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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 said, “Who is the person facing me?” Bodhidarma says, “No 
consciousness.” The Emperor does not take up the proposal. Thereupon Bodhidharma 
crossed over the Yellow River and arrive in the Kingdom of Wei.  Later the Emperor 
brings up this question to Master Shiko.  Master Shiko says, “Do you, yourself, know who
this person is?” The Emperor says, “I don’t know.” At last the Emperor was filled with 
regret and wanted to send an emissary to invite him back.   Shiko says, “Don’t say that.  
It would do no good to send a messenger to fetch him back.”  Even if all the people in the
whole country were to go, he would not turn around and come back.”  

The part that we just read is from the first, so called chapter, of the Blue Cliff 

Record, and it is the entirety of the koan part of that first chapter.  And after this part, 

there is a comment that you don’t have a copy of, the historical background give by 

Master Engo.  And that historical comment that Master Engo made is quite lengthy.  You 

don’t have a copy of that, and then after that, another thing that you don’t have a copy of 

is a poem by Master Setcho, which strikes at the foundation of the heart of the meaning 

of the koan.  And then, Master Engo also makes comments on the poem by Master 

Setcho, and these are actually quite lengthy, too.  Master Engo goes on and on at great 

length, giving his comments about the poem, as well.  And then after all of that, it is 

finally the end of the first chapter.   To get to the end of these teisho on the first chapter 

of the Blue Cliff Record, therefore, is going to take quite some time.  I think, one, two, 

three, Dai sesshins in a row, at least.  And there are a hundred of these chapters in the 

Blue Cliff Record, and each one of the chapters is formatted in the same way, with the 

pointer and the koan and the comment and the poem and further comment.  So, it should 

be the case that if one were to study all one hundred of these cases, then after all of that, 

one would have an idea of what Zen is. 
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I was told, “Go to America,” many years ago and I’ve been here for awhile, and 

now I am thinking , “ I should have started giving teisho on the Blue Cliff Record a bit 

earlier.  It is kind of late, now. It will take at least three years from now, to get to the end 

of it.” It doesn’t really matter how many years it takes, I’ll just keep giving teisho on the 

Blue Cliff Record until I die, and with that intention, I started.  When I began giving 

these teishos, the war broke out.  Perhaps, what I want to say appears as something 

similar to a war.  I am thinking that perhaps when I end my teishos on the Blue Cliff 

Record, that will be when peace comes.  Don’t you think to say that a war has ended must

mean that perfect peace has come?  Right now it seems that we are in the situation of it 

seeming that the fighting has, to some degree, stopped, but from my point of view, you 

can’t say that the war has ended until something new has cropped up, has been born 

from ,that a new ideology has been born from that.  

In the old days it was always the case, whether it was a big war or a small war, 

when the war ended, a new ideology was born.  This time, as well, now that the fighting 

has to at least some degree stopped, I am waiting for the new ideology to be manifest.  

The same thing with this Blue Cliff, if you really grasp up the Blue Cliff Record, then a 

new ideology must be manifest from that.  

I’ve been speaking about "Vast emptiness, not holy." Yesterday, also, I ended up 

speaking on "Vast emptiness, not holy."  I don’t seem to be able to get past that part.  The

thing of it is that if one truly grasp up "Vast emptiness, not holy," then one has 

understood all one hundred chapters of the Blue Cliff Record.  This is what has always 

been said about it, from the old days, so that is why I am there.  In any case, Emperor Wu

did not understand the meaning that Bodhidharma’s words, "Vast emptiness, not holy," 

was pointing to. 

 I have been spending a lot of time talking about "Vast emptiness, not holy," but 

Master Engo’s comment means that if you attach to that koan of "Vast emptiness, not 

holy," that is also a mistake.  This is what he is saying when he makes his comment about

the arrow flying past Korea.  The Korea that is in the text here is referring to the present 

day North Korea, and the bow and the arrow have separated from each other and the 

arrow has gone way past North Korea, past Manjuria, where do you think that it ended 

up? So, the arrow has flown past Korea.  But where does it land?  Where is the place that 
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it lands?  Where is the place that it falls down to?  If there is a place where it departed 

from, there must be a landing place and in Tathagata Zen, there is an actual technical 

term, lakusho, for this landing place, and we always ask, “Where is your place that you 

land?”

