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First demonstration:  Emperor Wu of Liang asked the great teacher Bodhidharma, 
“What is the primary import of holy enlightenment?” Bodhidharma said, “Vast 
emptiness, not holy.” The Emperor said, “Who is the person facing me?”

  

I’m not sure how far I’ll get in my teisho today, but I hope to get through the part 

that we just read.  I’ve been telling you over and over that to give teisho on this Blue Cliff

is difficult.  It is not just the Blue Cliff Record that is difficult to talk about, all Zen 

speaking is difficult.  Why is that?  Why is it difficult?  If you don’t grasp the principle 

behind the why it’s difficult, then it will be very difficult for you to understand Zen talks. 

 All of you have an "I am" self. So do I.  But all people seem to unquestioningly, 

unconditionally accept the existence of their "I am" self. We all certainly, definitely, have

"I am" selves.  However, Buddhism does not permit us to unquestioningly accept their 

existence, unconditionally.  This is what makes Zen talks difficult.  Where do our "I am" 

selves come from in the first place?  This is one kind of Zen training, one kind of Zen 

practice, one kind of Zen question.  Do they fall from heaven like rain?  Or, do they 

bubble up from the earth like a spring?  Of course it is the Zen point of view to say that 

our "I am" selves are brought forth by, are manifested by, the two essential opposing 

functions of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

Where do we come from?  And when we die, where will we go?  These are the 

questions that Buddhism answers, Buddhism solves.  Buddhism teaches that it is these 

two mutually opposing functions that make the "I am" self appear, that give birth to the "I

am" self.  There is nothing except for those that do that.  Once born, once appeared, that 

self will inevitably disappear again, and where does that self go to?  The teachings of 

Buddhism say that these same two mutually opposing functions lead that self back to its 
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origin, back to its foundation.  It is from this foundation, this state of the source, that we 

are born, and we return back to that foundation when we die.  We have to practice so that 

we can clearly grasp this for ourselves. 

This is the principle upon which we must always be firmly marching, always be 

standing up straightly upon.  We must always, without forgetting it, be doing these 

practices of giving birth to the self and leading the self to death.  These are the principle 

teachings of Tathagata Zen, of Buddhism, the teaching of the natural law of birth and the 

natural law of death, and there is nothing that difficult about them, so there shouldn’t be 

anything that difficult about Zen.  What I mean is that inevitably you will be capable of 

doing these two activities, so perhaps they are difficult, but they aren’t impossible.  They 

are possible. 

 You, yourself, have these two essential opposing functions as your content, and 

having them as your content, you do these activities of being born and dying, again and 

again.  You need to manifest the wisdom that knows this for yourselves.  These activities 

are known in Buddhism as the Dharma activity. What is the Dharma activity?  The 

Dharma activity is the activity that I just told you about.  Everybody is capable of 

manifesting the wisdom that knows what the Dharma activity is.  It’s easy enough to 

know what the Dharma activity is, but to practice, to do just as you have come to know, 

that is much more difficult.  

Why is it difficult to actually practice, to actually do the Dharma activity?  It is 

difficult because the "I am" that violates the Dharma activity comes into being. The "I 

am" comes to be born through following the Dharma activity, but that "I am" that comes 

to be born, comes to violate the Dharma activity, so things get difficult.  What kind of a 

self is it that violates the Dharma activity?  The self that violates the Dharma activity is a 

self that does what it thinks it wants to do.  To only hope for, to only wish for, things that 

appeal to you and to try to avoid all that you dislike, that kind of a self is the self that 

comes to violate the Dharma activity.  Why is it the self who violates the Dharma activity

comes to be born?  As you continue your Zen practice, naturally you will come to 

understand the answer to that question.  When the kind of consciousness comes to be 

born that only hopes for things that appeal to it, that is when the self that violates the 

Dharma activity has been born.
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As you all have experienced for yourselves, human beings have likes and dislikes.

“I like that person. But I don’t like, I hate that person.”  These problems will inevitably 

arise for us.  Similarly, “I like that food, but I hate that food.”  In fact, when it comes to 

anything, this problem of having likes and dislikes arises.  It is not just human beings that

have likes and dislikes.  In Buddhism it is said that all existent beings have likes and 

dislikes, and walk the road of trying to get their likes, get what they like.  Things that are 

not highly developed don’t have strong likes and dislikes.   The more a thing has 

developed, the more strong its likes and dislikes become, the more clearly defined its 

likes and dislikes become.  The so called lower animals, those that haven’t developed 

much, haven’t evolved much, don’t have very strong likes and dislikes.  They live in a 

very narrow, small world. 

