
Teisho by Kyozan Joshu Sasaki Roshi
Rinzai Roku Discourse 1

January 16 2000
Translator: Giko Rubin

6th Day Dai-sesshin

A monk  comes up,  faces  Rinzai,  and  asks  his  question:  “What  is  the  great

meaning  of  the  Buddha-dharma?”   This  is  the  first  question  that  is  asked  in  the

discourses section of the Rinzai Roku.  We have to judge this question to be a great

question.  It is question that has no crevice or crack in it, a correct question.  

In response to this question, “What is the great meaning of the Buddha-dharma?”

I have been speaking at length for five days.  The first thing to face is what Buddha-

dharma itself is.  What is Buddha?  What is Dharma?  That is what I have been talking

about. 

Just in this one expression, just by saying, “Buddha-dharma” you have already

said  everything  about  Buddhism.   That  is  why  I  just  said  this  question  is  a  great

question. 

The first thing I spoke about is what is Buddha?  What is dharma?  

As I tell you over and over again, and over and over and over again, here, when

we speak of Dharma we are referring to the activity that forms this world we live in.

And, a person who manifests the wisdom that understands that Dharma activity is called

a Buddha.  

In Buddhism we talk about Buddha-dharma, we talk about Buddha and we talk

about the Dharma activity, but we do not talk about God.  You should be able to see

that,  just as we always say in Tathagata Zen, when it  comes to Buddhism, when it

comes to the Buddha-dharma, this kind of teaching is totally different from religion.  

However, we further say, that if you are a person who can manifest the wisdom

that  knows the Dharma activity,  if  you can manifest  the knowledge or wisdom of  a

Buddha then you don’t need God, but if you have not yet manifested the wisdom of a
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Buddha, not yet manifested the wisdom that knows the Dharma activity, then you need

to speak about God.  So, although Buddha-dharma does seem to deny the existence of

God, for people who have not become Buddha themselves the Buddha-dharma does

not deny the existence of God.  We caution you in this way.  

This is the last day I have given to myself to speak about the Buddha , and so I

have to tie  up all the loose ends in my explanation of Buddha-dharma.

So what about the Dharma activity?  According to the teisho of Siddhartha, the

one who started Buddha-dharma in the first place, the one who founded Buddhism,

when we carefully observe the Dharma activity we see, as I have told you so many

times before, that it is made of two mutually opposing activities that we call tatha-gata

and tatha-agata.  These two activities are what form this Great Cosmos.

The activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata are the activity of affirming and the

activity of not affirming.  

We can, in fact, name these two opposing activities in many ways.  The activities

of plus and minus , expanding and contracting, existing and not existing: these are ways

that we can name these two fundamental mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and

tatha-agata.  

From the old days, within the practice of Tathagata Zen we have also equated

the tatha-agata activity with the subject, and the tatha-gata activity with the object.

The Dharma activity is what is forming the absolute space we live in, this Great

Cosmos that is our home, and so we say in Tathagata Zen that the Great Cosmos itself

is doing a repetitive activity in which plus and minus on the one hand totally unify with

each other, and on the other hand become distinct from each other over and over again.

When plus and minus are in a state of unity that is when the Great Cosmos itself,

the great absolute space itself is manifest. 

I say this same thing over and over again, that the manifestation of the Great

Cosmos  itself  is  when  plus  and  minus  are  one,  and  yet  no  one  seems to  take  it

seriously enough to put it into practice.  No one gives me an answer from having put it
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into practice.  That means no one really understands it!  What is the matter with you all! 

This state of plus and minus being one is the perfect state, the complete state.

That  is why we call  it  the state of zero.   This condition of  perfection,  of  zero, is  a

condition that has no so called “other.”  It doesn’t need to be seen by anything other

than itself, because there simply is nothing other than it.  It is the one and only state that

there really is.  It is a condition in which you don’t need to give rise to any doubts.  You

don’t need to give rise to the activity of knowing.  Within it there is no meaning. 

We human beings have human personality.  We have a human form.   And in

Tathagata  Zen  we  say  that  we  can  personify  that  zero  activity  and  call  it  the

manifestation  of  true  love.   Everybody  says  that  we  cannot  live  without  love.   In

Tathagata Zen, however,  we say that the manifestation of true love is an activity in

which there is no one loving and there is no one being loved.  That is zero.  

I have also, however, told you many times before that from that state of the unity

of plus and minus the Dharma activity will continue to act until eventually the Dharma

activity will-lessly manifests the state of the separation of plus and minus.  

