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Ikebana as a moving meditation 

The headmaster of the Ikenobo school, Senei Ikenobo once told us an 

interesting example of the differences of how one gives change from a 

transaction with a $100 bill.  For instance, in North America if one 

purchases an item for $25.00, change is given using addition.  The cashier 

would start with a $5 bill and say “$30″, then add the remaining bills, saying 

“40, 60, 80 and 100.”  However, in Japan, the cashier would use 

subtraction and say, “your change is $75.00″.  It’s interesting to see how 

simple, daily actions can reflect the mentality of different cultures.  Using 

this as an analogy, in the West, flower arrangement is based on adding 

more flowers to a vase, while Ikebana subtracts flowers to emphasize the 

space around the arrangement. Though equally beautiful, there is great 

contrast in their approach to an arrangement. 

When I retired in 1996, we moved to the Okanagan Valley, and promptly 

made our way to the Unitarian Fellowship of Kelowna, and that is where I 

discovered ikebana. Jessie Haynes, a local member, was taking ikebana 

lessons, and had made it her personal ministry to provide arrangements for 

Sunday services. 

That first arrangement was a shoka and I was immediately moved by its 

simplicity and beauty. It not only appealed to my senses but also seemed 

to elicit a spiritual response which I could not readily understand. Jessie 

was kind enough to introduce me to the symbolism of this form. The shoka 

is composed of 3 essential elements, the shin, soe and tai which represent, 

respectively, humanity, heaven and earth. Shin occupies the central 

position, showing human beings in the middle ground between the physical 

and the metaphysical worlds. In the shoka arrangement we see humanity 
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as both separate from, and an integral part of, the universe. I knew at that 

very moment that ikebana would become part of my life. 

The word ikebana is understood to mean the Japanese art of flower 

arrangement, and can be translated or interpreted in different ways: ike 

means to arrange or to give life to, bana means flowers. So in practicing 

ikebana one seeks not only to arrange, but to give a new life to the 

material, which can be flowers, branches and leaves. To quote Sen’ei 

Ikenobo again, “(in ikebana) the heart becomes one with a flower,” and 

therefore the act of arranging ennobles the human heart.”” 

The historians pretty much agree, and date the origin of ikebana to the 

introduction of Buddhism into Japan in the 6th century. Flower offerings to 

the Buddha became general practice. At first flower petals were put in a 

bowl on the altar. Then branches were arranged upright into a tall ceramic 

container. More complex arrangements were to follow over the centuries. 

The Ikenobo story starts in 621 when Empress Suiko, who reigned over 

Japan from 592 to 628, sent an emissary to Prince Shotoku in the person 

of Ono no Imoko, a diplomat who had recently returned from China and 

presumably converted to Buddhism. The emissary took religious vows and 

performed his priestly duties in a hut next to a pond. He took the name of 

Senmu and was given the surname of Ikenobo which literally means “priest 

residence by a pond”. He became the head priest of the Rokkakudo 

Temple which hosts the statue the Goddess of Mercy. All of Senmu’s 

successors would then adopt the prefix “sen” in their name. Today Sen’ei 

Ikenobo is the 45th Iemoto and Headmaster. All of them served at the 

Rokkakudo as priest and flower arranger. Sen’ei’s daughter Yuki is 

designated to succeed him as the next headmaster. In 46 generations she 
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will be the first woman to head the school and the temple. The Ikenobo 

family is credited with the first book on Ikebana in 1445, entitled the 

Sendensho but it was with the publication of the Senno Kuden in 1543 that 

the Ikenobo School was launched. 

Over the centuries flower arranging evolved into the very complex form of 

arrangement called Rikka. Rikka was meant to represent the idealized 

beauty of paradise, or the sacred mountain. The very precise arrangement 

of the branches and flowers represent a landscape, with high peaks, near 

and distant hills, a waterfall, and a river flowing through fields and town to 

the ocean. The symbolism was, at the beginning more important than the 

beauty. Leading to fierce competition amongst arrangers during a period 

when the nobility became very involved in flower arranging. However, the 

tradition also continued to flourish in temples. In an interesting paradox that 

it perhaps takes a Buddhist to understand in the 20th century ikebana not 

only becomes big business in Japan but also produces new forms that shift 

more to the heart and feelings of the arranger, the poetry of the form.   

Why ikebana originated in Japan. 

I would like to backtrack a little and explore some reasons why Japan was 

fertile soil for the development of ikebana. As illustrated in the story by 

Sen’ei Ikenobo about the cultural differences in making change and that in 

Western flower arranging we arrive at beauty by an accumulation of flowers 

whereas,  in Japanese flower arranging we reduce the number of flowers 

and build on empty space, giving emphasis to simplicity, harmony and 

asymmetrical balance. That is one cultural difference.  
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A second, and perhaps more important, cultural difference lies in the fact 

that ikebana is lived by the Japanese people as a spiritual experience.  The 

opening words borrowed from the Grandmaster of the Ryusei school of 

ikebana are quite clear in their claim. “The art of ikebana is to listen to the 

spirit of flowers and plants.” Let me follow this by another quote from Sen’ei 

Ikenobo. 

“Instruction and careful practice contribute much to a finished work, but 

when we begin an arrangement we should face the floral materials with a 

clear mind and heart. Doing so enables us to discover nature’s order and 

new beauty of form, colour and movement. To our surprise we may find the 

final arrangement entirely different from our original idea. Yet our 

inspiration at such discovery forms the spiritual content of ikebana and 

gives significance to the creative act of arranging.” 

