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Rinzai Roku Discourse One 

translated by  Ruth Fuller Sasaki 

 Counselor Wang the prefectural Governor, and the other officials requested the master to 

address them.  The Master took the high seat in the Dharma Hall and said, “Today, I, this mountain 

monk, having no choice in the matter, have perforce yielded to customary etiquette, and taken this 

seat.  If I were to demonstrate the Great Matter in strict keeping with the teaching of the Patriarchal 

School I simply couldn’t open my mouth, and there wouldn’t be any place for you to find footing.  But 

since I have been so earnestly entreated today by the counselor, why should I conceal the essential 

doctrine of our school?  Now is there any adept warrior who forthwith can array his battle line, and 

unfurl his banners here before me?  Let him try to proving himself before the assembly!” 

 

 It says in your version, “The prefectural Governor,” and the prefecture in question is Kanan 

Kaoku in China, whose capital city was named Fusu.  And in your translation it calls him a counselor, 

but in any case Mister Wang was the person who had political control over this local area.  We can 

understand him as a local chieftain, or a local king.  And so this counselor Wang was the local chief of 

this area in China that Rinzai must have lived near to, and the counselor and his underlings all 

requested Rinzai to give a dharma talk for them.  And Rinzai, not able to refuse this request took the 

high seat, climbed up onto the special Dharma chair, and came to give a dharma talk.   

 Actually there are two terms used in the original, “shinzo 升座,” and “jodo 上堂.”  The first 
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one is translated “(to) address (them),” and the second “take the high seat.”  The meaning of these 

expressions is different. But you will come to understand this later, so anyway, for now it is enough to 

know that Rinzai was asked to speak, and he did take the high seat to speak. 

 This is the first time that Rinzai, having become independent of Obaku, having become a full 

fledged monk on his own, takes the high seat to give a dharma talk. 

 And when Rinzai introduces himself he puts himself down, he uses language of self deprecation 

as he opens his mouth to give the talk.  He describes himself as “mountain monk.”  And the feeling 

behind this term “mountain monk” is a feeling of self deprecation.  It is similar to saying that you are 

just a farmer or just a fisherman.  He is saying, “I am simply a monk who was spit out by this 

mountain.”  

 It is very difficult to really get the feeling behind, and the meaning behind Rinzai’s first words 

here.  He puts himself down and calls himself a mountain monk, a monk spit out by the mountain, 

who doesn’t even know the difference between east and west.  And then he says that even though 

he doesn’t really want to, reluctantly he has followed the path of human feeling, it says in your 

version, “Yielding to customary etiquette,” and through this following of human emotion he says that 

“Today” he will sit down and open up his mouth to speak.  

 The first word that he says is “today.”  Right now.  Before we get any further in this dharma 

talk we must really grasp the way Rinzai means “today.”  You need to seriously do zazen until you can 

really grasp this one day of today.   

 Today never stops.  Today is always facing the future, and again manifesting the condition of 

today.  That is the nature of “today.”  Today is immediately manifesting yesterday, immediately 

manifesting the past world.  Today immediately loses “today,” and makes the world of the future 

today.  Immediately, again and again, the one day of this today is lost.  But actually this one day of 

today is never lost.  It is always facing the future, and manifesting a new one day of today.  This is 

the principle of today.  You have to really grasp why this condition we call today is manifest.  By 
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what natural principle is it manifest? 

 And the next character in the original text is “ji 事.”  Konnichi is “today” and then    “ji” 

isn’t really translated as a separate word in your translation, but it means event or thing or “matter.”  

The state of today is “the thing.”  Today is the event.  Today is the “matter.”  The appearance of 

today is the manifestation of The Thing.  That is what he is saying. 

 What does this word “the thing,” “the matter” “the event” point to?  Of course it points to 

the Dharma activity which forms this world.  You have to see carefully that here Rinzai is calling the 

Dharma activity “the matter, the thing.”   

 There is an expression “一大事 ichidaiji, The One Great Matter” and this character “ji” is the 

same as that “ji,” but Rinzai is saying that the matter he is talking about here is different.  But, that 

isn’t so important now.  What is important is for you to understand that it doesn’t matter what it is, 

every single sort of thing exists as the Dharma activity.  There isn’t even one thing that is not manifest 

as the Dharma activity.  Everyone:  you and I, all of us together, appear as the Dharma, through the 

Dharma activity.   

 What Rinzai is saying is that we cannot escape from the Dharma activity, and that he too is 

following the activity of the Dharma in this case when he climbs up to the high seat.  And further, in 

this case he personifies the Dharma activity and calls it the activity of human feeling, human emotion, 

human thinking; saying,  “Obeying the activity of human emotion I climb up to the high seat.”   

 The Dharma activity forms all of us, and this great cosmos which is our home.  When the 

Dharma activity manifests itself perfectly, completely, then it doesn’t have a need to manifest things 

such as mountains, and rivers, and human beings and animals.  You have to understand very carefully 

that when the Dharma activity manifests itself perfectly then mountains, and rivers, and oceans, and 

people, and animals, and plants have all melted into that Dharma activity.  Having melted into the 

Dharma activity they are gone, they have disappeared in their melting into the Dharma activity.   

