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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
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Fifth Day Dai-sesshin 

January 15, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XIX 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
 “‘Someone asked, ‘What was the purpose of the patriarchs coming from the west?’  
The master said, ‘If he had had a purpose he couldn’t have saved even himself.’  Someone 
asked, ‘Since he had no purpose how did the second patriarch obtain the Dharma.  The master 
said, ‘To obtain is to not obtain.  Someone asked, ‘If it is to not obtain, what is the meaning of 
‘to not obtain?’  The master said, It is because you cannot stop your mind which runs on 
seeking everywhere that a patriarch said, ‘Bah, superior men, searching for your heads with 
your heads.’  When at these words you turn your own light in upon yourself and never seek 
elsewhere then you’ll know that your body and mind are not different from those of the 
patriarch-Buddhas, and the instant have nothing to do.  This is called obtaining the Dharma.’ 
 ‘Virtuous monks.  At present I have no other choice than to speak so much trash and 
rubbish.  Don’t be mistaken.  As I see it there really aren’t so many problems.  If you want 
to act; act.  If you don’t; don’t.” 

 
 Yesterday I told that story about the handsome monk, disciple of Shakyamuni’s who 

loved to look at himself in the mirror.  And one day his face wasn’t reflected in the mirror, and 

he thought he had lost his head, and he went crazy, and went searching everywhere for it, until 

finally he went to ask Shakyamuni for some help.  And then Shakyamuni held up a mirror for 

him, and said, “Look, can’t you see your face now?!”  And his face was right there, reflected in 

the mirror.  And then, as I told you yesterday, he smiled and was at peace.  What had 

happened was that at first he was looking at the wrong side of the mirror, and so that is why he 

didn’t see his handsome face, that is why he thought he had lost his head.  Shakyamuni told 

him, “You were looking at the wrong side!”  And held up the correct side for him.  Then he 
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could see his face, and was happy.   

 It is okay to search for something.  But if you are looking at the wrong side of the 

mirror, then nothing is going to be reflected there.  No matter what you are searching for you 

will never find that thing.  And (on the other hand) whether you are searching for something 

or not, if you look at the correct side of the mirror then your face will be reflected there.  And 

then there will be no need to seek anything. 

 If you do the correct thing, in other words if you just follow the Dharma activity, then 

there will not be any need to reject, or push anything away, and there won’t be any need to 

seek anything either.  We say that then everything under heaven, everything in heaven and on 

earth will have nothing to do (will be no problem 無事).  If you manifest the wisdom that 

knows the Dharma activity, that knows the activity which forms your self and this universe 

which is our home, then there is no need to seek anything, no need to reject anything. 

 Just as Rinzai says here, just as it is written here, it is really not so difficult.  All you 

have to do is manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the Dharma activity, and that is “to 

obtain.” 

 And then again Rinzai cries out to everybody, “All of you who are practicing Zen 

together with me.”  Rinzai is saying, “I am doing the exact same activity as all of you are doing.  

We all do the same activity.  We all wake up in the morning and work hard all day, and then 

when nighttime comes we rest.”  So there is no need to talk about anything special.  And 

then he says, “But all of you asked me to give a Dharma talk, all of you asked me to explain the 

Dharma activity, so even though I don’t want to, reluctantly I have taken the high seat.”   

 He is confessing to everybody and saying, “Okay, so you want a talk, so even though I 

don’t want to, reluctantly I will get up here on the high seat, and lay bare my dirty life in front 

of all of you.  I will reveal my dirty way of living to all of you.  He really has said a wonderful 

thing for us here.  He is asking us, “I will show you my dirtiness, but can you really understand 
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it, or not?”  Rinzai is revealing his dirtiness to us, he is revealing a kind of dirtiness which 

seems impossible to reveal, but what kind of a condition is this dirty condition he reveals?   

 The dirty thing is to look at the back side of the mirror and think that to not exist is the 

true thing, and then to turn the mirror around and to think that to exist is the true thing: the 

dirty thing is to argue about which side of the mirror is correct.  The self reflected in the mirror 

neither exists nor does it not exist.  Of course when you look at the wrong side of the mirror 

there is no self. 

 So then he says, “All of you don’t be mistaken!”  This is important.  This is what Rinzai 

is saying, he is saying “All of you don’t make a mistake.”  If you just take what he says literally, 

what is written in the text it says, “Don’t make a mistake.”   But the Dharma activity 

neither makes mistakes nor does it not make mistakes.  The Dharma activity doesn’t have will.  

It doesn’t have the kind of will which stands upon good and bad.  It is simply following the 

natural principle, the reason of nature, or we could just say “The simple truth” or the natural 

principle of heaven and earth.  It is simply acting.  It has completely transcended making 

mistakes or not making mistakes.   

 And that is really what he is saying, although when you take the words literally it 

certainly can be understood to mean “Don’t make  a mistake” and people usually interpret it 

to mean that.  The style of ancient Chinese writing really comes to the fore here.  You can 

really taste the depth of meaning in how they could speak in ancient Chinese when you 

understand the possibility of interpreting this in both ways. 

 In other words we can interpret this phrase, “Don't be mistaken” to mean “Originally 

there are no mistakes.”  Also in the sutras there is a line, “Shoakumakusa 諸惡莫作,” and it is 

often it is translated as “Commit no evil,” but really it means that originally there is no evil.  

Originally there is nothing evil.  But in general most people simply understand this to mean, 

“Don’t do evil.”  Originally the Dharma activity doesn’t do anything such as to do evil or to do 
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good.  That is what “Originally there is no evil means.”  But, when seen from the point of 

view of the “I am” self  we interpret, “Originally there is no evil” to mean “You must not do 

evil.”  Makusa, makushaku usually means “Don’t do bad things.  Don’t make mistakes!”  

