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First demonstration:  Emperor Wu of Liang asked the great teacher Bodhidharma, 
“What is the primary import of holy enlightenment?” Bodhidharma said, “Vast 
emptiness, not holy.” The Emperor says: “Who is the person facing me?”  Bodhidharma 
says: “No consciousness.” The Emperor does not take up the proposal.  Thereupon, 
Bodhidharma crossed over the Yellow River and arrived in the Kingdom of Wei.  

Today I have come across the situation, yet again, but in any case, yesterday, I 
talked about “vast emptiness, not holy,” in well, some detail, not a whole lot of detail, but
some.  Everyone, as they grow up, will come to a time when they wonder, when they ask,
“What is my foundation, what is my source?”  This is what Buddhism says.  What kind 
of a state, what kind of condition is that which is called “my source, my foundation?”  If 
you haven’t developed to the degree that you have that question, then Buddhism isn’t 
necessary for you.  

However, as I just said, Buddhism teaches that it is inevitable that everyone will 
develop to the degree that they have this doubt, this question, “What kind of a thing is my
foundation?  What kind of a state is my source?” And in a way that everybody could 
understand it, Bodhidharma teaches about that source, that foundation and says that it is, 
"vast emptiness, not holy,"    Because we have some guests today, I should talk about 
"vast emptiness, not holy," again, for the sake of the newcomers. 

 To understand "vast emptiness, not holy," to mean nothing there, there is neither 
secular nor sacred, nor the benevolent god, nor the evil devil, that is a good way to 
understand it.  There wouldn’t be any mistake in that kind of understanding. Hearing this 
"vast emptiness, not holy," nothing at all there, some people might think, “That doesn’t 
have anything to do with what I am interested in, Buddhism seems irrelevant to me.  I 
just want to become a really wonderful, great person. I'm hungry and I need some food in
my belly.  I don’t want to hear about this ‘vast emptiness, not holy,’ it doesn’t have 
anything to do with me.”  A lot of people probably think like that.   Or if a person thinks, 
“I just want to be saved by the grace of God.”  People who think like that, they don’t 
need Buddhism, they wouldn’t be interested in "vast emptiness, not holy.”

 Everyone probably thinks that they want to be saved by love, but what is love?  
"Vast emptiness, not holy," that is love.  Neither saintly nor profane, neither the evil devil
nor the benevolent god, that is "vast emptiness, not holy.”

The source of the foundation of both the benevolent God and the Devil, both man 
and woman, is the same source, the same foundation.  When the self is born from the 
foundation it grows up and it comes to say lots of different things.  That is a good thing to
be able to say a lot of stuff.  However, we keep growing, we become thirteen, fourteen, 
fifteen years old and then we think, “Aren’t I equal to my mother and father?  Aren’t we, 
my mother and father and myself, equal to each other?”  We have all gone through this 
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stage in our process of development.  And when your child is in that stage of life, you 
have to be very careful.  You can’t let down your guard for a second.  You have to keep 
your hands to the fire.  Everyone has passed through this stage in their process of 
development.  

This time of life always comes up for everybody.  It is a very strong way of 
thinking, a very extreme, you could even say violent way of thinking, marching around 
saying, “Everything is equal.  Men are equal to women.  I am equal to mother. I am equal
to father.” Thinking, “There is nothing different about the great generals from me, there 
is nothing different from the shogun from me,” it is a very strong, you might say, time of 
life.  Or, you could say it is a very wild, violent time of life. All boys go through this time
in their lives.  And, what about the girls?  They seem quite content, without thinking 
there is anything strange about it all, to think, “Well, Elizabeth Taylor, everybody says 
that she is so beautiful, or so and so princess, everybody says that she is so beautiful, but 
she is no different from myself,” and so they glob on lipstick, glob, glob, glob, and they 
glob on the eye makeup, glob, glob, glob.  They make their hair this color and the other 
color.  Maybe it is not such a big problem to imitate being a princess, but if you start 
imitating these famous actresses like Elizabeth Taylor, you know all the kinds of stuff 
that they do, so mothers get big headaches.  

Whether it is a boy or a girl, they all cause their parents a lot of trouble, but the 
parents know that this is coming so they are ready for it, and so when their children 
become teenagers, they are able to educate their children smoothly, skillfully, without 
any mistakes.  Then suddenly, it is because the child’s mother or father suddenly catches 
a cold, but somehow, suddenly, in one step, the teenagers thinking changes and the 
teenager begins to think, “My parent’s have been thinking of me all the way up until now,
now it is my turn to take care of them.” Then finally, the parents think, “Oh, we made it 
through that!”  Finally, the parents can have some peace of mind and think, “It really was
a good idea to have kids, after all.”  Buddhism does teach about this condition, this state 
prior to the appearance of either mother, father or child.  This, what can we call it?  This 
absolutely clear, absolutely pure state, in which neither God nor the Devil resides, this is 
what you should contemplate when you sit zazen.  

