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Discourse XVIII
“Followers of the Way, the view of the Ch’an school is that the sequence of death and life

is orderly.    The student of Ch’an must examine this most carefully.
When host and guest meet they vie with one another in discussion.    At times , in response

to some thing they may manifest a form; at times they may act with their whole body; or they
may, by picking up a tricky device make a display of joy or anger; or they may reveal the half of
the body; or they again they may ride upon a lion or mount upon a lordly elephant.

A true student gives a shout,  and to start with holds out a sticky lacquer tray.      The
teacher, not discerning that this is an objective circumstance, goes after it and performs a lot of
antics with it.    The student again shouts but still the teacher is unwilling to let go.    This is a
disease of the vitals which no doctoring can cure: it is called the guest examines the host.

Sometimes a teacher will proffer nothing but the instant a student asks a question robs
him of it.    The student having been robbed resists to the death, and will not let go: this is called
‘the host examines the guest.”

Sometimes a student comes forth before a teacher in conformity with a state of purity.
The teacher, discerning that this is an objective circumstance seizes it and flings it into a pit.
“What an excellent teacher!” Exclaims the student, and the teacher replies, ‘Bah!    You can’t tell
good from bad!’    Thereupon the student makes a deep bow:    this is called ‘ the host examines
the host.’

Or again a student  will  appear before  a teacher  wearing a cangue and bound with
chains.    The teacher fastens on still more cangues and chains for him.    The student is so de-
lighted that he can’t tell what is what;    this is called ‘the guest examines the guest.’

Virtuous monks all the examples    I have brought before you serve to distinguish demons
and point out heretics, thus making it possible for you to know what is erroneous and is correct.”

The text has dealt with four situations of host and guest interacting.    I’ve so far discussed
three, so today I have to discuss the final one.    We are all involved in the process of study.    We
study all sorts of things; religion, morality, civilization, politics, and are led around by the nose
by the rules we must follow.    From the viewpoint of an awakened person this is what it appears
as.    Everyone appears to    be at the mercy of this situation.    Just take politics for example, peo-
ple believe this way, believe that way, they’re led all over the place by their opinions, and therein
they know joy and sorrow.    This is true for everything.    It’s true for morality also.    

And what about religion?    Religion’s job should be to set people free, but instead reli-
gion often performs the role of putting more chains on them, locking them in more and more re-
straints.    Anciently God was postulated, and it was thought that we are saved by God’s love, and
indeed people are able to submit and acquiesce and know peace this  way.      And that’s  fine,
there’s nothing wrong with that.    However, modern people have evolved to the point, their wis-
dom, their understanding has evolved to the point where they can no longer simply accept God at
face value (unconditionally).    

And people having reached this evolved state of human consciousness in themselves,
however, even more bound, even more chained and restrained by all sorts of things, all sorts of
aspects of religion or God’s love (culture), all sorts of stuff.    But, if you all become really free
people, that means that nothing whatsoever can bind or restrain you.    And that’s why freedom is
such a major theme in our contemporary world.    But what is freedom?    Most people that go
around yelling about freedom don’t understand what freedom is.    So, in this Tathagata Zen tradi-
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tion of ours we very clearly enunciate exactly what is meant by freedom.    
Just as religion claims, so we also say, yes indeed there is a good God and a bad God.

Now, in the world of religion it is said that you must follow (religious) morality, and indeed you
must, you must follow God and you must reject the devil, not listen to the temptations of the
devil.    But we have reached the point in human evolution where people realize that no matter
how much you may believe in God as long as the devil is there for you as an object you are not
really free.      And so the more the religious perspective (morality) evolves the more people be-
come alienated from the devil, reject the devil, leave the devil out.    The more you reject the
devil though, the stronger the devil gets.    And so we never know peace in this world.    So, sub-
mitting to the good God while rejecting the devil cannot be called freedom.    

Prince Siddhartha, known historically as the Buddha was a young man when he started
the tradition called Buddhism.    In those days the dominate religion of India was the religion of
the God Brahma, which was called Brahmanism.    It is said that the concept of karma was devel-
oped very early in Indian culture, (thousands of years before the birth of Buddhism).    And peo-
ple believed that we cannot escape from the activity of karma.    But precisely why that is the
case, well, people at that early period had not yet developed a clear understanding of why.    Just
as the creator God in those times was uncritically accepted by people, so the belief in karma was
simply uncritically accepted.    And people came to say that rather than all things being created
by God, all things come about because of karma.    The activity called dying, the activity called
living, the activity called good, the activity called bad, these are all karma.      Karma literally
means activity in Sanskrit (last sentence added by translator).    

