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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.”

I would like to read the comments that Master Engo made on the part of the text 

that we just read.  In response to the line, “Emperor Wu asks the great teacher 

Bodhidharma,” Engo says, “This dull fellow speaks up.” For beginning students, I think 

that you won’t understand at all what is trying to be said.   I think that it is fair to say that 

it is only in Zen books, Zen records, that you can find this style of commenting line by 

line.  For people who are absolutely unfamiliar with this style, this Zen format in 

literature, it is very hard to understand when you come across it.  So, there is no other 

road to take but just to say that it is really difficult for both the people trying to explain it 

and the people who are trying to listen to the explanation.  

When it comes to Emperor Wu, it is necessary to speak about him in detail, about 

his historical significance.  But, in any case, it is that Emperor Wu who is now facing 

Bodhidharma, asking Bodhidharma a question.  And in response to the question that 

Emperor Wu asks, Master Engo says, “Wow, what an idiot!  What a dummy,” what a 

dumb guy, who says dumb things, that is. So, Master Engo is clearly calling someone 

stupid.  He might be saying that the person is stupid, or he might be saying that the thing 

that is said is stupid, or the man is the kind of man who says stupid things. But, in any 

case, what we need to investigate is who is he exactly talking about?  Is he talking about 

Emperor Wu or is he talking about Bodhidharma?  Which?  This is difficult.  We have to 

grasp up two positions, the position of the angry eye glaring out and the position of the 

angry eye, the position of being glared at by the angry eye. We are in this situation 

absolutely everyday.  Don’t you want to say, “Shouldn’t we just stop doing things like 
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that?”  But, the fact is that every single day we are bringing about, by ourselves, these 

situations of scolding and being scolded, getting angry and being angered at.  

When it comes to Master Engo and Bodhidharma, we have to take up both of 

those positions, as well, and we can say that one of the positions is the position of 

showing respect, giving respect, and one of the positions is the position of being 

respected.  When it comes to giving respect, well, we don’t need to stop doing that.  And 

when it comes to being respected, we don’t have to negate that.  Neither can be stopped, 

neither can be quit nor stopped.  The position of hating and of being hated, they are 

always going to happen, we cannot escape from that.  So when Master Engo talks about 

the “dull fellow,” he is talking about both positions, both positions are the stupid 

positions.  Both the positions of being the angry eye looking out and being the one being 

looked at, are petty, trivial, dumb positions.  

The position of Master Engo which says that both are spitting out the dumb, 

boring trivial stuff, you have to grasp this as Master Engo’s positions.  So, all I can say, 

from my position now, is to simply say that Master Engo’s point of view is totally great, 

he is saying something that no one else could have said for him, a very wonderful 

criticism.   And the next thing that he says is related to, connected to this first criticism 

that he puts out, or this comment that he puts out.  So, Emperor Wu asks Bodhidharma 

his question, “What is the primary import of holy enlightenment?” But, before you even 

contemplate the question of Emperor Wu, you have to carefully contemplate Master 

Engo’s comment when he says, “Both positions are stupid, dumb positions.” To be able 

to see clearly into the strength, the power of Master Engo is something that you can’t 

hope to do with just six, seven, eight years of practice.  So, you should all be feeling, 

“Well, I’m not going to be able to understand.” So, it really doesn’t matter what you say. 

You can say the most scolding thing; you can say the most praising thing, but maybe it 

would be good just to take a little rest, a little break from all that stuff. 

When it comes to stupid people doing stupid things, well what about all the wars 

that are going on in our world?  That is really dumb, people doing dumb stuff.  And what 

you really want to say is, “Can’t you just take a break from that for a little bit?”  So, 

Master Engo is taking up the subject of stupid men.  But what is the nature of their 
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stupidity exactly?   This is a difficult thing; this is something that you need to 

contemplate carefully in your zazen.  

This kind of literature, this kind of study or scholarship, you can’t find this way of

studying something anywhere else but in Buddhism.  I think that it is fair to say that you 

can’t find it anywhere else than in Tathagata Zen.  It is a difficult thing.  But, really it is 

not so difficult, because all we have to do is look at our selves.  We ourselves are spitting 

out stupid things everyday, and asserting our stupidity everyday. If you want to 

understand the stupidity that is being talked about here, just investigate the nature of your

everyday life.  

