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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

Fourth Day Jidori Sesshin 

February 28, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XXII 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
  

 “Virtuous monks!  Don't spend your days drifting along.  In the past when I had as yet 

no understanding all about me was utter darkness.  But I wasn’t one to waste time.  So with 
a burning belly and a turbulent mind I ran around inquiring about the Way.  Later, however, I 
got some help, and finally today I can talk to you like this.  I advise all you followers of the Way 
not to live for food and clothes.  Look!  The world passes swiftly away, and meeting a good 

teacher is  as rare as the flowering of the Udumbara tree.” 
 
 Yesterday I talked about how Rinzai is giving this dharma talk to everyone as he is 

remembering his youth.  He is remembering the way he practiced in the past.  And so I 

ended up talking about what kind of practice Rinzai actually did when he was young. 

 One of the important things that came up in the talk yesterday was the time Rinzai went 

and sat in front of Obaku and asked him, “What is the cardinal principle of the 

Buddha-dharma?”  Tathagata Zen asks you to really contemplate what this means.  It is very 

difficult to understand. 

 In English you have the word, “itself.”  If when you are speaking English, or singing in 

English, you understand, at least temporarily, “itself” to mean the condition of the origin then 

you will see that “itself” is referring to a condition which belongs neither to subject nor to 

object.  But Buddhism says that, on the other hand, if you temporarily take “itself” as an 
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object then that is when you are in the world of the “I am” self, that is when you are in the 

world of the thinking self.  But the world of “itself” itself, the world of “itself” just as it 

actually is, doesn’t belong to either subject or object, or we can say, it has all of both subject 

and object as its content.  That is the true “itself.”  That is one way Tathagata Zen teaches 

about this fundamental Buddhist tenet.    

 In other words, if there is a truth, if there is a reality, then that reality, that truth is 

“itself.”  And “itself” has all of subject and object as its content.  Buddhism says this 

condition is a condition that you cannot explain in words.  And so, if we want to talk about 

God or Buddha or an absolute being, in Buddhism we say that there can be no God, or Buddha, 

or devil other than this “itself.” 

 And we also teach that the condition of “itself” will never appear unless the “I am” self 

has completely disappeared.   

 And that is why Rinzai, from the very beginning, has been saying that if there is a truth, 

if there is a reality, it is nothing different than, nothing separate from your true self, your 

perfect self.  And following from this you can see clearly that your true self as well neither 

belongs to subject nor object, is neither lopsided towards subject or object.  This means your 

true self neither belongs to man or woman. The teaching of Tathagata Zen therefore says that 

the condition which has all of subject and object, has all of dying and living, has all of woman 

and man as its content is your true self.  And there is no God or Buddha or the devil apart 

from the manifestation of that true self.   

 In the Rinzai Roku when he is pointing to this complete, perfect condition, this 

complete, perfect self, he uses the word, “nin 人, person” which is different than the 

imperfect self which is either one of the two opposing kinds of people; either a man or a 

woman.  The conclusion that is reached is that the condition in which plus loses its character 

of plus and minus loses her character of minus is the manifestation of the true person, is the 
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manifestation of your true self. 

 If you are studying Zen or Buddhism then the kind of “I am” self that you have to 

manifest is the “I am” self who is throwing itself into the investigation of what the self is, what 

the very way of being of the self is.   

 And really there is no need to think about any foreign thing, anything apart from our 

own situation.  Here we are living in the United States of America, and if you carefully take up, 

and carefully think about the democracy of these United States of America, then you will be 

able to come to understand the way of being of the complete human  being.  Part of 

American democracy is the asserting of human rights.  But from the Buddhist perspective the 

ultimate human right is based on man dissolving the character of man and woman dissolving 

the character of woman, the living activity dissolving the living activity and the dying activity 

dissolving the dying activity.  So in the end it is up to you to decide whether the human rights 

which are spoken about in present day American democracy and the human rights which are 

spoken about in Buddhism are the same or not.   

 There is no doubt that democracy is a wonderful ideology, because it affirms human 

rights.  But we have to think carefully whether the human rights which are spoken about in 

the present day American democracy includes the ideology of “itself” or not.  The kind of 

thinking that we must love everything, we must love all living things, if you just glance at that 

kind of thinking it seems very similar to the Buddhist idea of democracy.  If you read the 

newspaper, or read essays written by scholars it does seem that democracy is a wonderful 

ideology.  But what I want you to be able to notice is that the true Buddhist idea of human 

rights, the true human right, is based on the dissolution of the self.  The things which appear 

when the self is dissolved are true human rights.  And so I want you to be able to notice that 

there is a slight difference between that idea of human rights and the usual idea of human 

rights. 
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 If you think that the true democratic spirit is to affirm your human rights, and also 

simultaneously to affirm the human rights of those who are not you, of those who are other 

than you, then you will have to see that the true democratic spirit, the true human rights are 

based on the unification of being and non-being.  When u and mu unify that is the 

manifestation of true human rights. 

