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 “Followers of the Way, my Buddha-dharma is that of the correct 

transmission, a transmission that has continued in a single line through the 

master Ma-yu, Tan-hsia, Tao-i, Lu-shan, and Shih-kung, and has spread abroad 

over all the world.  Yet no one has faith in it and everyone heaps slander on it. 

 “Tao-i Ho-shang’s activity was pure and simple; not one of his three to 

five hundred students could discern what he meant.  Lu-shan Ho-shang was free 

and true; his students couldn't fathom his action of conforming to or going 

against-they were all dumbfounded.  Tan-hsia Ho-shang played with the pearl, 

concealing and revealing it; every single student who came was reviled by him.  

As for Ma-yu Ho-shang’s activity, it was as bitter as the huang-po tree; no one 

could approach him.  Shin-kung Ho-shang’s activity was to seek for a man with 

the point of his arrow; all who came before him were struck with fear.” 

 

 The section that we just read has nothing particularly difficult about it.  

We can understand it simply in terms of what the words themselves literally 

mean.  We don’t need to go any deeper than that.  But, why would Rinzai refer 

to his predecessors in this way? What did he have in mind?  What was he trying 

to express in describing his lineage?  Rinzai is talking to us about people who 

have clearly understood the basic principle he was talking about.  This section is 

a continuation of the former section, and in the former section we read he talked 

about this fundamental principle of things.   

 So what is this principle Rinzai is trying to express?  He brings up for us 

people who have with crystal clarity gained this principle.  So we have to look 

back upon the sections which preceded this and question, “What is this most 

important principle?”  Rinzai is always bringing up for us this same basic tenet.  

There’s nothing else for him to talk about.  That is all he is going to bring up for 

us.   

 What does Rinzai teach us?  He teaches that we can hide in a world 

smaller than the smallest conceivable thing.  Conversely he teaches that we 

manifest a world larger than the largest.  There’s nothing all that difficult or 

special about the fundamental point of the dharma.  We manifest a world bigger 

than the biggest world.  And conversely as I mentioned before, we also manifest 

a condition smaller than the smallest.  People talk about God, they talk about the 

devil, they talk about goodness and evil, about beauty and ugliness, but all of 

these are contained within the folds of the activity called ultimately large 

ultimately small.   

 If a person gains the ability to manifest the ultimately large and the 

ultimately small then this person can be described as a free person.  So there’s 
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nothing all that complicated about the study of Buddhism, about the study of Zen.  

Now, if one gets attached, of course, to the ultimately small this is not the 

teaching of Buddhism, this is not the practice of Zen. Conversely if we have a 

craving, if we get attached to that which is bigger than the biggest, then this also 

is not the teaching of Buddhism, not the practice of Zen.  So, if we gain for 

ourselves through experience the wisdom that understands this fundamental 

principle of things, then we are a free person.   

 That’s why Rinzai says we should not be attached.  We have to be able to 

get all things, but we should not be gotten by anything.  And this non-attachment 

is the repetitive, alternating nature of the activity that alternates between the 

conditions of ultimately large and ultimately small.  That’s why Rinzai says that 

if we get attached to the activity of ultimately large, ultimately small then this is 

no longer Zen.  One should never attach to good, evil, gain, loss.  This doing in 

Buddhism is called dharma.  This doing could also be called the repetitive 

participation in the activity of ultimately large and ultimately small; cyclic 

ultimately large and small. 

 Our seichu will end with this sesshin.  I urge you, I implore you to come 

up with an answer that is not stagnated.  See if during this seichu you will have 

been able to give me an answer which is un-fixated; that is a manifestation of the 

cyclic dynamic of ultimately large and small.  And then you can go where you 

wish.   

 The cyclic activity of ultimately large and ultimately small, this is the 

foundation of Zen.  Of course anybody can learn the words, the expression.  But 

even though one may have understood the words, remembered them, if one 

cannot with one’s own being, through one’s own doing, one’s own activity 

manifest the activity of ultimately large and ultimately small cyclically then one 

of course has not understood Zen.  So even though one may have done zazen for 

ten or fifteen years, but being confronted with the koan, “How do you manifest 

the activity of ultimately large and ultimately small?”  One finds that one cannot 

manifest it.  Now, when you’re asked “How do you manifest ultimately large and 

ultimately small?”  It’s not something you can explain.  And that’s why people 

find it confusing.  But if you’re going to do Zen practice then you must come 

forth with this answer.   