Both Emperor Wu and Bodhidharma appear in this world and without talking 

about the true nature of the world, they end up saying this and that.  “I like this.  I don’t 

like that.”  Everybody knows about their likes and dislikes, you don’t have to go telling 

us about them.   You can just solve those like and dislikes problems for yourself, quietly. 

You don’t have to go announcing them to the rest of the world.  But, because you take up

your likes and dislikes and, “blah, blah, blah,” tell them to everybody, you have lots of 

trouble around yourself.  

So, now you have to take all the things that I have previously taught you and they 

have to rise up in your heart, and you have to make sense with that.  What have I been 

telling you?” What have I been teaching you?  Any self that is manifest, whether it is 

Emperor Wu or Bodhidharma, any self is manifest in the same way.  Any self is a 

manifestation which is a limitation of the totality, a limitation of the great cosmos, that 

limitation says, “I am Emperor Wu.” or “I am Bodhidharma.”  If you really have done 

zazen and you have seen for yourself the truth, that the very essence of yourself is a 

limitation of the Great Cosmos, then when you hear Master Engo, who did see clearly 

into this truth, say, “These dumb guys!”  You will think, “Yes, that really is the way that 

it is.”  

Emperor Wu is manifest as a limitation of the Great Cosmos.  Bodhidharma is 

also manifest similarly as a limitation of the Great Cosmos.  “If they could just quit!,”  

Master Engo is saying, “Why don’t you guys just quit doing that activity of limiting 

yourselves and smile at each other, thoroughly.”  Do you understand?   Do you 

understand this “dumb man?”  It means that all of us are the same as each other because 
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we all are manifest as imperfect selves.  If both Emperor Wu and Bodhidharma were 

manifest as the unlimited cosmos, the cosmos itself, then don’t you think that it wouldn’t 

be necessary for anybody to open up their mouth and ask dumb questions?  

When we are born, we are all born in the similar way.  We are all born at the very 

same moment, simultaneously with mother and father, as limitations.  We already know 

that we are limitations, so we don’t have to go on and say, “This is good and that is bad.” 

It is not necessary to say that.  If you have practiced for two or three years and you really 

become clear about this principle, then you will also become clear that, at once, you must

manifest the unlimited state.  If you do manifest the state that is not limited, then you will

manifest the wisdom that knows that in that state you are holding the Great Cosmos 

together with mother and father.  But, what happens is that you grown up a little bit and 

you learn a little bit of stuff and then you have all kinds of things to say, you give us your

logical figuring out of things and you say, “Your way of doing things is bad.” You seem 

so brave.  Everybody is like this.  Everybody thinks that their true self is their limited 

self, everybody becomes attached to their limited self and from that point of view we get 

angry, we get jealous of each other. If you get stuck in that kind of a manifestation of the 

self, then no matter how much time passes, you will never be able to understand that your

imperfect self is a limitation of the Great Cosmos.  “You dumb, stupid, idiots!”  It’s 

natural that you will want to start yelling at people like that.  

Whenever there is a you and a Bodhidharma, whenever there is a man and a 

woman, whenever there is a subjective perspective and an objective perspective, that is 

always in the situation of the Great Cosmos having been limited in some kind of special, 

particular, situation. So, from that limited world, this question comes up, “What is the 

primary import of holy enlightenment?” Or, in a more simple language, we could just 

say, “What is the essence of Buddha dharma, what is the essence of Buddhism?”

  If it were a person who had clearly manifested the wisdom that knows the 

principle of limitation, then it wouldn’t be necessary to ask this question.  The essence, 

the cardinal principle, the essential tenet in this language in the text, dai ishigi, the 

number one meaning , the greatest meaning, of Buddhism, if you have understood that 

subject and object become one in the foundation, the source, then you have understood 

that.  In the condition where the cosmos is not limited, the self has not yet been 
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manifested; mother and father have also not yet been manifest.  That is the foundation, 

the source, or if you want to you could call it the number one meaning, the essence.  We 

can try to use language in Buddhism and try to describe the state and call it the primary 

import, the foundation, the source, that which has no comparing in it, or the manifestation

of zero.   And in response to this, what does Bodhidharma say?  “Vast emptiness, not 

holy,” in other words, the primary import of total, holy enlightenment is neither good nor 

evil, neither sacred nor secular.  He is very clearly able to answer.  

