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Second Day Dai-sesshin 
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Translator: Shinzen 

 

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. 
 Hearing everywhere of old an Lin-chi, you come here intending to bait me with difficult 
questions and make it impossible for me to answer.  Face with a demonstration of the activity 

of my whole body, you students just stare blankly and can't move your mouths at all; you’re at 

such a loss you don’t know to answer me.  I tell you that asses can’’t bear being trampled on 

by a dragon-elephant.” 
  
 
 
 I always say the same thing.  This tradition that we call Tathagata Zen is a special 

transmission outside of the standard teachings and scriptures and it does not rely on words and 

letters.  According to the oral traditions of this Zen, Shakyamuni, later known as the Buddha, 

when he was still a young man, as prince Siddhartha, had deeply fathomed, deeply considered 

that this world of ours does the activity of impermanence.  Later on, this was taught in sutra 

and in scriptures with the famous phrase in Pali, “Anicca bhata sancara; all compounded things, 

all actions are anicca, impermanence itself.”   

 So, when in Zen we talk about impermanence, it’s not because the scriptures happen to 
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mention impermanence, but rather because we have our own unique understanding that 

Shakyamuni, when he was still a young lad, had already seen this world as impermanence.  It 

is not in the nature of Zen to claim something based on the fact that it’s stated in this or that 

scripture, or  for that matter, even that a great master has said it.  Just because it’s in a 

scripture or a master has said it, that’s not what we rely on.   

 It is said that in ancient times whatever appeared, and for that matter what ever 

didn’t appear or which  disappeared, was based on the law of karma.  And as I mentioned 

yesterday, Shakyamuni interpreted this word karma with a word that we translate in 

Sino-Japanese as gyo, which literally means doing; I’m not sure what the original Sanskrit was.  

What Tathagata Zen says is that we have to really investigate what is meant by this so-called 

action or doing.   

 Over and over and over again I’ve explained the nature of this action; yesterday I talked 

about it, too.  So I don’t think I have to go into a lot of detail right now about how it is that this 

action consists of two contrasting actions, a going and a coming, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

But the truth of the matter is that no matter how many times I repeat it, there are still many, in 

fact most, practitioners that don’t understand this basic point of the activity of impermanence.  

When I ask people, “What activity is responsible for creating future?  What activity creates 

past,”  I can almost never get a satisfactory answer from people.  So of course, if people 

don’t understand what makes past and future, they could hardly understand what is 

responsible for present.  Or if I ask, “What activity brings about male, what activity brings 

about female,” people are stymied, they don’t know what to say.   

 There is no doubt that it is true, as Shakyamuni himself pointed out, that there is no 

activity other than these two contrasting activities.  Shakyamuni was a person who had 

manifested the wisdom whereby he understood clearly that the nature of one’s self and the 

nature of one’s surrounding world are produced by these two activities, they are produced by 
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these two activities and there is nothing to be found outside of this polar, dynamic doing. 

 Once again Rinzai is explaining to his students the activity of impermanence, probably 

because he realized that his time of passing was near, he would die soon, he would be saying 

good-bye to this world; so once again in our passage he explains how anicca works.  What 

Rinzai is saying is that if you really apply yourself for three or five years, letting go of everything 

else: your academic interests, your work; if you totally apply yourself to fathoming what you 

are, then you will be able to manifest that wisdom that clearly realizes that yourself is a thing 

that comes into existence through the activity of impermanence and is re-absorbed into that 

activity.   

 Rinzai reveals to us in this passage that when he was young he didn’t have a clue as to 

the basic principle whereby the self arises and passes.  It’s like that for everyone.  It was like 

that for me myself, and Rinzai describes quite vividly what it was like for him, and I’m sure it’s 

like that for you, also.  Before you understand, everything is a world of darkness and in that 

world of darkness you run around like a crazy person.  Rinzai says that once he was like 

everybody else; although he had within him the activity of consciousness, he didn’t understand 

that activity at all, and he was just flurried and at the mercy of conditions.  But Rinzai goes on 

to say that he was fortunate to find a good teacher, in your text it says, “I got some help,” but 

actually the literal Chinese is, “I received energy.”  What energy is Rinzai talking about here?  

He  received that energy which causes things to come into existence and that energy which 

causes things to pass from existence.  And  being empowered  in this way Rinzai says that  

he can now talk with all of you on an equal basis.   

 Rinzai says, “I urge you, followers of the way, not to be preoccupied with food and 

clothes.”  What does he mean by this phrase “preoccupied with food and clothes?”  He 

means don’t simply assume that the self that claims “I am” is a thing.   