If we personify the plus activity to be the man and the minus activity to be the

woman, then, as everybody knows from their own experience, when man and woman

separate from each other then there is a distance in between them, there is a space of

distance in between them.  

When plus and minus actually separate from each other why is it that there is this

space manifest?  What is the nature of this distance between plus and minus?  Perhaps

physicists or astronomers consider this problem seriously, but it seems to me that most

people simply uncritically,  unquestioningly accept the existence of this distance, this

space, without investigating it.  

Buddhism says that it seems, in the same way, as if everyone unquestioningly,

unconditionally  accepts  their  own  birth,  their  own  having  appeared  here,  without

investigating  it.   For  people  who  unquestioningly,  unconditionally  accept  their  birth,

acknowledge their  existence,  acknowledge and accept  the existence of the material
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world  without  questioning it,  to  study Buddhism or  Zen will  only  be filled with  pain,

suffering, and difficulty.  Buddhism, and especially Zen very sternly cautions us, and

says, It is wrong to unquestioningly recognize our birth and our disappearance.  It is

wrong to unquestioningly recognize how we appear and how we die.  Because, if we do

unquestioningly recognize those things, if  we do understand those things to happen

unconditionally or randomly, then we will come to make many mistakes because of that

misunderstanding.  Instead of that unquestioning acceptance and recognition of birth

and death, we must manifest  the wisdom that knows the principle behind birth and

death, that knows the way of natural reason behind our appearing and disappearing.  

When man and woman separate from each other then we call  that  space in

between them an interval of space.  That distance will inevitably appear in between.

Where did that distance, that interval of space come from?  

Some people when they are asked that question are startled and simply cannot

answer, and then they end up saying some kind of cheeky, joking thing like,        “Roshi,

your question is just a trick!”  But, actually, people who say stuff like that are themselves

the ones who are   “trick people.”  If I tell you that you should be able to see this about

yourself, and laugh at yourself.  

So how do we answer this so called tricky question?  How can you answer when

asked, “Where does this space that separates man and woman come from?  Where

does this distance that distinguishes man from woman come from?”  Actually, don’t I

teach this so carefully and kindly over and over again every single day?  Not just in

teisho, but when beginning students come to sanzen I give you your own private teisho!

For five or ten minutes sometimes I sit there and explain how this space appears.  

That which manifests zero is the activity of plus and minus.  It is these activities

of plus and minus that are within the body of zero, and that form the body of zero.

There is a body of zero.  There is a state of zero.  And the activity that forms the body of

zero has both plus and minus as its content.  Even though I tell you this so many times,

it is like your heads are empty!  Its like it goes in one ear and out the other!  What are
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you listening to?  Why won’t you give me some kind of understanding of this?  

Plus and minus, however,  do separate  from each other,  but their  separation

does not happen unconditionally.  Tathagata Zen says that in order to separate they

must give of themselves.  If they don’t sacrifice part of themselves then separation will

not occur.  It doesn’t matter the amount we say they give.  We can say they sacrifice

one hundred millionth, or one tenth themselves.  In any case they must give a part of

themselves to separate. Why is it that you cannot understand this?  

I have met quite a number of people who are great believers in communism, and

also quite a number of people who strongly assert that they believe in democracy.  Both

groups do an equally fine job of not understanding anything of what I am trying to teach!

Because  they  are  attached  to  either  the  ideology  of  communism  or  the  idea  of

democracy they absolutely are unable to give me any understanding.  This is why I beg

you to throw everything away, and dive completely into the investigation of the koan!  If I

say that then you might give rise to the thought that you are doing Zen practice because

I asked you to.  Isn’t that the way it is?  People who are attached to their own ideas will

come to think in that way.  No matter what ideology it is, communism, democracy, or

any religious teaching as well, if you are attached to that idea there is no way you can

understand the principles of Zen.   You have all been taught many things, but if you

could just throw all of those ideas away, and truly not be tied up by those things you

have  been  taught,  and  simply  contemplate  this  condition   that  is,  then  you  would

understand it right away.  

When plus and minus are unified, as I have said, that is manifesting the world of

zero, but also when plus and minus separate that activity of separation is happening

also in the zero world.  Why  can’t you understand this!  

I tell you this over and over again, but you don’t understand it.  Why is it that you

can’t give me your understanding of the fundamental reason of the way things are that

when plus and minus separate they give a hundred millionth of themselves, and that

forms  the  distance  of  space  in  between  them?!   That  distance,  that  space  that  is
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manifest in between plus and minus is imperfect, it is comprised of imperfect amounts of

plus and minus, but it is zero.  