So, what does Master Engo have to say now?  Before he called Emperor Wu a 

“dumb, dummy,” but now what does he say when it comes the “primary import of holy 

enlightenment?”  What does he say when it comes to the foundation, the essence of 

Buddhism?  All of you are practicing zazen.  Some of you haven’t been practicing for 

more than a year or two, but some of you have been practicing for a long time, three or 

four years.  The primary import, the essence, the origin, I said it was zero, but what about

you folk, what would you say?  And what does Master Engo have to say about it?  In Zen

we say, “Listen to Master Engo’s response without using your ears, listen with your 

belly.  Puncture of hole in your belly and listen.”  If we listen with our ears, we will fall 

in love with all of the voices that we hear.  We will think, “Ahh, that woman, what a 

beautiful soprano-like voice.  That man, what a beautiful tenor-like voice he has.” And 

we will get tied up like that.  

Sound is something which activates the sense organ of ears, but in Zen we say, 

“You cannot hear this sound truly, you cannot hear the true sound unless you hear with 

your total body, so puncture a hole in your belly and listen with your whole body.  

Tathagata Zen teachers always say that.  They always say, “Open up a hole in your belly 

and listen with that.”  What they mean is “Listen with your whole body.” The same can 

be said of seeing with one’s eyes.  If we get tied up with seeing with the sense organ of 

the eye, then we will think things such as, “What a beautiful flower,” or “No, that flower 

has gotten kind of old and crumpled, it is not beautiful, anymore.”  We will get tied up 

with thinking about good and bad.  So, we are taught that when it comes to seeing, as 

well, to open up a hole in our bellies and see with our whole body.  If not, we will make 

mistakes in our seeing.  If we do see with our whole bodies, although there are 

differences between the depth or shallowness of that seeing, we will all see in the same 
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way, in that we will see in equality, we will see the objective world not as a limitation, 

but as a world of equality.  

“The mother looks a little old, but the daughter, she is looking pretty good.”  Even

if it is the husband or father looking, he might notice, “My wife has a lot of wrinkles on 

her face, but my daughter, no wrinkles!”  Everybody has had that kind of experience. 

But, if we see with our whole, total body, then we will see in equality and we will see that

even though she is old, she is my wife, even though she is young, she is my daughter.  

Don’t be deceived by your eye activity, see with your total body.  It is always the case 

when we start thinking in terms of likes and dislikes that we are thinking from the point 

of view of the imperfect, incomplete “I am, which in this case, is the imperfect “eye ball 

activity.”  

What is the primary import of holy enlightenment?  What is the essence?  What is

the foundation?  It is zero.  It is neither subjective nor objective.  It is the condition that 

has bundled up into one, both the subjective and the objective and the distance in 

between, but what does Master Engo have to say about it?  I want you to not listen with 

your ears. I want you listen with your total body.  The foundation is zero.  The perfect 

self is zero.  If you have come to some understanding of that, then how can you grasp, 

how can you respond to “the primary import of holy enlightenment?  When we are 

manifesting our imperfect, incomplete selves, then we are always recognizing the 

subjective and objective, and the imperfect distance that is separating them.  When these 

three worlds are manifest, if you are someone who is practicing zazen you should know 

that, whenever those three worlds are manifest, they are all manifest …[tape change…] 

So if you understand that principle, among all of you, there should be at least one or two 

of you that understand that principle. If you do understand that principle, then how do 

you grasp this question?  “Not past, not future, not present,” what kind of thing is the real

thing?  Tathagata Zen teaches, that without fail, you will grasp the real thing as, “This is 

my self.”  

A tiny infant doesn’t know anything, but when that baby sees its mother’s breast, 

he has no doubt, he simply haaat, bites that breast and has no need to say anything.  The 

mother forgets everything and manifests oneness with the child.  There is no need to limit

anything in that.  So, having understood that, how can you make a comment on the 
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primary import of holy enlightenment, the essence of Buddhism?  How did Engo 

comment?  “What a donkey tethering stake,” is what he says.  “What a donkey tethering 

stake,” is the feeble translation that was attempted. I’ll bet that is how all teaching 

translators translate it. 