And what was the position of God in this system?    Well, God was on top of karma, God
was the controller of karma so to speak.    Of course this is something for scholars to research and
determine, it is not my speciality to talk about.    The only reason I mention it, although it is not
our speciality as masters in this tradition, but in the tradition this is what has been passes down to
us by way of a teaching, an oral transmission that my teachers gave to me.    So, what Brahman-
ism did    is discover a God, and that God was called Brahma, and Brahma’s role was to be in
charge of karma, to control karma so to speak.    So, in that sense we could say that Brahma or
God is the creator of all things.    And so there arose a teaching that one could become free from
karma by believing in Brahma, in God.    

So, Brahma being the all creator, all beings had to fear Brahma, and submit to Brahma.
And indeed it is certainly the case (probably the case...could be said that...) that no world could
appear unless there were a creator, and that likewise if there were no source there could be no
peace.    

In the social system, of course, of India at that time, the highest caste were the priests,
and the priests were called Brahmins, related to that word Brahma meaning God, and so this led
credibility and authority to their social position.    There was a four caste system that existed in
India of that time with the priest caste on top, warrior caste underneath, and the peasant caste un-
derneath that, and a lower caste underneath that (Roshi said “merchants, or something like that”).
Of course the four basic castes are just the beginning of that rather complex social system which
actually contained dozens of sub-castes.    The lowest caste, although human, were considered
sub-human.    They couldn’t marry with other humans. 

Of course, why did this world of rigid distinctions come about?    Was because, as you
can figure out, they justified it by saying that the people in bad circumstances, incomplete cir-
cumstances, lower social orders got that way from having done wrong things.    This is called the
law of karma, or cause and effect.    So the priests assumed that this law was in effect, and used it
to justify the social situation.

I have a friend, a scholar of Buddhism who is always urging me to visit India.    “After all,
Roshi, India is where the Buddha is born.”    First of all I don’t have enough money to go to In-
dia.    Secondly I’m not interested in going.    Why?    The reason I don’t want to go is that even
nowadays these severe distinctions between social classes in India are very, very strong, and I
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think I would just hate it.    I would hate that kind of discrimination.    There are many Buddhists
now active in India trying to help out in different ways.    I get in the mail requests for aid, and
donations for this or that Buddhist cause within India.    Buddhism is the religion of compassion,
universal compassion, but it seems that universal compassion is something real hard for India to
get.    (better translation: “Buddhism is the teaching which says we must give rise to the heart of
compassion, but somehow I can’t give rise to compassion when it comes to India.”)    There’s lots
of places I feel I’d like to go but India is not one of them.    Why?    It’s a problem.    I don’t want
to go.    

So, in ancient India when the Buddha was born the poor people were in wretched circum-
stances.    What Prince Siddhartha said was that we human beings have evolved well beyond the
animals.    We have an evolved intellect, and therefore we shouldn’t simply accept the law of
cause and effect uncritically without more deeply investigating it.    That’s true isn’t it?    The per-
son that did bad yesterday, today may be doing good.    The person that was a wonderful human
being a few days ago committed murder, maybe, today.    So, the Buddha said that there is some-
thing wrong with this concept of cause and effect.    And what’s wrong with this concept of cause
and effect retribution according to the discovery of Prince Siddhartha?    What’s wrong with the
concept is the idea that there is a God running the show so to speak, in charge of karma.    Rather
one needs to be able to look at karma in a different way, that the activity of karma is just a pure
activity, neither good nor bad, just the doing without the personified God on top.    

According to Tathagata Zen what Prince Siddhartha discovered is that what karma is after
all is that which has as its content two oppositely directed doings.

Now, the activity called good and the activity called evil, these are an example of a pair
of opposing or contrasting activities.    But, to call something good or evil, to talk about this kind
of contrast is a human personification.    From the human personified perspective we say “good,”
or “evil” but actually the fundamental contrast is just a contrast, it has nothing to do with human
ideas of god of evil, it just has to do with being in contrast, or being polar.      