This is the meaning of Master Engo’s next comment when he talks about clarity, 

he is saying, “If there is a departing place, of course there is a landing place.  If there is 

an origin, of course there is a result, that is perfectly clear.”  However, it is no easy thing. 

It is very difficult to really grasp this landing place, landing spot.  It is similar to the fact 

that we are all born, we all know that. But we also, die, and where do we go when we 

die?  Zen practice is to come to know, for your self, to grasp as a problem that you must 

solve in your own activity of knowing, your origin and your result, your birth and your 

death, where you come from and where you go to.

Emperor Wu looks upon Bodhidharma and it is as if he says, “You, who are 

asking me these questions, asking the Emperor these questions, who are you?” This is an 

absolutely dumb and boring question, don’t you think?  But, it was the Emperor, so 

because it was the Emperor that is probably why Bodhidharma didn’t just say, “I can’t 

believe that you are asking me such a stupid question.”  But Master Engo doesn’t seem at

all worried about the fact that it was the Emperor.  He unleashes his criticism freely.  The 

meaning of Master Engo’s comment, criticism, is he hasn’t even woken up yet, his eyes 

aren’t really even open, and he is groggily, sleepily, asking this question.  

The meaning of his criticism is that it is quite clear that Emperor Wu did all that 

reading about Buddhism, all that studying about Buddhism, but he clearly doesn’t 

understand Buddhism.  If the Emperor had been able to grasp "Vast emptiness, not holy,"

then Master Engo would not have criticized him in that way, of course.  This comment is 

a comment that is facing the thing that the Emperor has just previously said.  

Now what does Bodhidharma say?  Having been asked, “Who is this person, 

facing the Emperor, what does Bodhidharma answer?  Bodhidharma simply says, “I don’t

know.” In English it would have been, “I don’t know.”  If we say, “I don’t know,” then 

we are already recognizing the “I” that is in that sentence. If there were no appearing of 

the "I am" self, there would be no need to say anything.  Because the "I am" had appeared

and Bodhidharma was answering, Master Engo has something to say about him, too.  
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You fool, what a foolish, inconsequent ional answer.  Master Engo is saying, there you 

go Bodhidharma, sticking your face into the human world again, and what you have to 

say when you stick your face in the human world again isn’t worth half a cent.  But, it is 

really very difficult to understand the meaning of this.  

There is no other way to come to a clear understanding of Bodhidharma’s, “I 

don’t know,” or “no consciousness,” and Master Engo’s comments on it, without 

contemplating it in your own zazen.  What Master Engo is saying is that one should stop 

doing the activity of searching for the meaning of "Vast emptiness, not holy," of 

searching for the meaning of what Bodhidharma is. Coming to this point it is necessary 

again to go back to "Vast emptiness, not holy," and get to the heart of that, and that again 

would take a long time.  But, maybe that shouldn’t do that, because maybe if I start 

talking again about "Vast emptiness, not holy," you folks will all start thinking, “Oh no, 

not again,” and you will lose your interest and that wouldn’t be good.

When the "I am" is manifest, it is always manifest in a world surrounded by 

trouble, surrounded by problems.  What kind of bags are these?  Whenever the "I am" is 

born it is always born with the worlds of past, present, and future on its back.  You guys 

take those bags very seriously; you’re carrying of those bags very seriously, and very 

seriously consider the questions, “What is Buddhism?  What is Zen?  What is myself?” 

What Master Engo is saying, it is better just to quit doing that.  “Hey, you Emperor Wu,” 

says Master Engo, “You don’t really have to take all the trouble to try to carry all three of

those bags, past, present, and future, at the same time, and take such good care of them.  

