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Discourse XVIII
ÒFollowers of the way, students come from every quarter, and

after host and guest have met, a student will take the measure of
the teacher before him with a phrase.    Some tricky words are 
picked out by the student and thrown at the corner of the 
teacherÕs mouth.    ÔLetÕs see if you can understand this!Õ he 
says.    If you recognize it to be a device, you seize it and 
fling it into a pit.    Whereupon the student quiets down, then 
asks the teacher to say something.    As before, the teacher robs 
him of his attitude.    The student says, ÔWhat superlative wis-
dom!    A great teacher indeed!Õ    To which you instantly 
retort,ÕYou canÕt even tell good from bad!Õ

ÒOr a teacher may take out a bunch of stuff and play with it
in front of a student.    The latter, having seen through this, 
makes himself master every time and doesnÕt fall for the humbug. 
Now the teacher reveals the half of his body, whereupon the stu-
dent gives a shout.    Again the teacher tries to rattle the stu-
dent by using all sorts of expressions having to do with differ-
entiation.    ÒYou canÕt tell good from bad, you old shavepate!Õ 
exclaims the student.    And the teacher, with a sigh of admira-
tion, says, ÒAh, a true follower of the Way.!Õ

The passage we just read explains the nature of the self, 
taking as an example, metaphorically based on the actions of a 
student, that is to say a monk, a practitioner, who comes to see 
a master.    For most of you who are not specialists in practice 
like monks this passage will probably seem extremely difficult, 
and irrelevant to your situation.    But, since we have been 
studying the Rinzai Roku from the beginning without skipping any-
thing, I wont discriminate between specialists in practice and 
general people and go ahead and give teisho on this part.    

This section goes on for four or five pages.    Rinzai goes 
on with his teaching, and all of this deals with the nature of 
who we are.    I get the feeling that maybe Rinzai was teaching in
this detailed and kind way because he was aware his own time of 
death was near.    ItÕs said he died at a very young age.    It is 
just like a mother who is ill and knows sheÕs going to die gath-



ering all of her children around her in order to speak about the 
nature of human life.    I would like you to grasp this teisho 
from that context of a mother explaining the way of being of peo-
ple to her children.    Even though there are somewhat technical 
or difficult parts, and even though you may not be a monk or a 
nun, and some of it may seem totally irrelevant.

When we talk about the nature of the human situation we must
have a source.    So the issue is what is the nature of the condi-
tion of the source which causes it to give birth to a self.    
Without understanding the principle that when you are born you 
are incomplete, you will have a very difficult time understanding
this dharma talk of Rinzai.    It is very important to manifest 
the wisdom which understands the principle of why it is that we 
are born incomplete.    This born self is incomplete, and then ma-
tures, grows and develops into the complete self.    If you under-
stand this principle then this talk by Rinzai will be not only 
fascinating, but extraordinary.

Although I have explained it in the past many times, and al-
though it may seem rather repetitious, the fact is Rinzai himself
teaches in a repetitive way, and it is necessary before giving 
teisho on this passage to just a bit touch upon the principle of 
how it is an incomplete self is born, and through what process 
that incomplete self is led to become mature and completed.    For
the people who have heard this explanation a thousand times you 
might be thinking, ÒOh no!    Not THAT again!Ó    But the fact is 
that for those who have come for the first time it is very funda-
mentally important thing to know.    Really it seems to be that 
Rinzai was very aware of his imminent passage.    

Rinzai calls out ÒDoryu.Ó    It means followers of the Tao, 
followers of the way.    You who are practicing with me in this 
Zen practice.    Both the teacher and the students are all walking
the same equal path.    Student and teacher are totally equal, but
is this world really a world of equality?    Wherever you look, 
you have to acknowledge that there is non-equality.    Heaven and 
earth are certainly fundamentally separate.    Likewise the moun-
tains and the oceans come about based on a state of separateness.
And all the different trees that may be on the mountain are all 
distinct.    So, we cannot say that this world is a world of 
equality.    

In Buddhism we have this word Òsentient beingÓ or Òsatva.Ó   
Starting with the plants and the flowers, and going through the 
insects, the fish, and the birds, and the beasts, and the human 
beings, and they all have their distinct forms.    But Rinzai says
that all these beings, from the plants through the insects, the 
fishes, the birds, the beasts, are all living in just one shared 



world, and are walking in equality with me.    All beings, start-
ing in fact with the rocks and the clods of earth, and going 
through the insects, the birds the beasts, and the humans, they 
all share one world.    They arise within one abode.    

All of us live together with all things in one world.    But 
if you look at it a little closely, the world of the plants, the 
world of the insects, the world of the fish, the birds, and the 
human beings; these worlds are not equal.    They all are differ-
ent.    They are different, but, Rinzai here, exemplifying the 
whole Buddhist tradition, declares they are equal.    According to
Buddhism you canÕt say that everything is equal unless you have 
manifested the wisdom that understands the principle behind both 
equality and separateness or discrimination.    When you really 
understand equality then you understand discrimination, and con-
versely.