 When you’re asked, “How do you manifest yourself when you hear this 

sound?”  You’re going to find yourself in a situation where you probably won’t 

be able to give an answer for even half a year.  It is difficult, certainly.  When 

you hear the sound we could say that no one other than yourself hears the sound, 

or if there were somebody other than yourself that heard that sound, it would be 

everybody, the entire universe along with you hearing that sound.   

 So, when you hear this sound where do you live?  So people go not just 

six months, maybe a whole year without being able to answer, and you know, 

that’s okay, because actually it is really difficult.  That’s the reality of it.  A 

simple answer won’t do.  So if it takes a year, well, that makes sense.  But, if 

your eyes open up to what Rinzai means when he says that in this very moment of 

sound all good and all evil, the entirety of heaven and earth have been abandoned 

in to it, then you’ll be able to answer easily.  It is certainly the case that when you 
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hear that sound you have let go of everything, abandoned everything in hearing 

that sound.  So what you have to fathom very clearly is other than this sound is 

there any other world where all things have been abandoned?  The world in 

which everything is abandoned, and the world in which you are saved are both 

contained within that sound.   

 Rinzai brings up for us practitioners who have gained the understanding, 

who manifest the cyclic activity of ultimately large and ultimately small.  Before 

he discusses the lineage, the practitioners, Rinzai clearly states, he reveals to us 

that this is the principle that I have gained.  This is my dharma.  So, Rinzai then 

brings up for us his outstanding predecessors, saying in so many words that every 

one of them had gained the cyclic activity of ultimately large and ultimately 

small. 

 And because it is the repetitive dynamic of ultimately large and ultimately 

small of course all activities, all dynamics, all doings are enfolded within this 

doing.   

 And Rinzai gives us the names of his predecessors:  Ma-yu, in Japanese 

pronounce Mayoku, Tao-i, Do-itsu in Japanese, Tan-hsia, Tan-ka in Japanese, 

Shih-kung, Sekkyo in the Japanese pronunciation.  Rinzai does not bring up for 

us what we might call the bodhisattvas, the ancient patriarchs like Shakyamuni, 

Bodhidharma, Nargarjuna, Asanga, or Vasubandhu, but rather brings up for us his 

contemporaries, the flesh and blood teachers he was familiar with.  In other 

words he mentions people that were his contemporaries or near contemporaries 

that he may well have met, and knew directly.  The people he brings up would 

have been familiar to his audience.  People well recognized in the Buddhist 

world.  It’s the same as if he brought up the Buddha or Jesus Christ.  These are 

acknowledged people.  Yet he says, no one understood these people, no one 

believed these people.  This would be equivalent to claiming that everybody 

knows Jesus, but no on actually believes him.  If you consider, it is a little bit 

difficult to simply believe what the Buddha or Jesus Christ taught.  It’s not 

something that is immediately evident to us.  When we can’t understand what a 

sage or a saint says then we must always reflect, “The reason I can’t understand is 

because I’m not there yet.”  So, Rinzai solicitously and kindly explains for us 

why we can’t believe.  We can’t believe because we have not yet arrived at that 

principle.   The Buddha, Jesus, they had hundreds, probably thousands of people, 

disciples around them.  But Rinzai is saying that none of those people could 

really have insight in to what these great teachers were trying to get at.  So once 

again he gives us examples. 

 First he talks about master Lu-shan.  Lu-shan was the teacher of Tai-gu, 

Da-yu in Chinese, and master Da-yu was somebody that Rinzai himself had 

studied with.  And about the teaching of Lu-shan he says not a single person 

could fathom it.  People that take things at face value could never understand 

him.  It seemed like he would just talk nonsense and craziness, and people 

listening to that with a conventional point of view could never get his point.  If 

you would like to know more about his style of teaching there is what we call the 

goroku 語録, the record of his sayings that you can refer to, you can read that.  

Now, although it’s true his mode of expression was hard to follow it’s really quite 
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straight forward because it’s of course none other than a description of the activity 

of the ultimately large and small.  Lu-shan was a disciple of Ma-tsu Tao-i, that is 

to say Baso Do-itsu. 

 The next example he gives us is master Tan-hsia in Chinese who in 

Japanese we call Tan-ka.  There are a lot of interesting anecdotes about this 

master Tan-ka.  The most famous story about master Tan-hsia is that on an 

extremely cold day he got fed up with the cold and took a wooden Buddha statue, 

chopped it up in to kindling, and made a fire to warm himself.  The story is 

called Tankashobutsu 丹霞焼仏   in Japanese, the four characters mean 

“Tan-hsia burns the Buddha.”  Rinzai talks about him playing with a jewel, 

being the master of showing and hiding.  This refers to a poem that Tan-hsia has 

left us about the nature of perfect wisdom.  When people would come for 

teachings he would take out this gem, and he would display it and then hide it, 

display it and then hide it.  No one could relate to what he was getting at. 