You can just put them down.” 

On the other hand, however, because we are born into the world that is divided 

into past, present, and future, because we have past, present, and future, it is possible for 

us to do the activity of maturing and growing up.  When we complete the process of 

maturation, then the worlds of past, present and future vanish.   

Buddhism, at least as one of its teachings, teaches that it is the Dharma activity 

that forms this world and it is the same Dharma activity that forms all of us in this world. 

And Buddhism also teaches that that same activity could be called Buddha activity, 

Buddha nature, and one who has manifested the wisdom that knows that activity 

thoroughly is called a Buddha. All of you, in this same way, if you manifest the wisdom 
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that knows the activity that forms this world, and manifests the wisdom that knows this 

principle by which we are born and we die, then you also are a Buddha.  

Everyone goes around saying, “Buddha this, Buddha that ,” but the thing about 

Buddha is that until you, yourself manifest the wisdom that clearly knows how you 

appear and how you disappear, then you can’t know what you are saying when you say, 

“Buddha,” and further  if you do, then you, yourself, are a Buddha.  There is no Buddha 

other than the Dharma activity.  All of us existent beings also don’t exist apart from the 

Dharma activity. All a Buddha is, is a person who has manifested the wisdom that knows 

the Dharma activity, and then takes that wisdom and walks his or her life putting that 

wisdom into practice.  The meaning, therefore, of Master Engo’s comment is that 

“Emperor Wu, you really are carrying these very heavy bags called Buddhism and you 

are doing such a good job carrying those heavy bags called Buddhism.”  

        So the translator shouldn’t be tied up by what is actually written in the text .If you 

get tied up by the book then you lose yourself.   You have to not lose your true self. Your 

true self is the manifestation of the Dharma activity. So, what Master Engo is doing is, in 

the front, he is praising the Emperor, but hidden it is a criticism of the Emperor saying, 

“What a pitiful fellow he is.” Master Engo did not make this criticism while Master Wu 

was still alive.  If he had done so, he might have found himself separated from his head.

It is good that Emperor Wu isn’t around anymore; we can say what we want about him.  

       At this point Bodhidharma thought, Emperor Wu doesn’t understand Buddhism at 

all.  Anyone who takes Buddhism as heavy baggage, anyone who is attached to 

Buddhism, I can’t do anything for that person.  That is why the Buddha, himself, in the 

heart sutras, in the prajnaparamita sutras, says over and over, again, “Buddhism is not 

Buddhism.” It is a mistake to see Buddhism as an object and think upon it as an object.   

Buddhism does not exist as an object. That is why I just said, “Buddhism is no 

Buddhism.” 

Scholars are very intelligent and even these days there are lengthy and complex 

discussions of the prajnaparamita literature by scholars.  But, in any case, they are just 

pronouncing all the stuff that they were made to study, so it is not so bad.  In any case, if 

we say Buddhism is non- Buddhism, no Buddhism, then what is Buddhism? Buddhism is 
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the teaching that explains how the past is born, how the future is born, and also how those

things disappear. 

 Similarly, therefore, it is taught, time is no time.  That is true time.  Everybody 

takes time as an object, and it is such a difficult problem and the scholars all do their best 

to debate about it.  Time does not exist as an object.  That is why Buddhism teaches that 

time is not time, time your self.  Buddhism also says time is Buddha, time is the 

Tathagata, time is the Dharma activity.  Such a simple answer, it is, however, very 

difficult.  You folks are really just like Emperor Wu, you have this gigantic, heavy bag of

Buddhism that you have slung over your shoulders and it is quite a good thing that you 

are trying to do that, but it is rather pitiful.  