Even before the arrival of Buddhism, the native religion of Japan, 

Shintoism, encouraged the belief that spiritual power exists in the natural 

world. The kamis, or spirits, are present everywhere: in the mountains, the 

rivers, plants, animals, humans, everything; and are to be honoured. You 

will hear more about Shintoism in a coming service at the end of this 

month. 

Ikebana has for centuries been practiced in Japan only. Why? Because 

during the Edo period, which ran from 1615 to 1868, Japan was under the 

rule of the Tokugawa shogunate. Communication and exchanges between 

Japan and other nations was absolutely forbidden for fear of foreign 

infiltration and influence that would put their government at risk. So it wasn’t 

till the twentieth century that the art of ikebana reached the Western world, 

and the Western flower influence reached Japan, primarily in the availability 
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of flower material from around the world. The cultural exchanges in flower 

arranging really came after World War II and slowly at that. The first books 

on ikebana, in English, appeared in the 1960s. Norman J. Sparnon, 

“Japanese flower arranging: Classical and Modern” was published in 1960. 

Shozo Sato “Ikebana: The Art of Arranging Flowers” first came out in 1966. 

As I said in my introduction, I knew, from that Sunday of 1996 when I first 

encountered that Shoka at church that ikebana was going to be part of my 

life. In that arrangement I saw beauty, and beyond beauty a spiritual 

appeal. Ikebana is also akin to poetry, and the poet in me saw new ways to 

set the world to images. 

For me, poetry is a visual art. I see images in my head and transcribe them 

in words to give them life. If something in the garden or the field or the 

playground catches my eye, that image will also be transcribed in the same 

way. Poetry can follow rules of form, or be written as free verse. Likewise 

ikebana has fixed forms and freestyle which is guided by aesthetic 

principles but grants the arranger great freedom.  More importantly, at least 

for me, poetry and ikebana should come from the heart. 

In 1996 I was fortunate enough to join the Vernon Ikebana Club and be 

taught by an enthusiastic and experienced teacher. Zoe Wakelin is a retired 

math teacher, an expert gardener, a devoted researcher and learner who 

would always strive for the right, if not definitive answer. As beginners we 

were given solid instruction and were well grounded in ikebana rules and 

techniques. Part of the learning process is to be open to corrections which 

can be a very humbling situation. Zoe was superb at doing corrections and 

keep us within the rules. Her garden club experience made her a good free 

style teacher. She has an innate sense of line, colour combination, 
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contrast, harmony and balance. I learned a lot from her and am fortunate to 

continue my studies under the very capable guidance of Senior Professor 

Martha Banno, President of the Vancouver Ikenobo Chapter. Our teachers 

do not explicitly emphasize the spiritual aspect of ikebana. Most teachers, 

including visiting professors from Japan, seem to dwell on the technical 

elements. However, as we watch how each of these teachers approaches 

flower arranging we develop new insights into both the art and the craft of 

ikebana. 

How do we get more in touch with the spiritual aspect of ikebana?  

First one has to get familiar with the flower or branch material we are to 

work with. As Kasen Yoshimura says, we have to “listen to the spirit of 

flowers and plants”. Flowers do have the power to bring feelings to the 

forefront and by being attentive we can expect the best of ourselves and of 

the material.  

Arranging flowers is not an intellectual exercise. On the contrary, it needs a 

certain abandonment to the senses, and the heart. Ikebana is to a certain 

extent a form of meditation. People who know me will be amused, if not 

outright laughing now, because they know I have a rather strong aversion 

to “meditation”, at least the silent or guided kinds. But this is different, more 

akin to the walking meditation we experienced during Florence Caplow’s 

workshop a few weeks back. We walked in silence, alone perhaps, 

exploring our own thoughts or feelings. In the same way, ikebana can be a 

moving meditation as we work quietly paying attention to our feelings while 

arranging, eliminating distractions as much as possible.  Being distracted, 

having our mind preoccupied by something other than the present moment, 

is not conducive to a good arrangement. I experienced that first hand just 
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recently while working with my teacher in Vancouver. I had left my travel 

bag with my brand new cell phone and one of our cameras in a restaurant 

near our hotel. It was nowhere to be found. The next day during the lesson 

I found myself so distracted by self-blame, I was easily upset by chatter 

from fellow students and the less than ideal working conditions in the 

crowded room. Needless to say producing an arrangement either I or my 

teacher could be pleased with was quite a trial. My mood was evident in the 

product. A hard lesson learned. On the upside, the restaurant did find my 

bag with all of the contents intact. 

In teaching ikebana we aim to give beginning students a strong grounding 

in the mechanics, rules and principles. At first we usually work step by step, 

but students are always encouraged to work quietly at their arrangements. 

They also learn to understand Sen’ei Ikenobo’s idea that “we arrange with 

our feet”. That the arrangement is really made as we walk about choosing 

our material, seeking the story and feelings it will portray. 

This month at Westwood, we are exploring compassionate growth so it 

does beg the question: has ikebana contributed to my personal growth and 

that of others? When I retired in 1996, I was fairly burnt out, and leaving a 

teaching career that had become meaningless. I never returned and never 

looked back. Moving to the Okanagan was a blessing. I played a lot of golf, 

of course, but more importantly, getting immediately involved in ikebana 

helped my transition into a new life. I was happy to be a student again open 

to new learning. Challenged to understand a whole new culture, a new way 

of life. It taught me humility and the importance of letting go of the ego. 

Ikebana encouraged my return to creativity, in flower arranging, and in 

writing. It gave me back the love of teaching, sharing with others, helping 



8 
 

them grow. Ikebana has truly been a spiritual experience and a blessing 

that I am happy to share with this community. 