 And then there’s Ma-yu, Ma-yoku in the Japanese pronunciation.  He 

also was a disciple of Baso, Ma-tsu Tao-i, and in fact there is a record of a mondo 

問答, an interchange between Rinzai and Ma-yoku, and Ma-yoku also had this 

bitter style of teaching, no one could approach it.  So no one could grasp 

Ma-yoku’s existence.  They couldn’t tell whether he lived in heaven or in hell.   

 Then finally we come to Shih-kung, in Japanese pronunciation Sekkyo.  

He was originally a hunter.  Someone who lived by hunting animals with bow 

and arrow.  Specifically he was a deer hunter, and one day when he was out 

chasing deer he happened to come across master Ma-tsu sitting in meditation.  

He asked Ma-tsu, “Did you see any deer go by?”  Ma-tsu said, “Who are you?”  

“I’m a hunter that goes after deer,” was his reply.   Ma-tsu asked, “How many 

deer can you simultaneously shoot with one arrow?”  Sekkyo, Shih-kung 

answered quite ingeniously, “Well of course just one.  I can shoot one deer with 

one arrow.”  Then what did Ma-tsu say?  Ma-tsu said, “You’re not a real 

hunter.  A real hunter can shoot the entire herd of deer with a single arrow.”  

Shih-kung bowed to master Ma-tsu, gave up his profession of hunter, and became 

a monk.  If you can’t shoot the entire herd.  If you can only shoot one deer with 

one arrow, then you’ll end your life as a hunter.  You’ll never be a real hunter, 

though, until you have captured the entire herd with one arrow.  And eventually 

Shih-kung became one of Ma-tsu’s dharma heirs, successors.  So, you’re not 

doing real Zen practice if you are half playing at zazen. 

 And what kind of master did Shih-kung end up being?  Well, when 

students would come to him he would put an arrow in to a bow, pull it back, aim 

it at them, and say, “Go ahead.  Ask any question you’d like.”  It’s horrible!  

Everybody freaked out.  Everybody would run away.  Eventually people were 

too scared to approach this master.  How about you?  What if you were in that 

situation?  You would have to run away, wouldn’t you?  If you hung around 

you’d end up on the tip of the arrow.  So, no one could stand before Shih-kung.   

 One day a practitioner named San-ping in Chinese, San-pei in Japanese 

came before master Shih-kung.  And, as was his want Shih-kung drew his bow 

and aimed the arrow at San-ping.  “Okay!  Say something!”  What did 

San-ping do?  He pulled open his shirt, bared his chest and said, “Okay, go 
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ahead shoot!  And don’t let me escape.  Make sure to get me.”  This could be 

described as an interaction between intimate lovers.  If you think this is a scary 

thing you’ll never be able to solve this koan.  You’ll be able to pass this koan 

only when you understand that an interaction between intimate lovers means a 

commitment to die together.  Intimate lovers bare their chests, pound on their 

chests saying, “Grab me.  Hold me.  Come on!”  What did Shih-kung do?  

His response:  immediately he threw away the bow and arrow.  And as he did 

so he said, “I’ve been waiting for a lover for thirty years and at last I’ve found that 

person.”  Real Zen cannot be born unless both the lover and the loved share the 

same activity of consciousness.   

 So Rinzai gives these examples saying, “These are the people who 

manifested the mode of themselves based upon the activity of ultimately large and 

small.”  There is no activity of the dharma outside of the activity of manifesting 

ultimately large and ultimately small.  Everyone lives each complete day 

encountering this activity of ultimately large and small.   

 Come April first I’ll be full ninety one years old.  If even for a second 

one attaches to this material world then one has gone against the fundamental 

principle of the dharma.  There is no way of being for one’s self other than to 

live, to die, to be shown or to be hidden.  So there’s nothing to fear.  But, no 

sooner does one attach in even the tiniest way then fear is born.  But, when you 

get right down to it we have to be attached.  Why?  If that “Why?” disappears 

then your attachment will be authentic attachment.  In Buddhism we talk much 

about the path of love and compassion.  If you wake up to that path of Buddhist 

compassion then you will understand that attached is not attached.  Mothers of 

the world are able to die with the will that even if one dies one still takes care of 

one’s children.  Mothers are willing to die in order to care for their children.  

So, what kind of compassion did Shih-kung have?  His path of compassion was 

to seek a person at the point of an arrow.              