This isn’t just limited to Buddhism; all religious people seem to be like this.  They

put these heavy bags of their religions over their shoulders and they are standing there, 

weighted down by these bags and then when someone says something bad about their 

religion, they get very angry.  Tathagata Zen says in answer to the question what is the 

most important thing in our world?  Of course, it is religion.  And what is the worst thing 

in this world?  The worst thing in this world is religions that attach to their own religions 

If a man attaches to his man ness then he can’t do the female activity. If a woman 

attaches to being a woman then she becomes incapable of doing the male function.  But, 

the real thing is that men do, do the female function and woman do, do the male function.

If we attach, “I am a man.  I am a woman” big trouble comes up.  

The moment that we fixate anything, fixate anything as existing: “There is a man 

there. There is a woman there.” Already Buddhism says that we have appeared in the 

world of rupa, the world of form.  And when we become material, then we all get tied up 

by, “It is beautiful or it is not beautiful.”  Be careful.  That is what we are told.  There 

upon Bodhidharma crossed over the Yellow River and arrived in the kingdom of Wei.  It 

is as if what is being said there is: “Bodhidharma is thinking,”Well Emperor Wu is 

seeming to have a pretty hard time and he is kind of pitiful, but if I hang around with him,

too much, then the entire teaching of Buddhism will become corrupted and mistaken, so I

had better leave, so he goes over the Yellow River and leaves the kingdom of Liang and 

enters the kingdom of Wei.  
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And what Master Engo says is that the Bodhidharma who is manifest here in 

response to Emperor Wu is neither Bodhidharma nor is it not Bodhidharma.  He has 

transformed himself.   [tape Change.]  What kind of thing was it, what kind of a thing did 

Bodhidharma ghost himself into when he did the activity of going over the Yellow River.

You have to see that form for yourself, that shape of Bodhidharma, for yourself.  Master 

Engo is saying, this is one scene in the play.  Bodhidharma is dancing the dance of this 

scene of the play.  Bodhidharma is a very good actor.  All of you, if you don’t become 

good actors and actresses, you can’t become free people.  A woman can’t become a really

grand woman unless she becomes a great actress.  Actually, Master Engo’s comments 

that he “blah, blah, blah,” goes on and on with, is based upon a very old book that was 

written centuries earlier in Japanese.  I am not familiar with it, but just for the record, in 

Japanese, it is pronounced, Enanji. 

The upshot is that when you are watching the Bodhidharma dance, you should 

just be quiet.  You don’t need to go blabbering and jabbering on and on about what you 

think about it.  It is the same with us.  All the stuff that you do, all the stuff that I do , let’s

be careful not to get tied up with , “that actor Roshi,” or “that actor, such and such a 

person” is doing well or is doing poorly. This is how I think about my own activity.  I 

think that I am entering a theater and being an actor.  All of you enter this theater, or this 

stage called the world and you end up spending your time looking out and saying, “Oh, 

she’s a good actor.  She’s not such a good actress,” but it really is a waste of time.  

Then the next line, later the Emperor brings up this question to Master Shiko, 

Much later, Bodhidharma is long gone and still Emperor Wu turns to Shiko, who was 

someone who taught him Buddhism, a Buddhist master who taught him Buddhism, and 

he still is thinking about, still tied up with the “Bodhidharma show,” the dance of what 

Bodhidharma did. From the old times, it has always been said about this part, that there 

really is no need for Emperor Wu to ask Master Shiko, the Buddhist master about this 

thing that happened before.  Bodhidharma escaped, just let it be the situation of 

Bodhidharma escaped.  But, it is interesting.  

When you see a movie, then you come back and I want to know what kind of a 

movie it was, “How was the movie?”  It is just like that.  And Master Engo also is using 

some old literary examples, talks about the child born into a poor family, thinking about 
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an old debt.  And then this next part actually means, the part about having eyes, actually 

means, “You don’t know about yourself, but you look around at other people a lot.” He is

talking about Master Shiko.  “You don’t have to blabber and jabber about irrelevant 

stuff,” Master Shiko.  Master Shiko replies with his own question, “Hey, Emperor, hey 

your majesty, do you know who that was?”

