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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
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Third Day Jidori Sesshin 

February 27, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XXII 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
  

 “Virtuous monks!  Don't spend your days drifting along.  In the past when I had as yet 

no understanding all about me was utter darkness.  But I wasn’t one to waste time.  So with 
a burning belly and a turbulent mind I ran around inquiring about the Way.  Later, however, I 
got some help, and finally today I can talk to you like this.  I advise all you followers of the Way 
not to live for food and clothes.  Look!  The world passes swiftly away, and meeting a good 

teacher as rare as the flowering of the Udumbara tree.” 
 

 Again Rinzai calls out to the listeners and calls them “Virtuous monks!”  This is 

different than when he calls out “Followers of the Way,” ‘You who are practicing together with 

me!”  when he says, “Virtuous monks” he is giving his deepest respect to the listeners.   

 As I was telling you before you can really see clearly here that this is a dharma talk Rinzai 

was giving knowing very well he would soon die, and he was approaching death reluctantly. 

 No matter what an evil person there might be; if we say there is such a thing as an evil 

person, no matter how bad a person they are, when that evil person comes to approach death 

he or she will say, “There is no such thing as an evil person.”   

 About eight hundred years ago in Japan there was a person in the Taira clan named 

Kiyomori.  And when he died he said that before he died he had to obliterate all of us his 

enemies.  So you can see how strong a person he was.  Up until the very moment of his 

death he was manifesting a very strong will.  So on the one hand you can think he was a 
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wonderful, very great and strong person, but on the other hand you can think he was someone 

to be pitied. 

 But as I have been telling you, if you can manifest the condition in which you no longer 

need to do the activity of dying that is the really good thing.  That is something which is 

neither happy nor sad.  Although I just said “die” ( I really meant ) live.  Buddhism also says 

to manifest the wisdom which knows that you don’t need to do the activity of living anymore is 

also a very good thing.  We also say that in general it is relatively easy to manifest this kind of 

condition.  To have a very strong will and manifest the activity of living until you don’t need to 

do living anymore is pretty common.  Everybody can fairly easily manifest the experiential 

wisdom that knows that they are living realizing one small part of this great universe as 

themselves.  And when you do manifest that condition, if we speak about it in religious terms 

we can say that you have attained the condition where you know God, where you have 

manifested your true self.  And everybody will be filled with joy upon manifesting this 

condition.   

 And if you get that far then the strong will will arise within you that will then want to 

experience the entire cosmos.  And the teaching of Buddhism is to say that the result of that 

activity will be your inevitable arrival at the condition of no longer needing to do living. 

 And that is when for the first time the wisdom will arise in you that you are living right 

together with this world, right together with this universe.  And when that happens, when you 

have that experience, then the kind of feeling we can only call being moved to tears, being 

deeply emotionally moved to tears of joy, will arise in anyone who has this. 

 The teaching of Buddhism says that everybody can experience that.  Everybody can 

experience the arising of the wisdom that clearly knows that we are living right together with 

this cosmos.  Everybody can arrive at this place where we don’t need to do the activity of 

living anymore, and experience this kind of joy. 

 But Rinzai is saying that there is a very frightening and dangerous mistake that can occur 

at this point.  And if you make this mistake then you will fall into thinking that no matter how 
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long you live isn’t it just going to be the same?  Isn’t everything just going to be the same?  

“No matter how long I live, isn’t it just going to be boring?”  To think, “Everything is just 

nothingness.  There is no need to live anymore.  No matter how much I live from here on it 

will all be exactly the same”:  this is the kind of mistaken experience of emptiness, this is the 

kind of mistaken wisdom which comes from emptiness wrongly experienced which I spoke 

about yesterday.  This is the very mistake which is attributed to Shang-hsing Bhiku, who, 

because he made this mistake, manifested a living hell; fell into hell just as he was in his alive 

state. 