When plus and minus give of themselves and form this imperfect distance, this

incomplete space in between them, then the original activities of plus and minus have

become imperfect.  I know I have been telling you the same thing over and over again,

but tomorrow is the last day, and some people are really struggling with this koan, so I

feel I have to try to explain it yet again.  

When we consider these imperfect manifestations of plus and minus in terms of

time we can see that  plus and minus  both have become older.   When they have

become imperfect they have aged.  

According to  the teaching of  Tathagata Zen time is  an activity,  and the time

activity is comprised of these same two activities of plus and minus.  

The imperfect distance or space has been manifest in between plus and minus,

and at the very same time as the birth of this imperfect distance occurs plus and minus

themselves have aged.  

This condition of plus and minus having become older is called the manifestation

of the birth of mother and father.  

This imperfect space, this imperfect activity of zero, this imperfect distance that is

manifest in between plus and minus is the self, is the foundation of any existent being,

any “I am”.   Therefore you can see clearly that at the same moment the self is born

mother and father are born too.  Mother and father and self are born simultaneously.  To

most people, however, that sounds like it must be a ridiculously mistaken idea.  I don’t

know who taught you,  but  many people seem to think that  the stuff  that  the Roshi

teaches just cannot be right.  People think, “I  know first my mother and father were

existing, and only later did I come into existence.  They came first and I came after.  So

when Roshi says that mother, father, and child are born simultaneously that cannot be

right.”  It is very difficult for people who are tied up by that kind of thinking to study Zen,

and they even fall into thinking that Roshi’s questions are trick questions.
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If plus and minus do not give equally of themselves, then the incomplete space of

feeling won’t be born, in other words then the self won’t be manifest.  Plus and minus

give forth one hundred millionth of themselves, and form imperfect space in between

them,  but  when the  imperfect  space arrives  at  its  limit  that  is  when we say that  a

distance has been manifest, a distance has appeared. 

Some physicists themselves say that Buddhism, and this Roshi’s teishos, sound

like physics.  And that is the truth.  I mean isn’t it true that physics came from Buddhism

in the first place?  Of course Buddhism is like physics.  

Anyway, the activity of separation does occur, and that activity of separating will

undoubtedly reach a limit, and at that limit we say that a distance has been manifest.

But that condition of a limit having been reached is not fixated.  Again the Dharma

activity will act to manifest unification.  

One way to teach about the activity of separating reaching a limit is to personify

the activities of plus and minus.  We can say that the reason plus and minus reach a

limit and stop separating from each other is that, simply, they get tired.  They get tired,

so they stop doing their activity of separating.  

That is why we say, Try it for yourself.  Try really experiencing getting truly tired!

Then you will  understand.  When the activity of being tired becomes manifest,  then

unfailingly the activity of separating will stop.  This is difficult, but if you experience it

then you will see that certainly this state does occur.  

Tathagata Zen also teaches that in this case the state of separation has occurred

with the plus activity taking the lead in the action, being helped by the minus activity.

When the condition of being tired is manifest then the activity that was taking the lead

rests.  And the moment the activity that was taking the lead rests then the other activity,

the helping activity, (And when we say helping it means that the activity that is helping is

freely following the other activity),  manifests herself  in order to bring unification into

being.  

We can call the plus activity the object, or traditionally the guest, and the minus
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activity the subject or the host.  And when plus and minus come together we call it the

unification of guest and host, the unification of object and subject.  When that state of

unification divides, or separates that is when we say that Dharma activity is manifesting

the condition of the separation of guest and host.  And that activity of separating guest

and host reaches a limit, and when that limit is reached again the Dharma activity will

act to unify guest and host.  

When guest and host unify again then a brand new state of unification, a new

perfect world of Dharma is manifest. 

The teaching of Buddhism teaches the fundamental principle that the condition of

the origin of everything is zero.  But that zero, root source, origin of everything is not

fixated.  Inevitably it acts to manifest a new self.  It will come to manifest a new origin, a

new condition of the origin, at level two.  Tathagata Zen is to take that Buddhist principle

and  actually  put  it  into  practice.  We  can  call  the  coming  together  of  one  hundred

millionth of plus and minus to make an imperfect zero the first manifestation of imperfect

space, but that will disappear, and a new unification of plus and minus at level two, a

new zero is manifest.  

