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 “Students of today get nowhere because they base their understanding 

upon the acknowledgment of names.  They inscribe the words of some dead old 

guy in a great big notebook, wrap it up in four or five squares of cloth, and won’t 

let anybody look at it.  ‘This is the mysterious principle,’ they aver, and 

safeguard it with care.  That’s all wrong.  Blind idiots!  What kind of juice are 

you looking for in such dried up bones.?” 

 

  

 We are entering a week dai-sesshin, practice period, to commence our 

seichu period of intensive practice.  It’s going to be warm, and I ask you to be 

careful of your health, take care of yourself, so that you will be able to complete 

this training with good health and energy.   

 The portion of the text of Zen master Rinzai that we have just read is the 

continuation of the part of the Rinzai Roku that I was giving teisho on when our 

last seichu period ended.  So, unless you understand what came before, it is going 

to be hard to put it into context and to grasp the point of today’s reading. 

 What Rinzai spoke of in the section immediately preceding what we read 

this morning was about the necessity for human beings to wear clothes.  Human 

beings differ from dogs and cats, they have to put on garments.  And what Rinzai 

said in the preceding section is in essence, when I put on my robes all of you are 

able to easily recognize me as Rinzai.  But, if I were to take off all of my clothes, 

Rinzai said, then everybody would be shocked, they would freak out, and say, 

“Rinzai is no longer here!”  But if I once again put on my robes then everybody 

sighs a breath of relief, saying, “Whoa, I’m glad Rinzai is back.”   

 In essence what he is saying is that no one can see (really, no one does me 

the favor of knowing) the self that has no need for clothes.  In other words he is 

talking about the issue of what is the real self.  What is the real self anyway?  No 

one can know the true self.  Even though you may meet, and exchange words, the 

real self is not perceived.   

 We can say that Rinzai’s words here are words of care and kindness with 

which he seeks to, in a straightforward and simple way, instruct about what the 

essence of Zen is to those who are studying, practicing Zen. 

 So, what is Zen?  As I’ve pointed out over and over again what the word 

Zen means is that activity which manifests a self, and which hides the self over 

and over again.  All kinds of Zen are popular now in this world, and in the west, 

however, unless Zen is based on this fundamental of principles, which is that the 

self is a thing that appears and disappears, in other words that self is a thing that 

does the activity of life, and does the activity of death, unless one’s Zen is based 
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on this, then one’s Zen is in error, or perhaps a better way to put it, it’s not good 

to say that it is in error, but rather we should say that a Zen which is not based on 

this fundamental principle of the appearing and disappearing self, would be a Zen 

which appears in the process on the way to the experience of true Zen, and the 

error would lie in attaching to that Zen which is part of the evolution on the way 

to the true Zen. 

 So, I would really like you to get this point that Rinzai is making.  Rinzai 

tries with the utmost patience and kindness to explain these two facets of the self, 

the self which wears garments, wears clothes, and the self that is in utter 

nakedness, and so, because I really want you to understand this I’m going to 

speak a bit more about it. 

 According to the tradition of Tathagata Zen, that quote, “religion” that is 

called Buddhism, really we say in English “religion” but in Japanese we say 

“shukyo 宗教 or ‘teachings about the source,’ that so called religion which is 

known by the name Buddhism is the teaching of the enlightened ones.  The 

difference between what in the west is called religion, and what in Buddhism we 

call shukyo, which is the standard translation in Japanese for quote, ‘religion,’ 

that difference is a little bit tricky, and I won’t go into it in detail right now, but it 

will become evident to you as time goes on that what we call shukyo in Japanese, 

or siddanta in the original Sanskrit is somewhat different from what you in the 

west know by the word religion.   

 But, the important thing to remember is that Buddhism does not negate 

what is known as religion.  What Tathagata Zen claims is that what is commonly 

known as religion, when viewed from the perspective of the teachings about the 

source, gives half of the story.  It’s halfway there in the sense that it describes 

one half of the nature of the self.  In other words what Tathagata Zen teaches is 

that whenever there is a self that claims “I am” then inevitably there will be an 

other.  If there is an “I” then there must be a “you.”  Or put in another way, 

when one stands in the position of subject then inevitably object arises.   

 However much that “I am” claiming self may achieve peace of mind, 

however much it may achieve a sense of completeness, as long as that  “I am” is 

there then there is going to be the other, the world, the world of objects, arising in 

contrast to that  “I am” and so that completeness and that peace of mind is not 

real completeness, not true peace of mind.  However much one may be 

convinced that one has been saved as long as there is a saved self there, then 

inevitably there is something other than self.   

 In other words people may have the experience of being saved by God’s 

grace, but as long as there is still a self there, then that God of their salvation will 

be an object for them that they are looking at, objectifying.  So as long as there is 

that self then we will be looking upon God as an object.  The same way one 

looks upon the devil as an object.  And so inevitably if one makes an object out 

of God then one will also have to face the devil.  So, it is a fine thing to 

constantly thank God for your salvation, but as long as that God is an object then 

you are going to have to face the devil, and so you are not really saved.   