    Master Engo calls Master Shiko an idiot, now: Master Shiko, we should really 

call you, “He who says irrelevant, dumb, stuff Shiko. Bodhidharma, who went to this 

other country called Wei, he should beat you until you end up all the way to that same 

other country.”  He doesn’t just simply say, “We should drive him out of the country.  He

says, we should take a big stick and spank him on the ass thirty times, until finally he is 

out of here.  Now, this is the special kind of literature that we call Zen literature.  But, 

without knowing the tenets of Zen, no matter how much you read Zen literature, you 

won’t be able to get to the heart of it.  And then the next line about Bodhidharma coming 

again, it is kind of the opposite.  Bodhidharma went away, but then he turns around and 

punches Master Shiko.  You have to contemplate in your zazen, is Bodhidharma, Master 

Engo, or is Master Engo, Bodhidharma?  

And then the Emperor answers Master Shiko’s question and says, “I don’t know.”

When Bodhidharma was asked by Emperor Wu, “Who is this person standing before the 

Emperor,” Bodhidharma answered, “I don’t know,” and here when asked by Master 

Shiko if he knows who that person was, the Emperor answers with this same, exact 

words, actually, fushiki, “I don’t know.  So the koan here is to ask, “Are these two, being 

the same exact words, the same, or not?” How are they different, the Bodhidharma, “I 

don’t know,” and the Emperor Wu, “I don’t know.”  You all probably know the answer 

to this, Bodhidharma said , “I don’t know,” and he was manifesting the "Vast emptiness, 

not holy,"self.  When the Emperor say, “I don’t know,” he is manifesting the self that is 

burdened by the bags of past, present, and future. 

You are taught in this practice to contemplate this in zazen until you can grasp it 

immediately, can grasp it clearly for yourselves.  And then what does Master Engo say?  

He is making fun of Emperor Wu, here, ironically, laughing at him saying, “Oh, there he 

goes, saying just what Bodhidharma said.  He is answering the Bodhidharma koan.”  And

then again, Master Shiko says something off the track and unnecessary.  “Didn’t you 
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know that this man named Bodhidharma was actually an incarnation of Kanon, 

bodhisattva, here to teach us the Buddha heart?  Totally, an unnecessary and off the track 

thing to say.  But, perhaps it can be said from the ordinary point of view, most people 

would feel it necessary to explain this to Emperor Wu.  But whatever you tell Emperor 

Wu, he is not going to understand it.  It is like saying, “try licking your ear with your 

tongue.”  Can you do it?  It means, whatever you try to tell him, it is not going to do any 

good.  Shiko, stop saying dumb stuff! 

 But, Emperor Wu, when he hears that the Kanon bodhisattva came all the way 

from India to China to teach the essence of Zen, he thinks, “Oh, we should have made 

him stop,” and he feels filled with regret. Bodhidharma slipped through Emperor Wu’s 

fingers, but when they were meeting, he hadn’t really loved him.  Only now, does he feel 

love for him, and therefore, he says to Shiko, “Call him back, find some way to get him 

back here.”   So, let’s say that he sent an emissary after him.  Did he catch Bodhidharma?

Did Emperor Wu catch Bodhidharma, or not?   There is no way.  If your lover runs away 

from you, you can’t get her back.  Someone who thinks that they have to try to get their 

lover back, who has escaped from them, that is an idiot.  

Although this is an interesting subject that I am sure that all of you are interested 

in, I am not going to talk about it anymore, and let’s get back to Master Engo.  What he 

says is, “You are a pitiful idiot, you should just stop doing your dumb things” And then 

Master Shiko says something quite skillful to the Emperor.  He says, “Now, now 

Emperor, don’t say that.  Don’t try to send a messenger to get your lover back for you. 

That would be a bad idea.”  The next comment by Master Engo is also very interesting 

and difficult, but since we are running out of time I don’t want to start talking about it, 

today, and we have tomorrow, anyway, so we will talk about it tomorrow.  

The End
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