This new condition of the origin is a state that has come into being through the

plus activity expanding, being help by the minus activity.  This is a perfect manifestation

of Dharma, but it is the perfect manifestation of Dharma which is just one part of one

hundred million.  It is just one part of the totality of Dharma, which we can liken to one

hundred million.  The Dharma activity will come to manifest the complete One Hundred

Millionth  Level  Dharma  activity,  but  until  it  comes  to  manifest  that  it  must  keep

expanding.  It will keep expanding, and keep expanding, until finally it will manifest the

totally expanded state, which we are calling level One hundred Million.  The Dharma

activity will  continue to expanding through doing both the separation of  subject  and

object,  and the unification of  subject  and object,  over  and over  again.   It  will  keep

expanding through levels 2, 3, 4, 5, and so on and so forth until it finally reaches level

one hundred million.  When it finally reaches level one hundred million that is the limit of
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expanding.  That is the state where the Dharma activity doesn’t have to do expanding

anymore.   In  Tathagata Zen you have to  actually  take that  principle  and put  it  into

practice. 

This process of expanding is the state of expansion and development.   People

talk about advancing or evolving, and in Tathagata Zen we say that this process in

which the plus activity leads and is helped by the minus activity, through all of these

levels of expanding, until it reaches the state where expanding has been completed, is

the process of evolving.  

This state of completed expanding is the Great Cosmos itself.  At the state of

complete expanding the plus activity, who had been taking the lead, has completely

used up all of his plus activity.  So, now, he says, “I won’t do expanding anymore.  I

have used it all up.  I simply cannot expand anymore.”  So he now rests. 

When the plus activity rests the minus activity who had been accompanying him

and helping him also rests.   The minus activity has been helping the plus activity, and

so when plus rests, in order to harmonize with his activity, I suppose she rests for a

moment, with him.  Following his lead she rests too, but just for a moment.  In fact,

however, she does have her own original nature, and therefore she doesn’t really rest

here.   Therefore  this  condition  is  called  the  condition  in  which  minus  rests  without

resting.  

It is now the job of the minus activity here to manifest the activity that causes this

level  one  hundred  million  state,  this  completely  expanded  state  to  continue  its

existence.  

Just as an example we can use these terms I have been using today and say

that it took a hundred million years to finally bring about the fully expanded universe, the

greatest cosmos itself.   That was the activity in which the plus activity was leading.

Then the minus activity  takes the  lead in  doing an activity  that  maintains  that  fully

expanded universe for another one hundred million years.  This activity, where plus is

following minus in the state that is the completely expanded cosmos, keeps this state
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existing, and it lasts for, we can say in this example, one hundred million years. 

So, in this case we say that the living activity occurred for one hundred million

years,  and then that  ultimately  large cosmos which is the limit  of  the living activity,

maintains its existence for another one hundred million years. 

In this world of the ultimately large plus and minus are living together.  For a one

hundred million years they never separate from each other.  They just unify and face

each other, without separating, over and over again. 

That  condition  of  unity  at  the  ultimately  large,  however,  also  is  not  fixated.

Eventually plus and minus again separate. 

What do you think happens now?!!  Here again we have guest and host separate

from each other!  

I told you that when plus and minus first separated from each other, way back

when imperfect space was first manifest from the level one condition of the origin, they

only gave one hundred millionth of themselves.  Here it is the opposite.   In this case the

world that is manifest is a state of almost one hundred million.  It  is a minus world,

influenced by the minus activity that is taking the lead, and it is 99,999,999.  Before I

said that plus and minus give forth one hundred millionth of themselves, but here it is

the opposite.  Here they also give, certainly, one hundred millionth of themselves, but

the state that is manifest is an enormous state of .9999999 of the whole.  

The first self manifest  out of the totally expanded state we can perhaps say is

the .9999 self, and the next might be the 999  self, and then maybe the next is slightly

smaller, the .99 self, and so on.  In any case, the successive selves who are manifest

here in this process are getting smaller and smaller. 

The universe itself, in this condition, is getting older and older.

Finally the universe reaches the state where it doesn’t need to get any older.  It

reaches the state where the minus activity doesn’t need to take the lead anymore.  She

can now rest.  If we understand the minus activity to be the dying activity, this state

where minus rests is the state where dying doesn’t need to be done anymore. 
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After doing dying for a hundred million years, finally the state where dying doesn’t

need to be done anymore is manifest.  Now dying rests.

The moment the wife rests the husband wakes right up, and now it is his job to

lead in  the  activity  of  maintaining  this  world  where  dying  doesn’t  need to  be  done

anymore for another hundred million years.  The world of not needing to die anymore

continues its existence for a hundred million years, with the plus activity leading, being

helped by the minus activity.  That is the root source of the Great Cosmos itself.  