 Human beings have developed to a very high degree, and according to 

Buddhism, human beings have developed the kind of consciousness that knows, “I must 

come to manifest perfect consciousness.”  When it comes to likes and dislikes, it is taught

that human beings have the most highly developed sense of likes and dislikes, and as long

as we have our likes and dislikes, then we are in violation to the Dharma activity.  The 

teachings of Buddhism say that even though we have our likes and dislikes, it is 

inevitable that we will manifest a self that has no likes and dislikes, and in that 

manifestation, accomplish peace of mind, arrive at peace of mind.  The teachings of 

Buddhism say that we must develop our likes and dislikes, we must develop the 

consciousness that has likes and dislikes, but also we must manifest the kind of 

consciousness that has no likes and dislikes.  It is only when we manifest the kind of 

consciousness that has no likes and dislikes that we will experience this state that is 

known as salvation or peace of mind.  Perfect salvation, perfect peace of mind, this only 

manifests for the first time, when the sort of consciousness that has no likes and dislikes 

has been manifest. That kind of consciousness in Buddhism is known as the 

manifestation of perfect wisdom. 

The teachings of Buddhism say that even the most undeveloped, the lowest of the 

lower animals find salvation in the same way that we do, when they manifest the kind of 

consciousness that doesn’t need to do consciousness anymore.    Plants, but we could also

take examples of snakes and mosquitoes, of course those things don’t have the same kind 
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of developed consciousness as we do, but, even those things, according to Buddhism, will

manifest the complete Dharma activity, manifest perfect Dharma activity when they 

manifest the perfect mosquito or the perfect ant.  A bird, as a bird, manifests the complete

Dharma activity and in that manifestation of the perfect Dharma activity finds peace of 

mind or salvation. 

 Among we human beings, there are some of us who are not capable of 

manifesting the complete, perfect person, the complete human being because we don’t 

know the Dharma activity and we can’t practice the Dharma activity, and that is why we 

suffer. A person who happens to be the president or the emperor, that person at the 

moment that he or she manifests the perfect Dharma activity, will find salvation, will find

peace of mind.  However, even a president or an emperor, at the moments when he or she

is violating the Dharma activity, will suffer in the same way as all the suffering human 

beings.  Buddhism says that all things are equal to each other.  That means that all things 

are capable of manifesting the perfect Dharma activity.  A mosquito as a mosquito will 

manifest the perfect Dharma activity, a fish as a fish will manifest the perfect Dharma 

activity.  At those moments of manifesting perfect Dharma activity, those things will find

salvation and peace of mind.  All existent beings will inevitably manifest the Dharma 

activity and find peace of mind.  That is the teachings of Buddhism.  That is why 

Buddhism is said to be the teaching of equality.  All existent beings are equal to each 

other.  

However, although all things are equal to each other, when a mosquito attaches to 

the role of being a mosquito, or a snake to the role of being a snake, or a bird to the role 

of being a bird, or a human being to the role of being a human being, then we are 

violating the Dharma activity.  When a mosquito is living as a mosquito or a fish as a fish

, or a dog  as dog, or a human being as a human being, that means to be in the state of 

needing to live, needing to do the  life activity , and in those states, all things are different

from each other.  In these worlds of needing to do the living activity, in these worlds in 

which we must live, whether we are an ant or a snake or a fish or a dog, or a person, we 

aren’t equal to each other, we are all different from each other.  If you contemplate these 

states of being alive carefully, then you will come to the same conclusion, you will see 

clearly that your condition of needing to live is different from a mosquito or a snake’s 
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condition of needing to live.  Every existent being, when it is in the state of needing to 

live, is different from every other existent being.  It is not equal to every other existent 

being.  However, it is the inevitable result of that living activity to manifest the perfect 

self, the perfect Dharma activity and in that manifestation of perfect Dharma, all things 

are equal to each other.

 If you go to universities they have different departments.  You can find religion 

departments and then you can find comparative religion departments.  But, whatever 

religion department or comparative religion department you might go to, it seems that 

they unconditionally, unquestioningly, accept the existence of God.  They say, “Well, 

you need God for it to be a religion.”  But, that God that they say you need, they don’t 

delve into that.  So, in fact if you ask someone who has been studying at such a program, 

“Where did you come from?”  they can’t answer.  God is always together with us, but if I

ask all of you who love religion so much, “Where did God come from and where does 

God go to?” you are not able to answer.”

 Religions absolutely need God and that is fine.  The pre-Buddhist religion in 

India that was the most popular was Hinduism and like other religions in Hinduism, there

was a belief in a creator God, there was a belief in a god who created everything. But, 

when Buddhism was born, Buddhism negated that Hindu teaching.  If I were to really 

delve deeply into this question it becomes quite a lengthy and difficult talk, so I won’t 

talk about it anymore. 

So, in any case let’s take this God that you all love. You’ve been walking the 

religious life up until now, and you’ve been taught that you are all together with God.  