 When we’re born, no-one is born in a state of completeness.  Even the sages and 

saints that we read about in history, when they first were born, none of them were in a state of 
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completeness.  So why do we come into this world, then, in a state of incompleteness?  This 

principle is what we have to understand.  The other thing that we have to understand is the 

principle behind our disappearance, our dissolution.  When one is born, one is born because 

of encountering the activity of birth, and that activity of birth, that activity of life inevitably 

leads one to completeness.  When one is born, one will die if one doesn’t eat.  And unlike 

dogs and cats, a human child has to be clothed.  But what is the principle behind this?  

What’s behind all of this that allows us to eat and wear clothes?   

 The really hard thing to understand is that at the instant one is born, one’s father and 

mother are also born.  It is by the grace of one’s mother and father that one is able to have 

food and clothes.  Or, put alternatively, the newborn  depends on the mother and father for 

its sustenance to mature.  What Rinzai is trying to point out to people is that people don’t 

realize the principle behind their process of maturation, they think that they matured all by 

themselves, and so when they reach a certain level of growth they get fascinated with study or 

religion or Zen without really understanding how it was, what the process was that allowed 

them to mature, and what Rinzai says is that all such study will be useless.  Inevitably, the 

incomplete newborn one will be brought to a state of completeness, inevitably its need for 

food and clothes is provided for. 

 All throughout the Rinzai Roku in the sayings of Master Rinzai that we’ve been reading 

so far, it has been explained over and over again how this issue of food and clothes is solved.  

It is solved by making a relationship, a connection to father and mother.  What Rinzai is saying 

is that if you forget this relationship to father and mother and get involved in religion, prayer, 

what have you, then you won’t really be able to solve the issue of food and clothes.   

 People take it for granted that in the present state of civilization food and clothing are 

provided, but that’s not where it’s at.  We have to work for it.  Inevitably, the newborn  one 

manifests that work, the work of connecting to father, connecting to mother.  In other words 

what Tathagata Zen is talking about is that the born one which has as its content the present 



Second Day Dai-sesshin, March 5, 1999,   Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho On the Rinzai Roku 

 

 

 
5 

makes a connection with the activity that makes future and the activity that makes past, this is 

what we mean by making a connection with father and mother.  And so as the result of that 

connection, inevitably that incomplete present passes through a maturation and becomes a 

complete self, at which point future and past, once parents, disappear.   

 There is nothing but the going and coming, there’s nothing to be found other than that.   

 In the oral transmission of Tathagata Zen which was taught to me by my teachers, it is 

said that the process by which the self first comes into existence is by receiving one 

one-hundred-millionth of the activity of plus, which is the going, the future, the father, and one 

one-hundred-millionth of the activity of minus, the past, mother.  According to this Tathagata 

Zen tradition, there’s a clear teaching that one is born by receiving this tiny fraction of the 

activity of the cosmic mother and the cosmic father, and therefore the plus is no longer 

complete plus, minus is no longer complete minus because each has contributed a tiny fraction 

of itself in order to create the offspring, and therefore for the offspring that incomplete cosmic 

plus and incomplete cosmic minus appears as physical father and mother.   

 At birth, a self only receives the tiniest fraction, maybe two one-hundred-millionths of 

the activity of plus and minus, so relative to the power of the newborn one, the power of the 

parents is inconceivably huge.  With tremendous power the past reaches out to the present to 

make a connection and with tremendous power the future reaches towards the present to 

make a connection.  So the newborn one is able to live.  Its food and clothing issue is solved 

by depending on the activity of the parents, this is what we technically refer to in Buddhism as 

tariki, which means the doctrine of reliance on the other power.   

 It’s hard to  understand, but when father and mother simultaneously connect with the 

child, the child is embraced from without by father and from within by mother and therefore 

the child disappears and a new state of the source is manifested.  So absolutely inevitably the 

self that experiences “I am-ness” is dissolved and manifests as a new state of its source.   

 I know it’s hard, and I have to explain it in even more detail to make it clearer, but 
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basically the source is a state of completeness, that’s why it’s called zero.  And by doing the 

activity of birth and the activity of self-dissolution a new state of completeness, a new zero is 

manifested.  In other words, what we mean by a complete self is zero.  An incomplete self is 

that which comes into existence in the interval between two states of completeness of the 

source.  And the way that the second state of the source, the second degree of it is reached is 

by the inevitable dissolution of that “I am-ness” self.  For the source to manifest a new state 

of the source, there must be a temporary appearance of a self that exists, but that self doesn’t 

really exist, it’s not really a thing.   