In other words life and death are polar activities.    They are oppositely directed doings.
In other words if we say life then we can talk from a personified perspective, from a human per-
spective, and talk about the activity of life.    Likewise the activity of death, their natures are dif-
ferent.    In other words life and death are different because they have different character, but the
fundamental two doings of the source, they contrast only because they contrast.    The only char-
acter that they have is a kind of character called the character of being oppositely directed, or in
contrast, and that’s different from the difference in character between say life and death, or (what
we call) good and evil (in the human world).    

They are you see just a pure doing.    We can say that the activity called cold is in distinc-
tion, or opposition to the activity called hot.    When you say hard versus soft, there’s the activity
of hard versus the activity of soft.    They’re contrasting activities, they’re polar.    But the contrast
within the source is not a personified kind of contrast like we human beings make.    It’s a differ-
ent contrast.    It is simply a contrast of doing.    A difference in doing.    It’s neither good, nor evil,
that’s human.    

In ancient India often the woman was portrayed in the myths and stories as the devil, and
the man was God.    The Buddha had grave doubts about this.    Why would it be that the activity
of plus, that activity which makes man would be looked upon as good, and why is it that the ac-
tivity of minus, the activity that makes woman, why would culture look upon that as bad.    The
Buddha had grave misgivings and doubts about this.    And the conclusion that he came to is that
all along the activity of plus is neither good nor bad, the activity of minus neither good nor bad.
The activity that forms woman, the activity that underlies woman is called tatha-agata, or the
thus-coming.    The activity that underlies man, that forms man is called tatha-gata or thus-going,
and what the Buddha concluded is that all along they are neither good nor bad.

The Buddha also had a question, a doubt, how is it precisely that from the world that is
neither good nor bad there is born good and bad?    How do good and bad come in to existence
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from the source.    This human life of ours can be exceedingly complex, but all along, primor-
dially, it all comes about through the doing of an activity that is neither good nor evil, but an ac-
tivity that can contrast and unite with itself.    

In the scriptures there’s a very famous expression, sanpapapasaakaranan in the original,
which is usually interpreted as “Do not do evil,” however if you look at how its translated in to
the Chinese the “Do not do,” is translated with a Chinese character which is actually an absolute
and universal negation, so that literally it means, “There is no doing of evil primordially.”    And
therefore neither is there any good.    The next phrase is seppakusalasaupasamppada which means
to take one all that is good.    What do we mean by good?    Good is that good which is not in con-
trast to bad.    Now this practicing of all that is good happens without any will or desire.    It is
what we call the doing of the void.    So I don’t know that much about the original Sanskrit, but
this famous gatha or poem usually translated in English as “Avoid doing all bad.    Take on all
good.    Purify your own consciousness.    This is what all Buddhas teach.”    This famous gatha or
poem is obviously interpreted very differently by the scholastic scholars of Buddhism, and by us
Zen practitioners.    What we mean by Zen poems, by real Buddhist poetry is the poetry that sings
of the void, of emptiness, shunyata.    

According to the way I was taught the Buddha had more or less resolved for himself the
issue of how it is that good and bad come from that which is not good and bad, but he was not
able to enunciate it clearly in words, and it was for that reason that he ordained and entered a pe-
riod of intensive practice.    Becomes primordially there is neither good nor evil you have to be
very careful when you go about doing good.    (ですから、本来善もなければ悪もないのであ
るから、皆さん、善をなそうと思う場合によほど気をつけて善をなさなければとんでも
ないことになるぞ）。    If I say this then I think you can understand why I don’t particularly
want to go to India.    Because I’m afraid that if I go there I’m going to be pulled in to something
that in essence is political.    We have to do this, we have to do that here (we have to create this
kind of education, we have to build hospitals).    And if I were to involve myself in such endeav-
ors, if that’s how I were to use my time, then my teachers and their teachers would yell out from
some corner of heaven, “Hey you jerk!”    They might yell at me saying, “You are supposed to be
a person of what we all shukyo 宗教, that means the teaching about the source.    You’re not sup-
posed to be involved in industry (good works, philanthropy) or politics!”    