 So then what do we mean by true salvation?  According to Tathagata Zen 

real salvation comes about when one manifests a self that internalizes, one could 
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say internalizes or has as its content ,both the good God and the bad God.  This 

is an awesome thing.  The good God and the bad God are opposite of each other.  

So, it makes sense that to be really saved is an awesomely difficult task, because 

one has to make these oppositely directed Gods both one’s content.   

 Buddhism was started, of course, by the Buddha, the awakened one.  As 

the story of his life is told, when he was a young person he was of course like any 

other human being.  At that time he was known as prince Siddhartha, but one 

thing that was distinctive was that he had a profound sense of how much human 

beings suffer because of encountering the oppositely directed activities, forces, 

and in order to resolve that issue he abandoned the householder’s life, and became 

a wandering monk.  As a youth he had matured to the point that he could 

understand that both the good God and the bad God are primordially not there, 

non-existent.  In other words the personified version of these two sides of the 

activity, personified as the good God and the bad God, are not what is really there 

all along.  What is really there all along, what underlies these personifications, is 

simply a selfless, spontaneous doing, a pure activity that has no personality.  

And he described these pure activities with the terminology of tatha-gata, 

meaning the thus going, and tatha-agata, meaning the thus coming.  This was his 

mode of teaching.  In other words what the Buddha taught his disciples was that 

all that is ever really there is the pure doing, the pure activity which was translated 

for you as going and coming, and when the going activity and coming activity are 

personified, human type projections are put upon them and they are called God or 

the devil.  What Prince Siddhartha as the Buddha was able to penetrate with his 

extraordinary keen understanding was the fact that these two contrasting activities 

are all that actually is, that there is no other activity needed nor acknowledged in 

order to explain how this world is formed and how our sense of self arises.   

 Now this going and coming can be described with alternate terminology.  

In the contemporary vocabulary one might call them plus and minus or positive 

and negative, and in Zen practice they are dealt with in terms of expansion and 

contraction.  So according to the oral transmissions of the tradition, the Zen 

lineage that we call Tathagata Zen, what the Buddha taught was that there is 

absolutely no other activity except these two contrasting fundamental doings.    

 Now, because there is nothing other than this antipodal doing inevitably 

we are led to the question, “What kind of place does this activity take place in?”  

The place arises through the activities themselves.  It is precisely these two 

activities that give birth to place.  If these two activities didn’t change then there 

would be no change in the place as well.  But the fact is is that there is constant 

change in this great universe of ours, beings come into existence and pass away 

constantly, are born and die over and over.  And because these two activities are 

constantly acting then although there is most assuredly just one world, that is a 

world of constant transformation.  But, however things may change, the place is 

still the one and only place which is the product of the activity of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.  So no matter what these two activities do, whether they unite or 

separate, there is still only one place.  But, it is constantly changing, because the 

two activities are of the nature of change.  This is very difficult to understand. 

 In other words, whatever the two activities of going and coming may do, 
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what they produce is a single, one world.  So, the one thing that doesn’t change 

is the fact that these two antipodal doings always manifest just one world.  So 

the changes take place because the activities act, but the thing to bear in mind, the 

thing that never changes, is the fact that there is always one universe produced.   

 We speak of this great universe of ours.  When we say “universe” it 

means one single thing.  And this entire single universe is produced by the 

activities of going and coming.  The thus going, the tatha-gata seeks to win the 

entire space, to experience, one might say, the entire space through the activity of 

expansion.  And by way of contrast, the thus coming, the tatha-agata seeks to 

grasp, seeks to experience, seeks to win for itself the entire space through the 

activity of contracting.   

 In Zen practice we also comprehend expansion as that activity that 

produces male, and contraction as that activity that produces female.   

 Because they act in a single world inevitably they are going to come in 

contact with each other, they’re going to encounter each other, but when they 

encounter each other they literally break through each other, they mutually 

penetrate through each other, and through that passing through each other 

expansion is able to experience the whole world, and contraction is able to also 

experience the whole world, after they interpenetrate.   

 Equality of the genders; people talk alot nowadays  about equality of the 

genders.  I don’t know what different people may mean by this, they may mean 

different things by this, but this I’ll tell you, twenty five hundred years ago 

Buddhism already understood in a very profound way the absolute and inevitable 

necessity of the equality of the genders.  Both expansion and contraction win for 

themselves the experience of the entire world.  So, what the Buddha taught his 

disciples was that the going and coming inevitably touch, and then pass through 

each other, and through that they both come to experience the entire space, and 

this activity takes place without any will, without any desire.  It’s effortless, and 

spontaneous, there is no need to think about it.   

 This state of repetitively holding the whole space on the part of both the 

going and the coming was described by the Buddha as the state of the source.  

As we grow up we human beings inevitably are lead to consider what our source 

is, where we came from. What the Buddha taught his disciples is that the source is 

an effortless, spontaneous, will-less doing of the activity of going and coming. So 

the state of the source is a state wherein the thinking self has not yet appeared.  

So the question is, how does the thinking self arise out of this source that doesn’t 

need to think and has no self? 