 When we do manifest the condition of no longer needing to do living anymore, then we 

will rest.  But the moment we rest the minus activity will wake up and begin to act.  And the 

position of Buddhism is to say that when this activity of minus begins then the self will again 

open its eyes, and being influenced by this leading role of the minus activity that self which is 

manifest willing, voluntarily, with a very strong will does the activity of dying.  The self which is 

manifest here knows, very clearly and strongly, that it must do the activity of dying.  You will 

come to manifest the wisdom that in this activity, within this process, the minus activity is the 

one who is leading, and she is taking up the plus activity, and because the plus activity is being 

taken up by the minus activity, plus is, together with minus, doing the dying activity. 

 And this activity is the manifestation of great love, of great Buddhist compassion.  

When we analyze love we can see that love has two sides.  There is a side of love in which the 

living activity is taking the lead, and we know that we must manifest perfect, complete love 

through the living activity.  And there is another side of love in which the dying activity is 

taking the lead, and we know that through the dying activity we must manifest perfect love.  

 In Buddhism we define the condition where we have done the activity of living until we 

don’t need to do the activity of living anymore, that level is what is known as being an arhat.  

But we also teach that if you stop there then that arhat will never become the person who is 

truly, completely walking the bodhisattva Way.  It is only through doing, then, the opposite 

activity, it is only through the minus activity taking the lead being accompanied by the plus 



Third Day Jidori Sesshin, February 27, 1999    Kyozan Joshu Roshu Teisho on the Rinzai Roku 

 
 

 
4 

activity, it is only through then doing this kind of great Buddhist compassion that the 

bodhisattva Way will be manifest. 

 When we do the living activity, and arrive at the place where living doesn’t need to be 

done anymore, that place is called the ultimately large, that place is called the very summit, the 

very climax (頂上 chojo) of the activity of love.  The condition of the ultimately large love 

then becomes the origin of the minus activity taking the lead.  And the minus activity 

aggressively begins to do contracting.  And the minus activity continues to do the death 

activity, do the activity of contraction until it arrives at the place where dying doesn’t need to 

be done anymore, and that is the ultimately small love.  This activity is called the 

manifestation of a mother’s love. 

 And that condition of the ultimately small becomes the origin for the activity in which 

the plus activity is taking the lead.  And that activity is the side of the living activity, the side 

which is headed toward the manifestation of the ultimately large.  This is the manifestation of 

a father’s love.  The repetition of the manifestation of the kind of love in which the plus 

activity is taking the lead and the kind of love in which the minus activity is taking the lead; this 

repetitive activity of both father’s love and mother’s love, over and over again, is the teaching 

of Mahayana.  If we think that only the plus love is enough, that’s Hinayana teaching.  Or if 

we think that only the minus love is enough, that is also Hinayana teaching.  Both of these 

ways are ways which ignore the complete Mahayana teaching. 

 I hope from hearing this you can understand what the difference between the woman’s 

world and the man’s world is.   

 Whenever we get lopsided towards either man or woman, either plus or minus, then we 

cannot manifest the perfect, complete person.  When a person has both the plus and minus 

activities that is when that person can manifest true love, that is when that person can manifest 

zero, can manifest One True Nature, can manifest the unification of plus and minus.   Through 

the repetition over and over again of the activities of plus and minus the condition of the 

complete person will be manifest.  
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 The nature of a bodhisattva, the very nature of being a complete person is to sometimes 

take up the plus activity, and through the plus activity leading manifest true love, manifest One 

True Nature, and sometimes take up the minus activity, engage the minus activity, and through 

the minus activity leading manifest zero or One True Nature.  What Rinzai is asking you to do 

is to really open up your eyes, and contemplate this principle of Buddhism which says that the 

true nature of the bodhisattva has both plus and minus as its content, and is not lopsided 

towards either plus or minus; it uses both plus and minus equally. 

 In just this one short sentence which is translated in your text as, “Don’t spend your 

days drifting along,” in just those few words Rinzai is expressing the entire teaching of 

Mahayana Buddhism, so really contemplate them. 