So one cycle in the so called life span of the Great Cosmos, in this example,

takes four hundred million years.   In  the old days different people explained this in

different ways.  Sometimes it was said that the total number of years was four hundred

million,  and  sometimes  two  billion  years,  and  sometimes  twenty  kalpas,  or  eighty

kalpas, and so forth.  

No matter how many years you say it  lasts,  that activity is done by plus and

minus.   The activity that has both plus and minus as its content is called the heart

activity.

The bell rang so I should probably stop, but I  am hoping that now finally you

understand what we mean when we say Dharma activity.  

You should be able to understand from this that no matter what self is manifest,

no matter what existent being is manifest, from the level one self all  the way to the

hundred million self, they all have plus and minus as their content in the same way.  

Also, any existent being, in the same way, when it completes the living activity it

has reached the state where living doesn’t need to be done anymore.  

However, the existent being that is manifest when subject and object separate at

level three out of one hundred million is different than the existent being that is manifest

when subject  and object  separate  at  level  one hundred million out  of  one hundred

million.  Every existence is the same when it manifests the perfect Dharma activity, but

every existence is distinct and unique from every other existence when the Dharma

activity manifests the separation of subject and object. 
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Whether it is level three, five, six, or eight, all of those levels have the aspect of

the separation of subject and object.  However, each one of those levels also manifests

the unification of subject and object, and that is the perfect Dharma activity.  All of those

manifestations  of  the  perfect  Dharma  activity  are  equal  to  each  other.   There  are

differences, however, between all of the levels, whether it is level three, five, eight, or

nine, when the aspects of those levels that are the separation of subject and object are

compared to each other.  

Within  the  process  of  living,  when  the  heart  activity,  the  Dharma  activity

manifests the separation of subject and object at levels, three, four, or five, all of those

states that are manifest within the separation of subject and object are different from

each other.  

There are also differences when the dying activity is taking the lead.  When the

dying process is occurring, and the successive selves are getting smaller and smaller,

and the separation of subject and object occurs at levels five, four, or three, those levels

of separation of subject and object are all different from each other as well.  

When perfect levels five, four, and three are manifest in the unification of subject

and object, those are all equal to each other. 

If you fixate the self, whether it is the three, four, or five self, in the three, four, or

five worlds of the separation of subject and object, then, as long as you are fixating that

self within the world of the separation of subject and object, you will be in the world of

distinctions  and  discriminations.   However,  when  the  Dharma  activity  manifests

unification  at  levels  five,  four,  or  three,  those  are  all  manifestations  of  the  perfect

Dharma activity, therefore they are all equal to each other. 

If you can manifest the wisdom that truly understands this fundamental way of

reason concerning differences and equality, then you will see that fundamentally every

existent being is already saved.  To fixate the self necessarily means to fixate the way

of thinking that recognizes differences.  As long as you are fixating your self you will be

in the world of discriminating.  In that world the world of equality can never be manifest. 
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Democracy is probably the best thing going.  Communism is also good.  The

mistake is to fixate either of them.  If you fixate then the perfect three, or complete four,

or perfect five will never be manifest.  If you fixate then you will come to say things such

as, “You are four and you will ALWAYS be four!  You will always be  five!”  If you fall into

fixating any ideology, thinking that communism, democracy, or anything is the supreme

way of  thinking,  then,  there  is  no  possible  way  freedom will  appear.   There  is  no

possible way that the complete Dharma will be manifest.

So, although both communism and democracy are fine, if we do not make our

ideal to be striving to live right together with this Great Cosmos itself, peace will never

come to this world.

The true nature of any existent being is to repeat the manifestations of ultimately

large and ultimately small.  That is to say to repeat the manifestations of the completed

life activity and the completed death activity, over and over again.  Therefore, since that

is our true nature, Tathagata Zen says we must make manifesting that repetitive activity

our ideal.  

When you manifest the wisdom that knows this principle of the repetitive activity

of manifesting ultimately large and ultimately small  over and over again,  that  is the

same  as  to  manifest  the  wisdom that  knows  the  heart  activity.   That  is  the  great

meaning, the cardinal principle of the Buddha-dharma.  To manifest the wisdom that

knows the true nature of our existence, to manifest the wisdom that knows the true way

we must walk, is the cardinal principle of the Buddha-dharma.  

You should be able to see from this that the monk who came right up to Rinzai

and asked him about the cardinal principle of the Buddha-dharma must have been a

truly great monk.  If Rinzai had made even a little mistake in his answer this monk might

have, “chunnn!” chopped his head right off.  Rinzai had to come up, somehow, with a

zero answer.  

Tomorrow, in closing,  I will speak on the manifestation of Rinzai’s zero answer. 
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終

The End
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