 In other words what I want you to really understand clearly is that true democracy 

cannot be based on the material world.  True democracy has gone beyond materiality.  It 

must be based on the spiritual world.   

 Now we have this other ideology in contrast to democracy called communism, and I 

think probably all of you know more about communism than I do.  I haven’t studied it much.  

But probably I think it is fair to say that communism is based on the idea that materially we all 

should be equal.  

 Now when we are thinking about things in terms of the material world we can also think 

about u and mu, about being and non-being.  Non-being would, you would think, be talking 

about the non-material world, in contradistinction to the material world, but when we are 

taking mu, non-being as an object, then we can say that we are in the world of 

being/non-being, the world in which u and mu are opposing each other. 

 The position of Buddhism is the position which has all of being and all of non-being, all 

of u and mu as its content.  Buddhism says we cannot attach to the spiritual way of looking at 

things.  But it is also a mistake to attach to the materialistic view, the being side of things.   

 If you want to think about it temporarily in this way you can think about like this: you 

can think that democracy in general, in the broadest terms, is the ideology which is founded on 

wanting to live a spiritual life.  And communism on the other hand is the ideology which is 

founded on the basic idea of wanting to manifest the perfect self  in the material world.   

 And when spirituality and materiality oppose each other then there is no end to fighting.  
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But when all of materiality and all of spirituality are made one, are made our content, then 

there is no longer any need to fight.  If you really contemplate this then you can see that it is 

natural for both communism and democracy to have appeared in this one world.  To me it 

looks just like a husband and a wife; of course it is natural for them to being living together in 

their one shared world.   

 When I look at the situation these days in the middle east it seems to me that the 

reason why there is  such unending conflict in the middle east is because of this basic 

opposition between communism and democracy, and also we can say that there is a basic 

opposition between different religious points of view which are based on these.   

 When we look at democracy and communism we can see that they both of these 

opposites are really okay.  There is nothing really wrong with either of them.  But, also, we 

can see that they both must attain the condition of “itself” if the fighting is to stop.   

 When ever we look at any sort of human world the human world is always comprised of 

both plus and minus.  And we can look at the activity of communism to be the plus activity, 

and the activity of  democracy to be the minus activity, and see that we need both of them.  

And from this you can see that some way or another we have to see that it is necessary to be 

standing upon an ideology that is based on the necessity of transcending the material world, 

and also the necessity of transcending the spiritual world.   

 The conclusion Buddhism comes to is that if we are to transcend both of these opposing 

standpoints, that is to say dissolve both of these opposing standpoints, the only way to dissolve 

them both is to manifest your true self.  Or oppositely we can say the only way to dissolve 

them, to transcend them both, is to dissolve your “I am” self.  

 The person who founded Buddhism, the Buddha, taught that if you are looking for an 

example in reality, in the human world which points to the necessity of having both the spiritual 

world and the material world, of making all of the spiritual world and the material world our 
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content, then we should look at the life of a married, loving couple.  The life of a couple is the 

life which includes the true material point of view, and the spiritual point of view.   

 And the conclusion Tathagata Zen reaches is that for most of us, for most people who 

are living in the world the only way that we can dissolve, really get to the bottom of both the 

position of democracy and the position of communism is to live the life of a loving married 

couple.   

 But when we look at Buddhist history we see that one way of practice that arose in 

Buddhist history was to realize that actually it is very difficult to manifest the complete 

transcendence of materiality and spirituality when we are living in the world as a married 

couple, and so the kind of practice arose to separate from the human world, and to by oneself, 

as a single person, learn to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the principle of making all 

of plus and minus one’s content. 

 But, about five or six hundred years into the history of Buddhism another kind of idea 

arose.  And that idea was based on the understanding that if you are a man you can make all 

of plus and all of minus your content.  And also if you are a woman you can make all of plus 

and minus your content.  And so it doesn’t matter; you can be a single person alone 

practicing, or you can be a couple practicing together.  Either way should be possible.  In 

either situation you should be able to manifest the perfect self, you should be able to make all 

of both plus and minus your content.  If you don’t base your way of seeing on that then it 

really isn’t Buddhism.  And this idea came up together with the idea that we cannot fixate 

Buddhism, that the teachings of Buddhism must always change. 