 But everybody, when we are first born, we are manifesting an imperfect self.  Next 

Rinzai willingly, voluntarily comes forward and confesses that when he was young he was 

exactly the same way.  He was tied up by the imperfect self.  He was blown around by the 

breezes of his confusion, and wandered about in his mind thinking, for example, “If I just go to 

India I can understand true practice.  Or maybe I should go to Israel and then I will be able to 

meet God.”  What Rinzai is saying is that when this happens to us we don’t even realize that it 

is happening to us, we don’t even know what we are doing, we get totally tied up by God or 

Buddha, we get totally tied up by our fear of the devil, and we end up being pulled this way and 

that, blown this way and that by the winds of our confusion.  I think all of you are exactly like 

this, and when I was young I was like this too. 

 “In the past when I had as yet no understanding all about me was utter darkness.”  

Rinzai isn’t talking about some abstract somebody out there.  He is talking about all of us who 

he knows so well.   

 Originally this thing we call our self has both plus and minus as its content.  That is the 

position of Buddhism.  When we say that originally we are manifest with both plus and minus 

as our content what we mean is that originally when we are manifest we already have the 

Dharma activity as our content.   
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 But the activity of plus and minus, in other words the Dharma activity doesn’t give birth 

at first to a perfect self.  And here Rinzai is warning us, and saying, ‘If we grow up wrong, if we 

get badly educated, then we will grow up to hate God.  We’ll grow up to begrudge the 

Dharma activity, thinking, ‘Why did the Dharma activity do this to me?!  Why did the Dharma 

activity give birth to me as this imperfect self?”  I think we are all like this.  Actually I don’t 

know about all of you, how many times you have had experiences like this, but I myself have 

had experiences like this many times; when I begrudged God, when I hated God for giving birth 

to me as this suffering self.  When I found myself in times of suffering I found myself thinking, 

“Why did God do this to me?  I didn’t ask to be born in this imperfect way!  This isn’t 

necessary! Why did God give birth to the self which suffers!?”   

 But Rinzai very kindly says that when we get stuck in thinking like that it is because we 

are getting stuck in living an egotistical, self centered life.  This is what he means by wasting 

time.  But if you very carefully look at your own past, look at your own life as a child and as a 

young person you will see clearly that it wasn’t by any mistake of the Dharma activity that you 

were born.   

 When the sun rises, inevitably it will then set.  What Rinzai is saying here is that if you 

really understand this principle then you won’t be able to waste your time.  If you spend your 

whole day, from the time the sun comes up to the time the sun sets simply following your self 

centered whim, and doing whatever you want, you won’t even notice the principle of why the 

sun appears and then disappears. 

 What does it mean for the sun to rise?  What does it mean for the sun to set?  This is 

what I always talk about.  This is talking about the basic principle of the manifestation of the 

self, and the disappearance of the self.  If you really understand this principle then you won’t 

be able to waste time.  If you really understand this principle then you will become very busy.  

You will willingly attack your life.   

 “With a burning belly and turbulent mind I ran around inquiring about the Way.”  

Rinzai is saying that if you have this realization of the principle of time then what will occur is 
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this burning belly, this turbulent mind, this running around inquiring about the Way.  Which 

means that you are throwing yourself into the activity of wanting to know how to actually put 

into practice the correct way of being of the self; how to put it into action the correct way of 

being of the self.   

 If you just read this superficially you’ll think it is nothing much, you’ll think he’s not 

really saying much.  But if you really contemplate your own self, your own past, and really 

understand this principle, and catch on to what is being said here, then you will have the 

realization, “Wow, Rinzai is shedding bloody tears, and giving us his will and testament, giving 

us his final words.”  If it is a mother or father, when they are about to die they face their 

children, and I think this is the kind of thing they will say. 

 But anyway Rinzai is saying that when he was young he was really busy, he was trying 

really hard, he was trying really hard to actually put into practice the Way. 

 You folks are all young, and so, it is to be expected that you are tied up by your likes, it is 

to be expected that you just want to follow your whims, your desires, and to tend not to put 

effort into really trying to put into practice the true Way.  And I guess that is just the way it is.  