According to Buddhism, when you manifest the wisdom which 
understands both the principles of oneness and separateness, and 
you understand their relationship, then you are able to live 
without offending the fundamental principle of the universe.    
ItÕs not just a matter of wanting to experience only freedom, or 
only oneness.    If you understand the fundamental principle be-
hind equality and distinctions, then you will understand exactly 
why it is that conflict and war are to be avoided.    

One might indeed say that things like Zen, things like Bud-
dhism, came into existence precisely in periods when there was an
enormous amount of conflict going on.    On the other hand, during
these times of great conflict and war, you can also see teachings
arise which emphasized making the self strong so that one and 
oneÕs people were not made slaves.    The ultimate conclusion of 
Buddhism, however, based upon this clear understanding of both 
distinction and oneness, was that one should not assert or insist
on the self.    That the true self was no-self.    But inevitably 
there also comes about the line of thought which says, ÒI canÕt 
let my self become enslaved.    I canÕt let myself be conquered.   
The ÒI amÓ self is the self, and therefore I must strengthen that
self.Ó 

I think we could say, couldnÕt we, that the progress of what
is called civilization is basically the development of ways of 
making the self comfortable and convenient.    We are the benefi-
ciaries of this civilization.    Through cultural advances we are 
able to fly on airplanes and travel wherever we want.    And also 
we can comfortably travel in a train or automobile.    Life got 
easy.    So, indeed, civilization which makes it easy for the self
is something good for us.    But, will that civilization go on 
evolving in that same direction forever?    Even if culture were 



to evolve forever would civilization ever reach the point where 
it could fulfill all desires?    

Buddhism is the teaching which emphasizes that our politi-
cal, economic system, the civilization which makes it easy for us
is not the ultimate answer, is not the real thing. Even though 
Buddhism may say that, the fact is that civilization, although it
may cause us suffering too, helps to make us happy and comfort-
able.    One might say that Buddhism might appear to be irrelevant
to the modern civilization.    That Buddhism might even be mori-
bund.    It might even be on the way out.      Nowadays, there is 
almost nobody who will say that politics and economics are not 
really where itÕs at.    Who, nowadays, talks about    negating the
self which claims ÒI amÓ?    Almost nobody!    

If one were to think that Buddhism is the total negation of 
human civilization, human socio-economics, thatÕs not true.    
ItÕs not a complete denial of this realm.    Buddhism does not 
negate the importance of economics and political structures 
within human culture which bring well being to people, but it 
says that these are not complete.    ItÕs a tremendous issue.    
Why is it that in the end, political and economic movements are 
not things which can bring people true happiness?    Because these
systems, this culture, arise predicated upon the belief in this 
ÒI amÓ self, and so they are incomplete.    There is no doubt that
a culture, a political-economic system which was created from the
standpoint of God, or the standpoint of prajna, or deep spiritual
insight, would bring all people to happiness.    What Buddhism 
asks of those who live as the political and economic leaders is 
that they reflect very deeply upon the fact that their systems 
are based upon a fixation of the experience of self.    What we 
would like to see is a culture, a civilization established based 
on the complete knowing, the complete consciousness that we call 
prajna, and we might well describe that as a civilization based 
on GodÕs perspective.

The purpose of our practice is to be able to know the nature
of our selves, and the nature of world, based on the perspective 
of total knowing, total activity of consciousness.    So, where 
does the activity of knowing come from?    Finally weÕve come to 
the point!    Among you are teachers of psychology.    So, I ask 
you, where does the knowing faculty arise from?    Through what 
process does consciousness arise?    Without seeing clearly into 
the origin of this function of knowing, and simply fixating it 
unconditionally, and from that standpoint do the movement of 
knowing, it could have frightening consequences.    

So, the issue boils down to understanding, fathoming, how it
is that the activity of knowing arises from the source.    Finally



we are pressed by this question.    At this point, finally, weÕve 
entered the realm of practice.    Every being has the state of the
source.    The plant possesses the state of the source.    A human 
being possesses the state of the source.    This tea cup right 
here possesses the state of the source.    And the state of the 
source, being the state of the source, could be referred to as 
the complete one, or the almighty.    Because the state of the 
source is complete, from the aspect of the process of knowing, we
would call it the complete activity of knowing.

In other religions they talk about holiness.    If we under-
stand holiness to be the source, then we have to understand holi-
ness to be completeness, a condition of perfection.    In reli-
gions which believe in God they talk about God as being the 
source of all things, as being the Òall things being,Ó the ulti-
mate.    If we want to talk about God then we have to understand 
God as referring to also the state of completeness.    And when we
talk about love, saying we cannot live without love, we have to 
understand that love we cannot live without is the state of com-
pleteness, the source.