 And at the same time the thought was born that if you are a father, as a father, you can 

make all of plus and minus your content and manifest the perfect self.  And if you are a 

mother, as a mother, you can also make all of plus and minus your content and manifest the 

perfect self.  And not just father and mother, the children also, as children, in their own way, 

can make all of plus and minus their content and manifest the perfect self.   
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 I think it is fair to say that when we look at Buddhist history we can see the philosophy 

of Buddhism bumping up against many different historical eras and changing and developing 

through that. 

 But the conclusion Buddhism has always reached in every era is that the “I am” self is 

not a fixated thing.  Buddhism always says that the perfect self, without fail, will be manifest.  

But the complete self, in other words the state of samadhi also is not fixated.  Without fail 

samadhi will break apart, and again the imperfect self will be manifest.   

 This is what I mean when I say it is never acceptable to fixate any kind of teaching. 

 The conclusion Buddhism comes to is the activity of time is the Dharma activity.  The 

Dharma activity, the time activity never fixates, it always is acting.  And when we look at the 

action the Dharma activity does, on the one hand it manifests the world of being, and on the 

other hand it manifests the world of non-being.  The very nature of the activity of time, the 

activity of the Dharma is the repetitive activity of manifesting life and death, repetitively, 

alternately. 

 The conclusion Tathagata Zen comes to is actually very simple.  When “bbaa!” you 

hear that sound, then you, God, the devil, and the sound, have all become one.  You are 

manifesting the self which absolutely does not need to think at all, together with the sound.  

We teach that in the moment of that sound, in that one instant, in that one moment, that 

moment itself has the perfect, complete activity of time, the complete Dharma activity as its 

content.  And so we teach that if you want to talk about reality, or the truth, or One True 

Nature, there is no One True Nature or reality or truth apart from that very one instant, one 

moment.    That is when the condition of no-thinking is manifest.   

 The conclusion Buddhism reaches is that every single existent thing will experience the 

condition where thought is not necessary.   

 This moment is the condition that has made all of plus and minus its content.  In other 

words it is the condition which has made absolutely everything its content.  We like to talk 
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about the truth and One True Nature, but it is not something apart from this moment itself.  

Every single kind of thing is having this experience.  That is the teaching of Buddhism.  If we 

want to talk about something noble, something really wonderful in this world then the teaching 

of Buddhism says that the manifestation of your self as this moment itself is that wonderful, 

noble thing.  There is no wonderful, noble thing other than you manifesting the activity of 

catching the experience of this moment.  When you do, you manifest the perfect self.   

 And Buddhism also teaches that when we personify this moment then we call it the 

manifestation of true love.  

 Tathagata Zen does teach that this moment, this condition of the moment itself, this 

manifestation of your true self does occur.  But Tathagata Zen also teaches that when that 

moment breaks apart then you have lost the moment, you have been left behind by the 

moment, and you look upon the moment as an object.  And that self which takes the moment 

as an object also will inevitably appear.   

 And that self who takes the moment as an object is the “I am” self.  The “I am” self will 

be manifest, and it will look at the moment itself as an object.  But the teaching of Tathagata 

Zen is to say that when that “I am” self looks at the moment itself as an object, and clearly sees 

that is its true self, that is One True Nature, then that is called the enlightened self.  But when 

you separate from the moment and see it as an object, and you see the moment as something 

other than your self, something which is not One True Nature, that is the not yet enlightened 

self.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that after you have completely experienced the 

one moment itself, and you look upon that experience, and know clearly that you have 

experienced your true self, you have experienced One True Nature, that is the manifestation of 

the thinking of the enlightened self. 

 Actually right now you are doing the practice of this one moment itself, in other words 

you are doing the practice of the dharmakaya, so, when you see a flower you should realize 

that right together with the flower you are manifesting One True Nature, you are manifesting 
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true love, you are manifesting the condition of the origin.  There is no need to attach to the 

flower or touch the flower or embrace the flower; already you are completely one with the 

flower, and that realization of oneness with the flower is what we call the spiritual self. 

 And when you are really able to manifest the spiritual world, when you are really able to 

manifest your spiritual self then Buddhism says that you are in love with everything, you are 

making relationship with absolutely everything.  The spiritual world is to make relationship 

with absolutely everything without touching.  In Buddhism, actually, the word “touch” is a 

very special, technical word, and we say with no touching you make relationship with 

everything.  That is the true manifestation of the enlightened self. 

 And we also call the condition of the spiritual world samadhi.  This is the manifestation 

of a world which has no words, a world which has no need for thinking.   

 But who thinks about that?  Who knows that the condition of no-thinking is samadhi?  

Of course it is the thinking self who appears when the condition of samadhi breaks open.  And 

that thinking self thinks, “The flower is me. Up until now I had thought that the flower wasn’t 

me, but now I know clearly that the flower is me, and that we were in the world of no-thinking 

together.”  When you really have experienced the spiritual world, this kind of consciousness 

which was unimaginable to you before is manifest.  