I guess there is nothing I can do about it, but, how about trying to do some zazen?!  So, as I 

keep on saying, if you don’t take this up and read it and understand it to be Rinzai’s final words 

to all of us before he dies, then you’ll never be able to really understand it. 

 But then he changes the way he is speaking, and he willingly gets up and confesses 

again, and says, “Later, however, I got some help, and finally today I can talk to you like this.”  

And when we, having read this, then ask, “So what kind of practice did Rinzai do?” well, I have 

told you about that many times.  If we look at Rinzai’s personal history we can see that he 

studied the Flower Ornament Scripture, and he studied the Consciousness Only School.  And 

he understood that no matter what you do it is really hard to manifest the complete self. 

 The teaching of Buddhism is the teaching which teaches how to manifest the complete 

self.  Those teachings are the sutras.  But no matter how many sutras Rinzai studied, and he 

did study until he really understood the principle of how to manifest the perfect, complete self, 
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he realized that he was just as imperfect as he always was.  He just could not find a way to be 

free from appearing as his imperfect self.   

 As for all of you, you might go to church or temple for one hour of the week, and 

although you aren’t completely experiencing escaping from the imperfect self, at least for that 

one hour you can taste the feeling of this.  This isn’t manifesting true wisdom, but it is tasting 

the feeling of being free from the imperfect self.   

 When Rinzai threw away his study of the sutras and began practicing Zen with the Zen 

Master Obaku, he did that because he was determined to somehow escape being trapped in 

the imperfect self.  He was determined to somehow manifest the perfect self and become 

liberated from the imperfect self.  This is what he is confessing here. 

 So when he talks about inquiring about the Way he is referring to his going to Obaku to 

study.  And then he talks about, as it is translated in your text, “Getting some help.” In the 

original, literally, he says he obtained strength, he obtained power.  And then, having 

obtained that strength, he is able to stand in front of all you followers of the Way, and meet 

you, and freely talk about living together with you in this one great cosmos.   

 It is up to us to unmistakenly catch the experience of what exactly Rinzai is confessing to 

us.  What exactly did Rinzai experience at the feet of Obaku?  I’ve told you this story many 

times before.   

 We’re told that when Rinzai went to study with Obaku he didn’t have any questions.  

He had already studied the sutras.  He already understood the principle, so he never even 

went to sanzen with Obaku, because he didn’t have any questions.  He just sat.  He felt he 

really understood the principle.  He had read the sutras.  So he didn’t see any point in going 

to sanzen before he had realization.  He just threw himself into zazen practice. 

 Some of you probably think, “There is no point in me going to sanzen,” but it is kind of 

different from what I’m talking about with Rinzai.  Rinzai is similar to some of you in thinking 

that there is no point in going to sanzen, but his reason for thinking there is no point in going to 

sanzen was that he felt that if he went to sanzen he might experience emptiness, just like 
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Shang-hsing Bhiku, but that wouldn’t be enough.  And so he didn’t go to sanzen.  He just 

threw himself into his zazen practice. 

 And we are told that for two or three years, probably about two full years, Rinzai did 

this kind of self practice of zazen, without meeting Obaku, at Obaku’s dojo.  And at that time 

the jikijitsu in the zendo was named Bokushu, who later became one of Obaku’s successors.  

We are told about Bokushu’s life.  And at one point in his practice he received Obaku’s 

permission, and so it wasn’t as if he really quit being a monk, but he stopped formally being a 

monk, and he left the dojo, and he went to live with his mother who needed his help.  And 

together with taking care of his mother he made and sold straw sandals. He received this name, 

“The straw sandal making monk,” and having received that name, he lived to the end of his 

days.   

 I’ve been in America teaching Zen for over thirty years and I’ve had a lot of different 

students and it seems like one of the most common kinds of students is for someone to come 

here and for one or two years they do zazen and then they get obsessed with wanting to 

become a teacher and, not being able to become a teacher then they quit doing zazen.  But, 

for someone who really had this spirit of zazen, you don’t think about things like becoming a 

teacher.  It’s natural to think that  you want to become a teacher, but if you really are 

throwing yourself into your zazen, you don’t think about those things.  The reason why people 

fall into thinking that they want to become a teacher is because they can’t realize how 

enjoyable practice is just in and of itself.    