          Because the source acts without will or desire the Buddha described 

it as the activity of emptiness. The activity of the source is complete, and because 

it’s complete it is alternately  referred to as the activity of zero. In Buddhism one 

frequently encounters talk about emptiness, talk about zero. Develop the wisdom 

that understands that when you hear of zero or emptiness this refers to the 

effortless state of completion. 

           So, to return to this basic question, how is it that the thinking self 

arises from the effortless source? Remember that the activity of the source, the 

two sides of the activity of the source contact and then mutually penetrate and 
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then are able to each possess the whole space, and they do this over and over 

again. As they’re repeating this activity a unique new activity arises as the result. 

One might say that this particular activity, this peculiar activity,  is literally 

fermented into existence by the oscillating doing of the source. And what is this 

activity that is fermented into existence? One thing, by the way, that I’d like to 

add parenthetically because I forgot - When one personifies, views from the 

human perspective this activity of the source, we call it the activity of 

consciousness. 

        Now, the actual word in Japanese, ‘kokoro 心 ‘, is very difficult to 

translate into English, probably the best we can hope for is consciousness, 

although it could also be translated as mind or heart. Why is this difficult to 

translate? Because when you say consciousness in English it implies the thinking 

process and that is not necessarily implied in the Japanese word I use. If you were 

to literally translate the English word ‘consciousness’ into Japanese it would 

actually become a different word, it would not be ‘kokoro  心’, it would be ‘ 

ishikisayo 意識作用 ‘ or the activity of acknowledging or knowing (?). (When 

we say kokoro, as I said before, it is a way to personify the activity of emptiness, 

the activity of zero, and therefore it refers to the complete activity.) So, if we want 

to have a translation, we probably would need to say that kokoro means 

consciousness in the sense of the complete doing that is consciousness. So this 

activity of consciousness, of heart, of mind, is of course none other than that 

which can be analyzed into going and coming only. 

        In the process of this complete doing of consciousness there is brought 

into existence an incomplete doing of consciousness. In the process of the activity 

of going and coming, uniting and contrasting, they give birth to an incomplete 

activity of consciousness. This incomplete activity of consciousness has a 

technical term used in scholastic Buddhism, particularly in the Yogavachara or 

Consciousness- Only  school, also known as Vijnanavada, they refer to it as 

‘kunju 熏習’; that’s what it’s called in the Sino-Japanese term which would 

correspond to the Sanskrit term vasana, often translated as primordial forces; 

primordial habit forces or conditioning forces. If you study the Yogavachara 

school of Buddhism you’ll encounter this word kunju in Japanese , vasana in 

Sanskrit, and you’ll see that there are all sorts of commentaries and interpretations 

about what this is. But  I’d like you to bear in mind that from the perspective of 

Tathagata Zen what is meant by this primordial vasana or conditioning force is 

that incomplete activity of consciousness that comes about through the plus and 

the minus each pouring forth a portion of their fundamental power. 

        So you can see that the explanation of this highly technical term vasana, 

from the perspective of Zen, differs markedly from those other scholastic 

explanations. In Tathagata Zen it is that incomplete activity of consciousness that 

comes about  when both the positive and the negative pour forth, in equal  

amount, a portion of their consciousness activities. This appearance of incomplete 

consciousness arising from the pouring forth of the two sides of the source is the 

bud of the self, the beginning of the self, and it is called the present because it is 

that which has the present as its content. 
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        I’ve explained how the state of completeness of the source can also be 

personified with the expression ‘true love’. The state of the source has no 

necessity to need love. That state of not needing love is true love, also known as 

prajna. But the self that manifests having the present as  its content is an 

incomplete activity of consciousness. In other words, the self that appears that 

manifests directly from the source has in equal measure both sides of the source, 

but incompletely so, it has not received the complete doing of the source yet.  

So, it has both aspects in equal measure, but it does not have the totality of both 

aspects as its content, and therefore it’s love is an incomplete love.   

 And therefore that incomplete self has within it the desire, the longing for 

complete love.  So this is how Buddhism explains that the incomplete self is a 

desirous self, because it seeks complete love, it needs to experience complete 

love.  And that’s why Tathagata Zen completely acknowledges the activity of 

longing,  of standing up in the position of desirous love and needing love.  But, 

what the Buddha taught was that if you fixate that longing self, then you fall into 

an erroneous mode of longing. Those of us stuffed into, thrown into as one is 

thrown into prison, these monasteries and places of practice, as we are, crammed 

in together; although Buddhism doesn’t negate romantic passion, if we fall into an 

erroneous mode of longing then we are going to really suffer.               

 Why have I, once again, talked about this issue of love? It’s because I feel, 

at my age, ninety-one years old, about to say good-bye to this world... I feel so 

deeply how people are affected, how people suffer, because of this issue. And 

that’s why, over and over again, I try to explain the nature of love and the nature 

of proper longing. And what I’m saying is not one whit different then what Rinzai 

is getting at. If one fixates a self and then seeks to satisfy that fixated self, this is 

what is meant by erroneous longing. 

        We’ve gone way beyond our allotted time but what I’m talking about 

right now is so very important, tomorrow we will continue this.         