Is this state of the source completely, without the tiniest 
movement?    Is it totally still?    God creates everything.    ItÕs 
true isnÕt it?    The state of the source never fixates silence.   
It acts.    It does the activity called silence.    According to 
Buddhism the state of the source is a doing, an activity, a 
process.    And if we personify this activity we can describe it, 
for instance, as they did in ancient India, as Brahma, the cre-
ator god.    But the personified god is not the first thing.    
Originally there is just the activity.    

You cannot have an activity with just one aspect.    As I al-
ways say, there has to be two opposing functions in order to give
rise to true activity.    These two activities have as their place
of action a unique, complete, perfect place called this great 
cosmos.    Whether itÕs a bird, a boulder, a flower, a dog, or the
pine tree, all things, all conditions come into being through 
these two opposing functions.    In Buddhism there is no God, no 
Brahma, no Tathagata, no Buddha recognized outside of these two 
polar doings.    

As IÕve explained before, Buddhism speaks of these two ac-
tivities with the technical terms in Sanskrit tatha-gata and 
tatha-agata, meaning thus going or gone, and thus coming or come.
No one can see these two activities.    Why canÕt anybody see 
them?    Because at the state of the source a self is not yet 
born.    It is only after a self arises that one says the universe
is formed by two polar principles.    At the state of the source 
there is no self to make such a statement.    



The two polar processes abide in one place.    ThatÕs the im-
portant thing to remember.    They abide in one single place.    
Whether itÕs a tiny place or a big place is not the issue.    It 
is one place.    And what kind of action is going on there?    As 
IÕve explained before, they alternate back and forth, resonate 
back and forth between a state wherein they are polarized, that 
is to say the two activities are in a contrasted condition, and a
state where that polarization neutralizes and the two activities 
unite.    IÕve explained it over and over again.    

From a standpoint of practice, and our investigation into 
this, the thus going is referred to as the object, or the guest, 
hin in Chinese, and the thus coming is referred as shu in Chi-
nese, which literally means host, but is also sometimes trans-
lated as subject.    Or we can name the tatha-gata and tatha-agata
activities expansion and contraction, and investigate in this 
way.    Also, this thus going, expansive activity is the one which
forms the male.    In other words the male doing.    In contrast to
that the contraction is the activity which forms the female, in 
other words the female activity.    Another way of looking at it 
is to see the male activity as the activity of existence, the ac-
tivity which asserts the self, and the female as the activity of 
non-existence, the activity which does not assert the self.    
Saying this you can see clearly the difference in character be-
tween the tatha-gata and tatha-agata, the male and the female, 
the activity which affirms the self, and the activity which does-
nÕt affirm the self.    A man who cannot assert his self is not a 
true man.    A woman who cannot negate herself is not a true 
woman.    ItÕs awesome.    Male and female are not equal in any 
sense!    They do diametrically opposing activities.    They do po-
lar activities.    But those oppositely directed activities in-
evitably unite.    And their union is called the state of zero.    

The state wherein positive and negative have cancelled, that
state is called zero.    And that state of completeness in Bud-
dhism is called Tathagata, but Rinzai refers to that state as 
Òthe person.Ó    In any event the state of the source is zero, 
therefore it is one.    There is no second which can stand in con-
trast to it.    But that zero is made out of two, tatha-gata and 
tatha-agata, thus going and thus coming, male and female.    The 
thing which brings the world of zero into being is the activity 
of zero, and when you analyze this zero activity you see it is 
made of tatha-gata and tatha-agata repetitively, alternately, 
unifying and facing one another.    According to Buddhism the 
state of the source is defined as zero.    Completeness.

But, that zero is not fixated.    It is formed by the two 
sides that are activities.    ItÕs time to stop so IÕll have to 



leave it at that, but, now in Japanese Zen, this state of the 
source is taught to be simply silence, a stadstill, something 
which has no activity, and from this we can see how degenerate 
Japanese Zen has become.    I think it must have also been true in
ancient India, and it is certainly true nowadays, Zen teachings, 
teachings about the source, teach that it is an inert thing, be-
cause, well, thereÕs no self there so it must not move.    ThatÕs 
why I say that Buddhism may be moribund, may be on the way out.   
The state of the source is absolutely not at a standstill, not an
inert state.    It is a doing.    It is a vibrating back and forth 
between the state of polarizing and uniting.    But that world of 
doing is one world.    There is nothing that can be found outside 
of it.    This is what we call the state of the source.    

But then the question is, who says this is the state of the 
source?    Inevitably a self is born inside the state of the 
source.    And that self grows up to the point it can manifest the
understanding that the state of the source alternates back and 
forth between uniting and polarizing of the two fundamental do-
ings.    IÕm speaking in the hopes that this kind of Zen will be 
born in America.