  When we ask more specifically what the Dharma activity is, as I have told you so many times 
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before, the Dharma activity is an activity which is comprised of the two opposing activities of plus and 

minus.   

 And according to Tathagata Zen when we personify the activity of Dharma we call it the activity 

of heart or mind.  And what do you think happens when the activity of heart divides itself in two?  A 

startling thing happens.  Right in the middle of the Dharma world, of the world of mind, the three 

worlds of past, present, and future, of father, child, and mother are manifest.  And in this case the 

self which is manifest, the “I am” self which appears is the imperfect self.  When the “I am” self 

manifests the complete, perfect self, then past, present, and future are all gone and the perfect 

Dharma activity is manifest. 

 The life of the imperfect “I am” self is to be in the position of wanting to manifest the perfect 

self, needing to manifest the perfect self.  In order to come to manifest the perfect self the imperfect 

must make efforts to make relationship with both mother and father, both future and past.  And 

when complete perfect relationship is made then the  perfect self, the perfect Dharma activity is 

manifest.   

 According to Tathagata Zen when we ask what our imperfect “I am” self is, the answer is that it 

is something which must make efforts, which must try hard to make relationship with both the activity 

of future which makes future and the activity of past which makes past, until they have completely 

become the content of the self.  

 When you are young you say this and that, and you play at this and that, and you wander 

around in your playing.  And I suppose that is okay.  If you consider your playing to be practice.  

But don’t forget that the kind of play that you must do is the kind of play in which you are making 

relationship with the activity which forms future, and the activity which forms past in order to perfectly 

make them your content.   

 The imperfect self is the self that must make efforts, that must try hard to make relationship 

with past and future, that wants to become the perfect self, that must become the perfect self through 
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making those relationships.  And the expression Rinzai uses in the text to describe this activity of 

heart of the imperfect self wanting to become the perfect self is “ninjo 人情, human emotion.”  

Everyone, we imperfect selves all, have the imperfect activity of heart or mind as our content, and this 

imperfect heart activity is emotion (as the translator said, and it is probably a good translation). 

 If we can posit the existence of a perfect personified being, of a complete personified being like 

a God or a Buddha, then that God, Buddha, perfect personified being would not have the activity of 

human emotion. 

 So what Rinzai is saying is that, ‘There really is no need for me to go to all the trouble to climb 

up here on this high seat.  But because there are imperfect, incomplete people who are now striving, 

who are now trying hard to become the perfect self, I am following their imperfect activity of heart, I 

am obeying their activity of emotion, and therefore reluctantly have climbed up.”   

 When a dharma talk is given then the speaker climbs up on the high seat, but it is really exactly 

the same as when a farmer begins to farm, or a fisher-person begins to fish, or a musician begins to 

sing and play, or a teacher begins to teach, or a carpenter begins to do carpentry.  In the same way 

those people begin their activities because they are following, they are obeying “ninjo,” they are 

obeying human emotion.  You cannot be called a real student of Zen unless you understand the text 

here to mean that whether it is a farmer or a fisherman or a musician, or whatever particular work you 

have, you too climb on to the high seat when you begin that work.  So you can see what a frightening 

thing, what an awesome thing Rinzai is saying when he finally opens his mouth for this Dharma talk. 

 And then Rinzai goes on to say, “If I were to demonstrate the Great Matter in strict keeping 

with the teaching of the Patriarchal School.”  The ‘Patriarchal School’ in this case means 

Bodhidharma’s school, means Tathagata Zen.  And Rinzai says that you cannot be called a 

practitioner of Tathagata Zen if you don’t teach about the Great matter, that is if you don’t teach 

about the Dharma activity.  In other words Tathagata Zen is to manifest the Dharma activity which 

forms everything, which forms the Great Cosmos, and all of us which make the Cosmos our home.  
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The Dharma activity is the activity which forms this entire universe we live in, and all of us who are 

living in the cosmos.  There is nothing greater than this activity.  And that is why it is called the one 

great matter.  That is why the Dharma activity is called the Great Matter, the important thing.   

 And so Rinzai says that if you really manifest the Dharma activity which forms the cosmos that 

is our home, and all of us, then you will realize for your self that you cannot open your mouth at all, 

that there is no place to open your mouth, and that there will be no place for you to put your feet.  

You have to know very carefully for yourselves that although you blabber and jabber on and on 

endlessly, the more you talk, actually, the more your mouths are rotting.  What Rinzai is saying is that 

if you really manifest the wisdom that can manifest the Dharma activity then you will be startled.  You 

will be startled by the realization that you cannot open your mouth, and that there is no place to put 

your feet. 

 You can do zazen for ten or fifteen years, but if you haven’t manifested the wisdom for yourself 

that knows the Dharma activity then you cannot be called someone who is studying Zen, really.  What 

I’m saying here is that most people who speak are tied up with thinking about good and bad, tied up 

by thinking about whether the listeners think that their speech is good or bad.  And so they develop 

very eloquent ways of speaking.  But you can listen to those sorts of eloquent speakers for ever, but 

you will never, through that kind of listening to that kind of speaking be able to grasp the knowledge of 

the Dharma activity. 