What about Master Engo?  How does he talk about this "vast emptiness, not 
holy?”  So, yesterday I talked about what this state of "vast emptiness, not holy," is, what 
this state that Bodhidharma manifests, is and in the text it talks about “a donkey tethering 
stake.”  And there is this other custom that we have, that when you walk into a house, 
there is this thing in Japan called the genkan, it is like this little hallway before you enter 
the house, and there is a box there where people’s shoes are.   And you might look, and if
there isn’t a box there, there would be a lot of snow on the people’s shoes.  So, the box is 
there to keep the snow off.  You might need the box in the winter, but in the summer, you
don’t need that box.

  So, you might like God and want to manifest God, but what about those times 
when you don’t need God, anymore?  Then what happens?  When you are in the state of 
experiencing God, then you don’t need God, anymore.  When you are in the state of 
being as strong as God, when you manifest the wisdom that clearly sees the equality of 
men and women, then you can manifest the state in which a man truly isn’t dependent 
upon a woman anymore, and a women isn’t dependent upon a man.  The warning that is 
being given here is that if you a person who is attached to "vast emptiness, not holy," 
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then you haven’t thoroughly experienced "vast emptiness, not holy." If you are dependent
upon God, then necessarily, you will be afraid of the Devil.  

Now, what does Master Engo have to say about Bodhidharma’s "Vast emptiness, 
not holy?"  He says, “a little bit interesting, a little bit unusual.” And then he says, “The 
arrow has already passed Korea.” This Korea, of course is a place near China, far, far 
away.  That is what it means, some place far, far, away.  It is as if someone in China faces
Korea and puts the arrow in the bow and then lets it go, and not only did it get to Korea, 
it went way past Korea, already.   What Engo is saying is that no matter how great a 
teaching it might be, after it is taught, then it is already gone.  The moment you say it, it 
is already vanished.  If you fly together with the arrow, then where do you fall down, 
where do you come to?  This is how this phrase becomes a koan. 

Master Engo says that if you are attached to "vast emptiness, not holy," then you 
will never grasp the essence, the tenet of "vast emptiness, not holy.” To attach to 
anything means to fixate the "I am" self and then from that point of view of the fixated "I 
am" blah, blah, blah, talk on and on endlessly about whatever you are attached to. 
Tathagata Zen says that there is no benefit in that.  But, these days in America it seems 
like it is very popular to get together, supposedly to do zazen, and then everyone just 
goes, blah, blah, blah, and jabbers.  We do have this rule, “no talking,” but irregardless, 
blah, blah, blah, we break the rule.  But, you are very severely warned about this. 
whenever you are doing this, you are just fixating your "I am" self and there isn’t any 
way that you will be able to experience having a brand new self until you  negate that 
fixated self.  

This is why Master Engo says his comments, says his criticism, “Yes, it is a little 
bit good teaching this "vast emptiness, not holy," but it has already vanished.  It is 
already gone.  Together with the arrow, a new self must manifest.  What Master Engo is 
really saying is that you have already quit doing the fixating of the self and you are 
running along with the arrow.  Where will you settle down?  Where is the place where 
you will fall down to settle?  Look for that place.  And that place is the manifestation of a
state in which there is no longer past, present, and future.  

That is why next Master Engo reflecting back again to the teaching of "vast 
emptiness, not holy," says, “It is so clear.  It is so obvious.” "Vast emptiness, not holy," it
really is a pretty good teaching, but the moment all of you attach to it, you’ve already 
done damage to that teaching of "Vast emptiness, not holy.” Tathagata Zen teaches that 
there is no activity more wonderful, superior to, the activity of "vast emptiness, not holy,"
It is also known as the activity of true love.  If we attach to love then it is no longer "vast 
emptiness, not holy."  We must manifest true love.  Because some of you are suffering 
from love, that is why I decided to mention it, a little bit. 

What about Emperor Wu?  What did he do about Bodhidharma’s saying "vast 
emptiness, not holy?"  He didn’t seem to have understood. "Vast emptiness, not holy," is 
the state that has neither subject nor object nor the distance that is always separating 
subject and object, as I always tell you.  Those three: subject, distance and object are 
future, present and past, but for Emperor Wu it seemed a little difficult for him to realize 
that "vast emptiness, not holy," is where there are none of those.  