 I think the translator was just like this, he fell into this same kind of mistake.  When he 

was young he came here, and for a year or so, maybe two, he did some zazen but then he 

wanted to become a teacher, and escaped to Japan.  But it seems like, having finally returned, 

he finally caught onto how fun practice really is, and now he’s enjoying it.   

 A true practitioner is someone who catches onto the fact of how enjoyable practice in 

and of itself is. 

 So Bokushu grabbed Rinzai one day and asked, “Why is it that you aren’t going to 
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sanzen?”  And at that time Rinzai wasn’t called Rinzai yet, he was called Gigen, and he replied, 

“Umm, well, it’s because I really don’t feel like there’s any need to ask the Roshi anything, I 

can’t think of anything I want to ask him.”  What he meant was,  “I’m having so much fun 

practicing, I don’t have any questions.”   

 But Bokushu said, “Yeah, yeah, okay; but why don’t you go ask him something?  Why 

don’t you go ask him what the cardinal principle of Buddhism is?”  In other words, he told 

him, “Why don’t you go ask him what the original face of Buddhism is?”  And then Rinzai, just 

as you would expect from Rinzai, caught on right away, and thought, “Oh, okay, I understand 

what you mean.”  And he obeyed the jikijitsu’s words and went to Obaku.   

 And as you probably all know already because I have told you so many times before 

Rinzai did follow Bokushu’s advice, the jikijitsu’s advice, and he did go to Obaku, and he did ask, 

“What is the cardinal principle of the Dharma activity?”  And you can read in the book that the 

moment Rinzai asked that question Obaku took up his stick, his whip in some versions, and 

“bbaa!!!” he spanked him right on the ass.  And he didn’t just hit him once.  We’re told that 

he hit him thirty times.  And by the end Rinzai was saying, “I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!”  Rubbing 

his ass, crawling out of there.  And we can read in the book that it wasn’t just once that Rinzai 

had this experience.  Three times he went back to Obaku, and three times he received the 

same teaching from Obaku.  Obaku didn’t say anything in answer to his question, he just beat 

Rinzai up.   

 All of you are practitioners.  So it is up to you to really contemplate for yourself Why 

was it that Obaku beat up Rinzai?  And why was it that Rinzai allowed himself to be beaten 

up?  Why did Rinzai ask the same question over and over, only to be beaten up? 

 The meaning of Obaku’s beating Rinzai up was that when Rinzai asked the question, 

“What is the cardinal principle of the Buddha-dharma?”  Obaku wanted to say, “Don’t open 

up your mouth and say that!  People who say such words should be beaten to death!”   

 “Don’t say that!”  If (your lover) says, “I love you,” you will say, “Don’t say that!”  

Similarly if (your lover) says, “You don’t help me at all!”  The answer should also be, “Don’t 
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say that!”  But what if you don’t say that?  What will happen?  It is very difficult to really 

understand this, but it is a very important teaching.  This is what is meant in the Diamond 

Sutra when the Buddha told Sabhuti, “You should cherish the thought dwelling on nothing 

whatsoever.”  Whether you are talking about the life of a married, loving couple, or you are 

talking about the relationship between a teacher and a disciple it is the same; nothing should 

be said, or there is nothing that hits the mark when you say it; you shouldn’t have anything.  (

それがあってはいけないのである。なにがあってはいけないのである.)  The moment 

you say anything you are already separate from God.  Even though you might say, “We are 

together with God,” when you say it you are separate.  If it is a loving couple, the moment 

anything is said those two lovers are already divided.  Already. when anything is said,  the 

lovers are manifesting the state of being separate. 