 And then the next characters again are “sanzo 山僧, mountain monk,” although this also isn’t 

translated directly in your version, it just says, “I,”: but again the mountain monk is manifest, and he 

says that he has been so earnestly entreated by the local chieftain, that he cannot possibly refuse the 

request.   

 And then he says, “Why should I conceal the essential doctrine of our school.”  Right from the 

start, this term “essential doctrine” “koju 綱宗” in the original, is very difficult to understand.  I 

don’t even know what he means by it.  How can I expect you folks to know what he means by it?  
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But I guess I have to talk about what this “essential doctrine of our school” is. 

 This term “koju 綱宗” means one cord which ties together the hearts  of a man and a 

woman.  Men and women cannot exist without making relationship with each other.  Without fail 

relationship will be made.  And the relationships which are absolutely necessary are not just between 

man and woman.  Even if you just look at your own singular existence you must eat in order to live, 

and so you have to make relationships with plants and birds and animals.  This one rope which ties 

together your heart and the heart of a bird is the essential doctrine of our school. 

 Every single existence can be seen as being in opposition to every other existence, but also 

every single existence must make relationship with every other existence.  We cannot be without 

relationship.  In other words, to borrow a term from another field, all things have a center of gravity.  

In Buddhism we call the center of gravity heart or mind.  Buddhism says that every person, every 

existence, even down to a stone, everything has a heart or mind.  But that heart we all have cannot 

exist completely independently and alone.  It must make relationship with everything else.   

 Everything is tied together by a rope; an invisible rope you cannot see with your eyes.  And 

that rope which we are tied together with, if we pull on it together then the rope will snap.  If the 

rope is not cut then we are in a state of unity.  And when the rope breaks, is cut, then we are in 

opposition.  If the rope snaps apart, is cut in two, then man and woman will be in opposition to each 

other.  And if the rope is not cut then man and woman are one.  That’s zero.  This is not anything 

difficult.  Every single day you are experiencing this for yourself.   

 But, when the rope is cut and you separate from each other, where do you go?  And when 

man and woman become one, where are there?  When man and woman are one they are still 

together within the one and only singular world, and when man and woman, when you and I separate 

from each other we are still in the same one world.  When we are separate we are in the same world, 

and of course when we are unified we in the same one world.  If you can really manifest the wisdom 

which understands this natural principle you can also manifest the wisdom that knows the Dharma 
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activity.  From hearing this you should be able to see that to manifest the wisdom which clearly 

knows the Dharma activity is not an easy thing.  You cannot hope to do it by just a tiny bit of practice.  

By hearing this you should know just what a trial it is, just how awesome it is.   

 This principle of the dharma is what is being called the essential doctrine here.  The essential 

doctrine of our school is this principle that if the thread that connects us is broken we are still in the 

same world, and of course if it is not broken then we manifest unification in that very same world.   

 Rinzai confesses, standing up in front of everybody, and says, “There is no need for me to 

conceal this essential doctrine of our school.”  Do you understand?  “Now is there any adept warrior 

who forthwith can array his battle line and unfurl his banner here before me?”  ‘Now, you, who are 

now together with me,’ he is saying, ‘Is there anybody who can stand up clearly upon this principle and 

battle with me, and debate with me about it?”  You can see Rinzai is full of life here!  He is saying, ‘If 

you make one mistake I’ll kill all of you!  I’ll beat you to death with just one word!’  What he is 

saying is, ‘I am ready to, without attaching to my “I am” self even a little bit, stand up here in front of 

you and battle with you, do mondo 問答 with you.’ 

 “Let him try proving himself before the assembly!”  Rinzai is challenging.  He is attacking 

everybody and saying, ‘Try standing up, and right now, right in front of me, manifesting your 

manifestation of the Dharma activity absolutely clearly.’  Sanzen is proving yourself.  Sanzen is 

standing up and clearly manifesting your wisdom of the principle that brings the universe into being, 

and that very same principle that brings the “I am” self into being.  But, when I see your sanzens, I’m 

sorry to say, it looks like you are trying to saw a snake with a saw.  You can’t saw a snake with a saw!  

There is really no way around it.  You have to do as Rinzai asks you to do.  You have to prove 

yourself. You have to be the evidence of your wisdom of the Dharma activity.  You have to manifest 

the Dharma activity clearly without doubt, without mistake!   

 This was the first teisho Rinzai gave to lay people.  Gathering together the local political 

leaders, the local chiefs he talked to them.  But if he hadn’t been marching clearly upon the Dharma 
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activity then no matter what he did it would not have been Zen practice.  If you simply imitate 

something someone else said, or read a book and then blabber on and on about what you read, it isn’t 

worth anything. 

 We have come to the end of our time, and so we should stop.  And actually I really need to 

apologize to everybody, because I guess I’ve caught a cold, and there is nothing I can do about it, my 

body just isn’t in such good shape, and my voice can’t seem to come out of my throat as it should, so 

I’m sorry. 

終 

the end 