 What Buddhism says is that people usually conceive of the self that, as it matures, is 

always there, it just goes through a process of growth.  But that’s not really the nature of 

maturation, the nature of maturation is to disappear and reappear over and over again.  All 

things have their “I am-ness,” even a rock or a plant has its “I am-ness,” but that’s not really 

what they are, that’s not the real self.  The real thing, the complete self, the zero, can only 

come about, according to Buddhism, by that “I am” self dissolving, melting away.  So, you can 

understand what the scripture means, the sutra means, when it talks about the activity of 

impermanence about all activities, all things being impermanent.   

 Passing through this activity, this alternating dynamic process, over and over and over 

again, innumerable times, one finally matures to the point which, in human terms, is called 

being a teenager.  What it means to reach the stage of the so-called teenager means that the 

self that started out with just one-hundred millionth of the activity of plus and one-hundred 

millionth of the activity of minus now has maybe half of the full cosmic activity of plus and 

minus.   

 Every one of  you has passed through that age.  When one is a little child, one has, 

although in a small degree, an equal measure of both the plus and minus.  But father is just 

plus, and mother is just minus.  When one grows up a bit to the point of being what we call a 

teenager, a complete change in perspective takes place.  When one is very, very little, one 
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looks upon one’s parents as an authority.  But at the teenage point, one thinks that one is 

equal to - in fact better than - one’s parents.  Why better?  Whether one realizes it or not, 

it’s because one looks within and says, “Father is just plus, but I’ve got both plus and minus; 

mother is just minus, but I’ve got both plus and minus, therefore I’m better than my parents.”   

 So this teenage time could be described as something that you can’t get a handle on, it’s 

absolutely untenable, the teenager tries to do all sorts of peculiar things to adorn them selves 

in different ways that are completely at odds with their parents.  Tathagata Zen explains how 

difficult it is for parents to teach when their children have reached the teenage stage.   

 But the fact is that the stage of teenage doesn’t last forever; like everything else, it is an 

aspect of impermanence.  Inevitably, the teenage stage dissolves and one matures to the 

point of taking on one’s parents work, of helping one’s parents.  Up until that point, one had 

thought of past and future as somehow outside of oneself, one was dependent upon future and 

past.   But when you pass through the teenager stage, after that one takes the initiative, one 

realizes that they must make the activity of future and the activity of past their content by 

taking the initiative to utterly internalize them.  At the teenage stage, unless one encounters 

good parents, unless one has a good teacher, one will not be able to move forward to taking 

the initiative to make all of past and future doing one’s content.  So we understand why 

parents put so much importance on finding a good school and good teachers for their children.   

 According to Tathagata Zen, we can see very clearly the watershed that the teenage 

stage represents.  Before that, one was depending upon past and future; after the teenage 

stage, one is taking the initiative to make past and future one’s content.  Before you’re a 

teenager, you depend upon God.  After you’re a teenager, after you mature past that, you 

don’t need God as an object anymore.   

 When Rinzai says, “Don’t do it for food and clothing,” what he’s saying is that it’s time 

for you to grow up; take the initiative and work for it!  As the result of that, you will manifest a 
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complete self.  What does that mean?  A complete self has made the totality of future and 

past its content, and therefore that complete self is none other than the entire universe.  

When you manifest a complete self, past and future disappear.  In other words, one could say 

that the complete present is manifest.   

 And what we mean by a good teacher, (a kalyanamitra in the original Sanskrit, in 

Chinese translated as ‘good teacher’) what we mean by a good teacher is someone who can 

teach you to manifest a complete self.  But it is said that such a good teacher only appears 

every three-thousand years.  Like the Udumbara flower which, according to legend, blooms 

only every three millennia.  In other words, it’s a metaphor for the fact that teachers who are 

really intent on leading people to a complete self are not that common.  What Rinzai is 

pointing out is the fact that most monks, most fathers, most spiritual leaders teach people to 

rely on God in a way so as to affirm their small self.  Why do they teach this way, to rely on 

God, to rely on the Buddha in a way that affirms the small self?  Because if they taught in 

another way, they might not be able to make a living.  Most people can’t conceive of 

becoming Buddha, becoming God, so they want to hear more comforting kinds of spiritual 

lessons that they can relate to.   

 According to Tathagata Zen what you really mean by Buddha or God is the complete 

activity, all the coming and all the going, all the plus and all the minus, and when you have as 

your content the totality of this divine doing, then the incomplete self simply vanishes.  To 

manifest a complete self is equivalent to manifesting a complete dwelling place, a complete 

abode.  When one manifests the complete surroundings, then the complete self and the 

complete surrounding scene are the same thing.  This is what we call the manifestation of 

True Love, wherein there is no need to see anything. 

 

終 

the end  
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