking with her bucket and sees the moon re�ected in it. �is 
triggers her discovery that one can only see the moon’s re�ection when the bucket is held steady. Her revelation 
seems simplistic on the surface, but what she’s actually realizing is that when the passions in the mind are stilled, 
one sees clearly, and wisdom emerges. Like Chiyono, Ming experiences stillness in meditation. Her mind and 
emotions settle like still water. �at stillness leads to a moment of clarity, as she gazes down and sees the full 
moon re�ected in still water. 

When the mind is pure,

�e moon appears in the water.

�e act of carrying water is itself a metaphor for Buddhist cultivation. �e phrase “collecting �rewood and 
carrying water” (now better known as “chop wood, carry water”) was originally written in verse by Tang dynasty 
poet Layman Pang. It refers to the “nothing special” aspect of everyday Buddhist practice that involves engaging 
in mundane tasks such as gathering �rewood and fetching water with the same mindfulness one would employ 
during meditation.   

�e Moon Parable that Grandmother tells Ming is from the Mahaparinirvana Sutra. In chapter 15 of the Sutra 
the Buddha uses the analogy of the moon to explain the Buddha-nature to Kasyapa. Portions of Grandmother’s 
telling of the Moon Parable, such as the full moon appearing in cities and villages, mountains and rivers, wells 
and ponds; and the image of the moon following someone who walks a thousand miles (a hundred thousand 
yojanas in the original—approximately eight hundred thousand miles), are taken directly from the Sutra.     



�e planting of a cherry tree in honor of a deceased elder can be seen in the Japanese folktale Ubazakura. After 
the funeral of beloved family caretaker O-Sode, a cherry tree is planted in remembrance of her. Her spirit lives 
on in the tree and blooms each year on the anniversary of her death. 

In Buddhism, cherry blossoms symbolize impermanence. Due to their brief, yet brilliant blooming season, the 
blossoms remind us of the ephemeral nature of living things. At the same time they encourage mindfulness, 
inviting us to pay attention to the beauty all around us.     

�e tradition of perpetuating stories by passing them from one generation to the next is as old as language itself:

  Mother to daughter, mouth to ear, drawing from the ancient well;

  We are teaching our children with the stories that we tell. 
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