 Whenever past, present and future manifest, as I have told you so many times up 
until now, it is the present that is the distance that separates subject and object.  That 
distance is the "I am" self.  Simultaneously mother and father appear.  The mother, who 
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appears simultaneously with the child, appears in the world of the future, and the father 
who appears, appears simultaneously in the world of the past.  The child is in the present. 
So these three: mother, father and child, have manifested in their distinct, separate from 
each other worlds, but originally, in the foundation, they were right together with each 
other.  

For caterpillars or ants, it is not necessary for them to think, “Which one is the 
mother and which one is the father?”  However, even caterpillars and ants have "I am" 
selves.  Ants and mosquitoes have "I am’s” but they don’t manifest the wisdom that 
know that they have an "I am".  Human beings, however, have developed to the degree 
where they do manifest the wisdom that knows this principle. Cats and dogs have a very 
great, highly developed consciousness, but even their highly developed consciousness 
does not do the activity of having the wisdom that knows the principle of having an "I 
am" self.  Cats and dogs have consciousness which is different from the consciousness of 
an ant or a caterpillar, but they are manifesting "I am a dog,” I am a cat” without knowing
the principle of that.  It is a quite good thing.  The reason that human beings love cats and
dogs so much is because the cats and dogs don’t go around saying, “I am a cat.  I am a 
dog.”  If you are a human being and you don’t go around saying, “I am a man. I am a 
woman,” maybe other people will like you a little better.   However, if you don’t go 
around saying, “I am a man. I am a woman,” maybe other people will think that you are 
really dumb.   So, really, the kind of people that other people like, are people who can 
clearly say, different from an animal, “I am a man”, or “I am a woman.”

  Buddhism, however, further teaches that when it comes to the life of a married 
couple, the reason why that married life will have no problems in it, be a no problem 
married life, is because the husband and wife don’t think, “I am a man.  I am a woman.”  
They don’t manifest the thinking that thinks, “I am a man.  I am a woman.”  This is what 
Master Engo is talking about.  What about the Emperor?  Is the Emperor a man or a 
woman?  Did he ask Bodhidharma his question as a man or as a woman?  

In fact, when the Emperor ask this question, different from your second 
translation that you have there, it would be better to say instead of, “Who is this person 
facing me?” it would be better to say, “Who are you who are facing the Emperor?” If you
are a person who has clearly manifested the wisdom that knows the principle of being a 
man or a woman, how would you answer the Emperor?  I think probably the kind of 
answer would be laughing in your belly at the Emperor, and thinking “What  a stupid 
thing to say.  "I am the Emperor.” If the Emperor asks a question and he doesn’t get an 
answer, his face will get beet red, and he’ll look at the person and say, “I am the 
Emperor.  Answer me!  Answer me!”  This is what Master Engo is saying in his 
comment.  Master Engo is handing down his criticism by saying, this Emperor really, 
really, doesn’t understand at all.  He doesn’t understand to the degree that he is just like a 
blind person looking for something, putting his hands in the air where there is nothing, 
and opening and closing his five fingers in the empty air.  

All of you who are being asked this question by the Emperor, whether you are a 
man or a woman, if you have really manifested the wisdom that knows the principle of 
being man or woman, how will you answer the Emperor?  What did Bodhidharma 
answer?  “I don’t know,” is really the upshot of what he answered.  If you truly manifest 
the wisdom that understands the principle of this, “I don’t know,” then whether you are a 
man or a woman, you have become the truly free person. 
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 And what does Master Engo say about Bodhidharma’s answer?  The first 
character, “Kotzu,” is saying in effect, a criticism of Bodhidharma, that is to say, “You 
Bodhidharma, you took all the trouble and time to come all the way to China from India, 
but you really are just an idiot.” Engo takes Bodhidharma in his hands and calls him 
clearly an idiot.  [Tape Change}- …then he wouldn’t have had to assert himself as, “I am 
the Emperor.”

Just by saying, “Bah,” or “Bodhidharma is an idiot,” most people wouldn’t 
understand that, so Master Engo takes some more time and trouble to say something that 
more people may understand.  What does he say? “Bodhidharma you’re just fine being 
Bodhidharma.  That is all you need to do.  You are Bodhidharma.  Just be Bodhidharma.  
You don’t have to come all the way over here to China, dragging your old body around 
behind you to try to teach this or that Zen Buddhism.  It is not worth even half a cent.” 
Now that  was something good to say.  It’s really true what he says.  If Bodhisattva was 
just being Bodhidharma there would be no trouble.   If Bodhidharma would just hide 
himself within "vast emptiness, not holy," there would be no suffering, no trouble.  
However, Bodhidharma voluntarily, willingly, appears in the human world, and when I 
say human world, I mean the world divided into past, present, and future.  To be in the 
human world means to have an "I am" self that is tied up by both past and future.  When 
it comes to Bodhidharma, however, he voluntarily, willingly, taking it upon himself to do
it on purpose, comes into this world of past, present, and future.  So, for him it is not 
suffering, it is a manifestation of freedom. 