So, let’s just start from that and then I ask you, “You’re cooking, so you are together with

God, where is God when you are cooking?”  Can you answer that question?  You are 

together with God, so you go to toilet and you are asked, “Where is God when you are 

going to the toilet?”  I guess you have to answer, “God is together with me.”  A mosquito

is meeting you, hmmmm.  You are meeting the mosquito.  At the moment that you meet 

the mosquito, “Where is God?”  You have to be able to answer that question.  For it to be 

true religion you have to believe in the true God and you have to be able to answer 

clearly that whatever you are doing, wherever you are, you are together with that God.  
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But when you get down to the reality of the situation, human culture has 

developed through liking God and trying to avoid evil.  So, what about these days that we

live in now?  I think that it is fair to say that we have reached the extremity of the 

development of human culture.  Don’t you think that it is fair to say that these days 

human culture has come to the place that, to the extreme, we hold onto our culture as 

being the best, our politics as being the best, and we have totally lost the idea, “We have 

to live together with everything?” In our world these days, America is strong and we 

happen to live in this really strong America and depend upon this strong America, so I 

suppose we don’t suffer very much.  

On the other hand, there is this opposing factor which has comes to be known as 

terrorism, and the kind of terrorism that I am speaking about is the desire to crush to 

death this strong American culture.  We all are studying Zen here, so it is up to us to        

not unconditionally, unquestioningly accept either the lop-sided American culture, that 

has been built, or the opposite culture who is trying to crush that lopsided American 

culture.  We have to be able to judge both, without unconditionally accepting either.  

Twenty six hundred years ago in India, already Buddhism had come to a conclusion 

about that.  The situation in India at the time was also a very violent, extreme situation, 

and Buddhism was born saying that both extremes were incorrect, that the correct way of 

life was to follow the Dharma activity without violating it.  The founder of Buddhism 

was the Buddha, Shakyamuni, and we are taught in our tradition, that at the moment of 

his death, his last parting words were, “Only make the Dharma activity your teacher.  

Look up to the Dharma activity as your teacher.  Other then the Dharma activity, there 

are no activities.”

 Who cares about that kind of stuff?  It sounds very difficult to me, “the Dharma 

activity this, the Dharma activity that, I don’t care about that kind of stuff.  I would just 

rather enjoy myself as much as I can while I am alive, and then I will die, and that will be

that.”  If you are thinking in that way, then there is no need for you to come and try to 

understand Buddhism.   In any case, if you do enter the world of Buddhism, right from 

the very start, what your head will encounter right at the beginning, is that human beings 

have, as their very nature, to be able to come to know the Dharma activity.  What is that 

Dharma activity?  
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As I have been teaching you up until now, the conclusion of Buddhism is that the 

Dharma activity has two mutually opposing activities called tatha-gata, thus going and 

tatha-agata, thus coming, as its content.  We must come to manifest ourselves following 

the Dharma activity.  That is the stage upon which we must live, that is the foundation 

upon which we must live.  If you have been studying Zen for five or six years, you don’t 

need to be told this.  It should be totally obvious to you.  Even thought this is what 

Buddhism always talks about, it is […tape change…]  it is difficult just to understand 

what the Dharma activity is, and then way more difficult, is to actually practice that, do 

that, for yourself. 

 And so now, although I’ll probably need to talk about this tomorrow, we have the

meeting between Bodhidharma and Emperor Wu.   Bodhidharma, of course, that was a 

person who clearly had won for himself the ability to do the Dharma activity, actually 

practice the Dharma activity.  And, what about Emperor Wu of Liang?  As we can read in

our history books, this was someone who had studied Buddhism a lot, was very 

passionate about Buddhism, was a great believer in Buddhism.  As it becomes clear, as 

you read the comments to the Blue Cliff Record that Emperor Wu was a very passionate 

studier of Buddhism, so this was Emperor Wu of Liang and now he meets Bodhidharma. 

Emperor Wu of Liang, who studied Buddhism and was a believer in Buddhism, when he 

meets Bodhidharma  he is thinking, “I am the Emperor Wu, who has studied Buddhism a 

lot, and you are Bodhidharma, who is a great teacher, who is a sage. I am an Emperor and

you are a sage”  When I see Emperor Wu asking Bodhidharma this question I can well 

understand that he is stuck in seeing himself as the Emperor, seeing himself as someone 

who has studied Buddhism a lot.   