Of course it’s natural when we see suffering people to get involved in projects to want to
help them, and indeed Buddhism encourages such things.    But the tricky thing is that people
whose speciality is shukyo which is the usual Japanese translation for religion,  but it  means
something different, it means teaching about the source, those who specialize in teaching about
the source shouldn’t get in involved in projects (shouldn’t try to imitate politicians).    In other
words those of us that are involved in the teaching about the nature of the source shouldn’t imi-
tate politicians.    We shouldn’t imitate people that do cultural activities.    

What the Buddha said is that when one completely can internalize both the activity of
good and the activity of bad, in other words when one has made one’s very content the pure do-
ing of karma, then one becomes a free person.    In other words one becomes free from karma.
To speak tangibly, when you have made the total activity of life, and the total activity of death
your very content, then absolutely inevitably a self that is free from life and death appears.    This
is a self that does not need to assert itself.    

However, the appearance of such a complete self is equivalent to the disappearance of the
incomplete self, and therefore within that world there is no human world.    Now the manifesta-
tion of a complete self is no-self, and it’s what we call the activity of emptiness.    But is that
some sort of fixated thing that lasts forever?    Absolutely not, that state breaks apart of its own.
And when it breaks apart the activity of zero breaks itself in to three activities called the activity
of past, the activity of present, and the activity of future.    These three activities of course ap-
pearing within the body of zero.    Those who study Buddhism have it as their job to manifest the
wisdom that clearly comprehends this most fundamental of principles.    I’ve discussed this in
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great detail previously.    All you need to remember for now is that the world of the human comes
about when zero breaks apart.

And I’ve explained so many times how it is that what we mean by the self is the present
that appears upon that breaking apart of zero.    And that present will inevitably evolve in to a
complete human being, that is to say a human being that has the totality of past and future within.

Within the folds of process of past, present, and future separating and reuniting over and
over again, all sorts of by-products.    All sorts of things, products other than the present appear.
By-products, by-by-products.    And the present born as the product of the source comes to be at
the mercy of all sorts of by-products of the source.    And so one has to avail oneself of the ser-
vices of a doctor. 

All sorts of by-products appear, and one has to deal with them oneself.    So by-products
appear, do to one’s lack of strength, or by-products appear do to one’s need, but the essence is
our job is to unify it all.    

This is what Rinzai is describing in the fourth encounter, the one where he talks about the
student appearing with chains and a cangue, he’s talking about when a student appears in front of
the teacher and that student is loaded down with human culture.    Covered with by-products.    

Ahhh, the bell just went off.    My time has come to an end. 
Whether it’s a dog, a cat, a rabbit, all animals look at their offspring with love.    And all

animals, dogs, cats, rabbits they take care of their children.    They take care of them so that their
maturation is assured.     And human beings have the same responsibility, to nurture their off-
spring in to maturity.    And although I’m getting a little bit off the subject here, it’s also of course
incumbent, necessary for us to work ourselves to mature so that our parents won’t have to worry
about us.    If the child perceives the parents love as incomplete the child might say, “That’s bad
daddy!    That’s bad Mommy,” and maybe throw a rice bowl at them.    And in fact this is what is
dealt with in this final section by Rinzai, but the bell having run my time has come to an end, I
don’t have time to talk about it now.    The practitioner in this case is one who is unable to dis-
cover themselves.    If the teacher and the student cannot discover who they really are then they
will both always be living in ignorance, they will always objectify good and evil, and therefore
they will always be at the mercy of good and evil.    And they will forever be at the mercy of ex-
ternal circumstances.

The very last part of the reading where Rinzai says, “Virtuous monks all the examples    I
have brought before you serve to distinguish demons and point out heretics, thus making it possi-
ble for you to know what is erroneous and is correct.”    This is a very famous poetic phrase.
But because I don’t have enough time I won’t be able to at this point do any more teisho on this
text.    So, we have now with this sesshin come to the end of our summer intensive training pe-
riod.    You are all free now from the rules of the intensive period of training the seichu period,
and you’re free to go where you wish.    There is dog religion for dogs, there is among cats, cat
religion, among mice mice religion.    Each person is free to evolve towards whatever religion
works for them.    But human beings have human being religion.    And even within human reli-
gion there are all sorts of class distinctions.    So, it’s okay to go with any religion, just be careful
because if you’re not careful you might not be able to discover who you are.    You become free
from me.    I’m now going to become free from you.    Sayonara.
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