 When the spiritual world breaks open it is the imperfect, “I am” self that is manifest.  

And that “I am” self, as I just said, sees the flower as itself.  And this is, for the first time, the 

manifestation of the material world.  When the self is manifest in the material world without 

fail we end up getting tied up by the material world, and then we manifest the self that wants 

to touch the flower, that wants to embrace the flower.  In the spiritual world there is no 

thinking like, “I want to touch the flower,” or “I want to embrace the flower.”  When the “I 

am” self is manifest that is the world of enlightenment, but, inevitably the kind of self will 

appear in that world who wants to touch, who wants to embrace.   

 And this is the human world.  And when we get talking about the human world we can 
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talk for a very long time about it.  We can talk about the differences in ways of practice, and 

ways of education.  We can talk about the different ways we learn to make relationship with 

each other.  We can talk about all the different problems which come up regarding these 

things.  And this is actually a very important area, but if I try to explain it all in detail without 

mistake it will take a very long time.  We have to really study these kinds of problems 

carefully. 

 Anyway, one thing you can understand clearly here is that the “I am” self will, 

undoubtedly, be manifest, the world of enlightenment will be manifest, and according to the 

depth of the enlightenment that enlightened self will understand the condition of 

un-enlightenment in greater and greater depth.   

 But anyway, when the true enlightened world, when the true enlightened “I am” self is 

manifest then it will have the clear consciousness that the flower is not the flower, the flower is 

“myself.”   

 And Buddhism says that in the human world it is in the life of a married loving couple 

that it is easy for people to come to that kind of way of consciousness.  That is why Buddhism 

takes such trouble to teach unmistakenly what true love is.   

 But anyway we are running out of time for today, so I’ll just leave that subject at that, 

and get back to Rinzai facing Obaku and asking, “What is the cardinal principle of the 

Buddha-dharma?”  When I see this situation I think Obaku was probably shedding tears when 

he looked at Rinzai.  It is just like if it is a husband and wife and the husband sits in front of the 

wife and asks, “What is true love?”  there is nothing for the wife to do other than to cry and 

say, “Honey, stop opening up your mouth and saying stuff like that.”  Or oppositely if it is the 

wife who asks the husband, “Honey, what really is true love?”  What can the husband do?  

“He just tilts his head and says,  “Please don’t open up your mouth and say that.  Why  

don’t you just receive my  embrace instead?”   

 But when we get back to what Obaku did to Rinzai, as I said yesterday,  when he 
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punched, when he beat him up it was to mean, “Don’t say that!  Don’t make true love an 

object!  Don’t make the cardinal principle, in other words this true one moment itself, an 

object!  Don’t give rise to the thought which takes these as objects!”  But since Rinzai at that 

time was so attached to his “I am” self, thought that his “I am” self was so important, he wasn’t 

able to understand. 

 It wasn’t until Rinzai met Taigu that he clearly was enlightened to the fact that the kind 

of self who takes One True Nature, who takes this cardinal principle, this one true moment 

itself, who takes true love as an object is a mistaken manifestation of the self. 

 Taigu told Rinzai, “Yea, Obaku is a great Zen Master, but he talks too much.  If he were 

here I’d beat him up myself!”  And having heard that Rinzai “hhuttt!” was enlightened, and 

then grabbed Taigu’s belt, and “gyuttt” thrust his fist deep into Taigu’s belly, and manifested 

true love.  You have to really clearly understand the meaning of what happened.   

 Rinzai is confessing to everybody and saying, ‘When I was young I was just as lost and 

blind as anybody, but because I practiced in this way, because I did real practice, now I am able 

to sit here and talk together with you about religion, about true love, about true practice.’ 

 In Rinzai Zen when we try to describe the sanzen room we say that it is the battlefield of 

Dharma.  Whether you hit or you get hit that is Dharma battle that is going on, that is for the 

sake of practice, you shouldn’t go crying to somebody else and say, “I got hit in sanzen.”  But 

in America I’m afraid that people will rush out to their lawyers and try to sue me if I hit them, 

so it is really hard to teach true practice here.  What happens in sanzen is your problem.  It is 

not necessary to talk about it to anybody else.  The purpose of sanzen is to solve the problem 

of your self.  To find out what the true self is, to manifest the true self; that is sanzen.  And 

sanzen is also the place where we learn to manifest our true self as a human self.  So there is 

no need to try to figure it out or think about it.  But in the human world we always end up 

trying to figure things out.  People think all sorts of things, “Why am I the only one who is 

suffering?” or “Why is that person suffering the way he is?”  This is what I will continue to talk 
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about until I die. 

 

 終 

the end 