Emperor Wu always, to the very extreme, takes Buddhism as an object, takes 

himself, the subject, as the Emperor studying the subject Buddhism.  You have to have 

the power to see the scene in that way, otherwise you will never be able to understand the

Blue Cliff Record.  So, this Emperor asks his question, “What is the primary import of 

holy enlightenment?”  We can talk more about that at length later, but the essential 

meaning of his question is, “What is the cardinal principle of Buddhism?  What is the 

most important thing about Buddhism?  What is the foundation of Buddhism?  What is 

the place which is the source of Buddhism?  You can also understand this question to be 
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that.  The foundation of everything, the condition which is the origin of everything, is 

also your origin.  That is never an object; that is never a subject.  Emperor Wu is taking 

this foundation of all things, origin of all things, source of all things, number one, most 

important thing of Buddhism, as an object when he asks Bodhidharma his question.  You 

must understand that this is not the kind of way of asking a question of someone who has 

really studied Buddhism.  

 What if it is two people, two lovers, two people who really get along with each 

other fabulously well, two people who really believe in each other, what if it is a man and

a woman like that, and one asks the other, “ What is the true face of being a human 

being?  What is the original face of being a human being?”  How will the other answer?  

Isn’t it true that there is no other path to walk in order to answer that question except for 

shaking hands or hugging or kissing?  Because the foundation is that which is neither 

subject nor object.  

But, what if the man having been asked this question about the original face of 

humanity, of love, what if the man says, “Who cares about that?  I don’t care about that at

all.”  Then, the woman will probably say, “This guy is just a wild beast.” So, if you are 

asked this kind of question, you better give it plenty of thought before you open up your 

big mouth.  But, what about Bodhidharma when he was asked this question?  He 

answered, Kaku nen musho,” Vast emptiness, not holy.”  "Vast emptiness, not holy" 

means that there is not an ordinary secular there; it is not a saintly sage like person there, 

either. As I have told you so many times before, that state is called the activity of 

emptiness.  It is also taught to be the activity of zero.  In other word, this state is a state in

which the activity of being and the activity of non-being are experiencing each other, 

therefore, it is neither good nor evil, it is neither life nor death.  Even back in the old days

in Tathagata Zen this manifestation of "Vast emptiness, not holy" was known to be the 

manifestation of true love.  The thing about it is that you folks who are on the listening 

side of this equations called teisho, are listening from your "I am" selves and so you 

grasp the words in the ways that are convenient for yourself, you avoid understanding 

them in any way that is inconvenient or uncomfortable to yourselves, so you are not 

really hearing teisho.  
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From the old days it has always been taught that the manifestation of true love is 

the manifestation of neither good nor evil, the manifestation of the will-less activity, the 

manifestation of that which is neither smart nor stupid, that which is called the 

manifestation of obaka mono, “the Great Dummy.”  The woman gives her whole body to 

the man.  The man gives his whole body to the woman. This is the manifestation of the 

Great Oaf, the Great Stupid One, the will-less one.  Please teach this unmistakenly.  

Teach that the manifestation of the will-less activity is the manifestation of the activity in 

which the man has thrown away his man-ness, the woman has thrown away her woman-

ness. The manifestation of "Vast emptiness, not holy" is neither the manifestation of the 

saintly, sage like person, neither is it the manifestation of the ordinary, secular person.  

Completely the "I am" self dissolves, that state. 

People go around saying, “We must live love. We must live lives of love,” and 

that is fine.  But, if you are doing the kind of love that is attached to the "I am" self, that 

is called desireful love, and that is not good.  When I say, not good, I mean not complete, 

not complete love.  “Desireful love, not complete, imperfect love, is not good love,” I just

said, but does Buddhism completely negate or avoid that kind of love?  No, it does not.  

Along the process that leads to the ultimate manifestation of perfect love, imperfect, 

desireful love, will inevitably arise and so even though you certainly can’t say that 

imperfect, desireful love is a good thing, it is also unavoidable, so to try to avoid 

imperfect, desireful love is also not a good thing.

The manifestation of imperfect, desireful love inevitably will become the 

manifestation of complete love.  To give teisho on the Blue Cliff Record is very difficult 

because in those teishos I have to talk about this kind of thing.  "Vast emptiness, nothing 

holy" that is the manifestation of perfect, complete love.  However, in the process that 

ultimately results in that manifestation, many, many, different kinds of processes are 

manifest. Because all of these many and various things arise in the great process that 

manifests perfect love and therefore Buddhism doesn’t avoid them, hearing that you will 

do your own self centered way of interpreting that and think, “Hey, Buddhism doesn’t 

negate them.  I think that I’ll just do all of them.” You have to experience for yourself the

truth of Buddhism which teaches that all of the imperfect loves are those which are 
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manifest within the process, but when the process is over, that is the manifestation of 

perfect love in which there is no male self and there is no female self, anymore.  

The testing koan that is born at this point of the story is to ask: What about you?  If it was

you standing in Emperor Wu instead of Bodhidharma, how would you answer the 

question?  That is all for today.  

The End
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