 After Rinzai visited Obaku three times, and was beaten up by Obaku three times, he 

himself decided that he probably wasn’t qualified to be Obaku’s student, and so he got ready 

to leave.  And Bokushu got wind of this, and he told Rinzai, Gigen, “That’s fine.  You are a 

free person.  You can do what you want.  If you want to leave, go ahead.  But before you 

leave it is customary to go have a final meeting with the Roshi.  He probably has something to 

say to you, so first go say your good-byes to the Roshi.”  So we can see from this that just like 

here there was a custom at this temple that when you left the temple, just in the same way as 

the first tea when you first meet the Roshi, you were to go to have sarei, to have tea with the 

Roshi and say your formal good-bye. 

 And when Rinzai met Obaku Obaku said, “Oh, okay, well.  You can go, but you are a 

practitioner.  So when you leave don’t go anyplace else.  Here is the address of my friend, 

Taigu, he used to practice with me, and he will have something to teach you, so go straight to 

him.”   

 The bell rang, but we can’t stop here, so I’m just going to talk a little bit longer.  So 

anyway Rinzai was really a practitioner, he was really someone who enjoyed practice, and so he 

followed Obaku’s advice, and I don’t know if it took three or four days, but he went to Taigu’s 
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place thinking Taigu undoubtedly would have something useful to teach him. 

 The moment he met Taigu Taigu asked him, “Where have you come from?”  Honestly 

he simply said, “I came from Obaku.”  “Oh, what did Obaku teach you?”  Taigu said.  And 

again Rinzai in his always honest way said, “He didn’t teach me anything.  I went and I asked 

him ‘What is the cardinal principle of the Buddha-dharma,’ and all he did was spank me on the 

ass until the shit came out!”  And hearing that Taigu sighed and said, “Yea!  That’s just what 

you would expect from Obaku.  He’s a great teacher.”  And Rinzai was surprised at Taigu’s 

response.  So Taigu kept talking, “I wish I had been there.  I wish Obaku was here right now.  

I would step in your place, you young punk, and I would really get Obaku back.  I would punch 

him right back.”   

 We’re told that Rinzai was kind of a shrimp.  Smaller than your average person.  Brian 

is here with us.  And he’s also kind of shrimp.  Rinzai was like that.  But Rinzai was very 

handsome.  He didn’t have some kind of frightening face as he is sometimes depicted.    

Hakuin, the famous Japanese Zen Master, has drawn pictures of Rinzai with this menacing, 

frightening face, but that’s all wrong.  The true historical record shows us he had a very 

handsome, peaceful face.  Probably Hakuin was afraid of Rinzai, and so that is why he drew 

him as this scary looking guy. 

 And then Rinzai, on hearing Taigu’s words, said, “You don’t have to wait for Obaku to 

get here.  What about right now?  What about with me, right now?!  What about like 

this?!”  And then he grabbed Taigu’s belt and “gyuttt!!!” thrust his fist deep into his belly.   

 And when he confesses and says, in your translation, “I got some help,” when he says, “I 

got some strength” it means that everyday, one day after the next he was enjoying his practice, 

until finally through meeting Obaku and Taigu he opened his eyes.  Why was it that Rinzai 

grabbed Taigu’s belt and thrust his fist “gyuttt!” into Taigu’s belly?  Why did he do that?  

Taigu was actually really happy about Rinzai doing that. 

 This is really the kind of thing you shouldn't talk about, you shouldn’t even give teisho 

about it, because it is obvious; Taigu and Rinzai together are manifesting One True Nature.  In 
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Tathagata Zen we always talk about true love.  But when I say the words “True love” all of you 

immediately start thinking about love between a man and a woman, but that’s not it.  Taigu 

and Rinzai here are completely manifesting One True Nature, completely manifesting true love. 

 The thing Buddhism emphasizes is that whoever we meet, whenever we meet, we must 

manifest true love, we must manifest One True Nature with that person. 

 Right now I feel like I could just keep talking for another hour, easy, but your legs are 

probably hurting, and some of you probably have to go to the bathroom, so even though I 

don’t want to, I’m gonna stop. 

 

終 

the end 