Everyone seems to love freedom, “I love freedom.  I want to be free.”  For 
Bodhidharma to manifest himself in the human world is his freedom.  Bodhidharma does 
not fixate the Dharma activity, and by not fixating the Dharma activity he ends up 
appearing in China.  If the Emperor had manifested the wisdom that knows this principle,
he would have been able to grasp Bodhidharma’s “I don’t know,” no consciousness 
answer.  The reason why the Emperor just can’t understand Bodhidharma is because he 
has fixated Bodhidharma as a saint. 

 A man who can be free from being a man is a truly free man.  A woman who can 
become free from being a woman becomes a true woman. What tends to happen, 
however, is that men go out on the road, or wherever they go, and they see a really 
beautiful woman, and at once they are totally tied up, “Now, she is really gorgeous!”  
That is fine.  If you manifest, “What a beauty she is!” without fixating the Dharma 
activity, then you aren’t tied up by her.  It is the same for a women.  When a woman is 
thinking, “Wow, what a handsome guy he is!” it is she, herself, who is manifesting 
“Wow, what a handsome guy he is.” So, she is utterly free in that manifestation.  There is
no need for her to get tied up by the handsome man.  In her own freedom, she manifests 
the handsome boy, freely.  It is nothing outside of herself. 

In the body of the text, not Engo’s comments, it says that the Emperor does not 
take up proposals; the Emperor does not understand.  That means that he does not 
understand the Dharma activity that is manifesting all of these things.   Now what does 
Master Engo say?  He seems to be saying, “Emperor, all that baggage of being an 
Emperor, do you ever just consider getting rid of it, for awhile?  It seems to be weighing 
you down and causing you a lot of trouble.”  This is why I always tell you, and Zen 
Masters have always said, that the ordinary culture that is popular in society and Zen 
culture are absolutely different from each other.  [translator says: I’ m sorry, I think that 
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the previous sentence should have been literature, not culture,] but in any case, in this 
sentence usually, ordinarily, literature is commonly about, “Oh, I am so sad.” or “Oh, I 
am so happy.”

 In terms of being tied up by a man or a woman, Zen literature is quite different 
from that.  Zen literature is about freedom.  When a boy sees a girl in Zen literature, the 
boy manifests that beautiful girl freely, doing the activity of voluntarily being the one 
who takes the initiative to do the activity of seeing that beautiful girl, manifesting her, 
himself, freely.  If a person doesn’t realize that he is already manifesting the objective 
world together with the objective world, but instead thinks that the objective world is 
something different from himself, then he, himself, will be causing himself lots of 
suffering.  He, himself, will be making his baggage very weighty and a thing to make 
himself suffer.  If the Emperor thinks, “This world is my world, and I must take care of 
it,” that is good.  That is fine, but if it is so, so, heavy and burdensome for him, he will 
just be sweating and sweating, and in the end, he’ll just have to flop down and take a rest.
And if he flops down and rests up, then his baggage, his country, may be taken up by 
another person.  Without getting your heavy baggage stolen from you, you have to find a 
way to protect your bags. 

 The same with beautiful women, if you give your beautiful woman to a friend, 
that is fine, but if she never comes back, that might be a problem for you, so it is not such
an easy thing.  In the first two characters of Engo’s criticism or comment are Cashaku, 
like: “that is really too bad, that is really regrettable.” 

To become a really free person, you have to manifest the wisdom that knows the 
principle of what freedom is.  If you can’t do that, then no matter how much time passes 
you won’t be free. There are some difficult parts in this part, so I have to give teisho on it 
more.  In any case, for today, we should understand that this is the part that clearly 
teaches about what freedom is.  All of you must become free people. To suffer is also 
freedom.  You are really the one who is doing the suffering.  Mothers and fathers cannot 
escape from their children.  If you truly understand that principle, for the first time, you 
will become a free person.  A lover cannot escape from his or her lover, knowing that 
principle makes you a free person.  

If you don’t understand that principle you will think, “It is this world, this society 
that doesn’t understand or recognize us, what should we do?”  In any case, we have to 
become free people.   It is time to stop for today.  

The End
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