 So, when you want to take a nap, your donkey better take a nap, too.  But, what 

happens sometimes is that you’re napping and your donkey escapes somewhere, so you 

need a stake to tie it to. Master Engo was thinking of this situation when he made this 

comment.  So, the subject and the object won’t separate from each other, we have this 

rope that is sticking them, keeping them together.  So, that is what Master Engo said.  He 

said that the number one meaning, the essence of Buddhism, is just like this donkey and 

rope and stake, all together.  But what is he really doing, you have to contemplate for 

yourselves.  Is he criticizing Emperor Wu?  Is he criticizing Bodhidharma? Who is it that 

ties up the donkey?  What is the donkey?  If you and the donkey are really different from 

each other then you have to worry about it, but if you and the donkey are not different 

from each other and you clearly manifest the wisdom that knows that you and the donkey

are in the same one and only world, then you don’t have to worry about tying up the 

donkey.  

I don’t know if this kind of thing still goes on these days, but in the old days, you 

would hear about, sometimes, really dumb guys, and they were worried about their 

wives.  So, when they went out, they would lock their wives in a room, so that they 

wouldn’t flee from them.  The wife, in this instance, would have to face her husband and 

say, “I’m sorry, I just can’t stay married to you.”  Or, similarly, oppositely, maybe it is 

the kind of wife who is always worried that her husband is going to do something dumb 

with the money, so the husband is about to go out and she calculates all the money and 

says, “ Five dollars should be more than enough for you today,” and gives him only that.  

And if you are the husband, in that case, you’ve got to say, “I don’t think I can put up 

with this.  I don’t think I can live with this woman anymore.”  

In a married life, to get tied up like a donkey at a stake, it shouldn’t be necessary. 

It should be good enough to be free. If you manifest the wisdom that knows that your true

self is the manifestation of the unlimited cosmos, then you will know that there is no need

to tie anything up; there is no need to be tied up, that you should manifest yourself as the 
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free self.  The more you practice Zen, when you bump into the Blue Cliff Record, the 

more you will feel, “Wow, that Master Engo, he was really something.”  If you, yourself, 

manifest the wisdom that knows that whenever you have an "I am" self, that it is always a

limited self, and when you manifest yourself as the self of no limitation, then you are the 

Great Cosmos in utter freedom then you will be able to look upon Master Engo as your 

equal, as your colleague. 

 As I gave teisho on previously in the book, it gives Bodhidharma’s response to 

the question, “What is the import of holy enlightenment? as “vast emptiness, not holy.”  

“Vast emptiness, not holy” is the manifestation of zero.  As long as you are still attached 

to your eyes or ears or tongue, or anything like that, you will never be able to manifest 

the state of no limitations. If we are going to have a wedding ceremony and take our true 

wedding vows, it is important to understand both of these conditions.  You are not ready 

for marriage until you understand the manifestation of zero, and also the manifestation of 

the limited self.  You have to understand how the limited self appears, and also how it 

disappears.  

 Bodhidharma has come up with a very excellent response to Emperor Wu with 

his “vast emptiness, not holy,” as I told you before.  Next time we must pick up Master 

Engo’s comment on this “vast emptiness, not holy,” this essence of Buddhism, and 

contemplate what he says.  

 The time has come to stop. When perfect time is manifest, that is perfect. That is 

complete, there is absolute freedom there. There is no need to be tied up by past, present, 

and future.  But, the moment that we find ourselves standing up in the human world 

again, then at once, we are controlled by past, present, and future.  

The Buddhist teachings say that time is an activity and that activity never fixates.  

Even when perfect, complete time manifests, that state of complete time isn’t fixated.  

The activity of time will unfailingly, again, come to manifest the three distinct activities 

of time called, past, present, and future.  Buddhism has been teaching it this clearly for 

ever, and still, even now, there are so many dumb scholars that hand down their trivial 

explanations of what time is.  You really want to yell at them.  Time never fixates itself.  

Time will inevitably manifest past, present, and future.  Conversely, when past, present, 

and future are manifest, that state is also never fixated.  Just as inevitably they will again 
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become totally one with each other and manifest perfect zero, perfect time, that principle,

that tenet.   Master Engo, was a person who had clearly manifest the wisdom that knows 

that tenet, and how does he grasp “Vast emptiness a, not holy?”  

The time has come to stop and if I keep on talking, I can’t make it short, so I 

really should stop now. 

The End
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