But Rinzai is saying here that it truly means that originally there is nothing evil,  originally 

there is no mistake to be made.   

 But people do the activity of thinking, and we have will, and we think that we should do 

good things and shouldn’t do bad things, and through this we make ourselves sick doing that 

kind of thinking.  Even the cause for physical illness can be found in mistaken thinking. 

 Originally there is no evil, so originally there is also no good.  This part might seem 

simple, but it is really very difficult.   

 Rinzai, standing upon this basic principle of Buddhism, is totally negating the function of 

consciousness and saying that originally there is no mistake to be made. 

 But of course when the “I am” self appears that is the imperfect self.  And so you make 

mistakes; but it actually isn’t that you make mistakes, but you think you make mistakes.  You 

must think that you are insufficient, you must think that you are not enough, that you are not 

complete yet, but you should realize that this is different than thinking you are making a 

mistake.   

 According to Buddhism originally there is no good or evil, originally your self is neither 

good nor evil.  But, when you say “I am” that is not the perfect self, that is the imperfect self.  

So Buddhism tells you, “Make an effort to become the complete self!”   

 And together with this Buddhism also asks you to manifest the wisdom which clearly 

knows the principle by which this imperfect self has come into being. 

 So then he says, “As I see it,” my present way of seeing things, and what he is confessing 

here is that when he manifests the “I am” self, there is no way around it, that is an imperfect 

thing.  He is saying that in the beginning, when you are manifest, you are never perfect.  
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What Rinzai is saying is that we all must manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the principle 

behind that fact that when we have an “I am” self that is the imperfect self.   

 When he says, “As I see it” that means “I understand that principle.  I know the 

principle of the manifestation of the imperfect self.”  But since he is talking about himself he 

doesn’t want to actually come out and say all of that, so he just says, “From my standpoint as I 

see it.” 

 Rinzai is making his confession standing firmly upon the idea that we are born as 

imperfect selves, but inevitably we will manifest the perfect self.  What he is very clearly 

saying is that if you stand up straight, clearly upon this principle of the complete self and the 

incomplete self, the perfect self and the imperfect self, then there aren’t so many different 

principles to worry about.  Then you don’t have to talk about this and that, shallow and deep, 

good or bad.  In other words he is saying there are not really any principles such as sin or not 

sin.  So you can see what a difficult and awesome thing it is he’s saying.   

 Even though Rinzai is saying this, in Buddhism they do talk about bad and good karma, 

they do talk about sinful karma.  Especially religions which preach that you will gain salvation 

through faith in God, those kind of religions really get into talking about sin.  But please think 

carefully that the kind of sin and guilt that other religions talk about, and what Buddhism 

means by sin are different.  It isn’t as if Buddhism totally denied or negates the idea of sin.  

But Buddhism says that originally there is no such thing as sin.  

 But then Buddhism does ask, “Why does sin occur?  Why does bad karma occur?”  

And Buddhism then answers its own question and says that it is the imperfect self who sins, but 

the perfect self never sins. 

 When the “I am,” imperfect self fixates itself, then inevitably it will see things in terms of 

things either being convenient to itself, good for it, or inconvenient to itself, bad for it.   

 But when you are listening to teisho there is no such thing as thinking about what is 
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convenient or inconvenient to you.  I know from my own experience there is no better place 

to sleep than in teisho.  You can really peacefully nap.  I know it really feels good.  You can 

actually see yourself your own eye lids, your upper eye lid and your lower eyelid become best 

friends, and “patchipatchipatchi” they open and close over and over, and even though you 

know you are doing it you are still doing it, because it feels so good.  (You look) just like a big 

field of eggplants swaying back and forth in the wind.  There’s no good or evil in that.  It is 

just because you cannot sleep completely that you are in that kind of situation, but it is not 

good or bad. 

 When you manifest the perfect self then anything like good or evil is completely gone.  

So  Rinzai stands up and says, “If you want to be free from sin then make your will strong, and 

with that strong will try to manifest the perfect self.”  And when people see this kind of spirit 

in Rinzai’s Zen, even in the old days they have always said that Rinzai’s Zen is Shogun Zen, 

because it has the same spirit as if a strong shogun is going to battle.  So if you think about 

yourself and you think, “I’m really hopeless, I’m really no good,” then you have lost the spirit of 

Rinzai Zen.   

 And that is why in this spirit Rinzai says, “So for you people who want to take up my way 

of thinking, try to use my way of understanding, that’s okay.  And for people who don’t want 

to take up my way of thinking, that’s okay too.  But if you think you want to take up my way of 

thinking you better try to do it with a strong will!  And if you do take up this way of thinking 

with a strong will then inevitably you will reach your goal, and you will manifest the condition 

where you don’t need to use it anymore.” 

 It is exactly the same as when you really work hard all day, then when nighttime comes 

you will manifest the self which doesn’t need to work, and you can sleep.   

 It is very necessary for you to really contemplate this in your zazen; contemplate this 

principle of the imperfect self and the perfect self.  In other words the principle of the self that 
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must become free from sin, and the self that no longer needs to do the activity of becoming 

free from sin.   

 Yesterday and the day before I told the story of the birth of the “I am” self, and I told 

you that the “I am” self is born receiving plus and minus equally.  Plus is the male standpoint 

and minus is the female standpoint.  And the thing which appears here have both the activity 

which forms man and the activity which forms woman as its very content is the “I am” self.  

This is the teaching of Tathagata Zen.  The self which has been manifest here has both plus 

and minus as its content.  There is no need to assert, “I am plus,” or “I am minus.” And so 

there is no need to give rise to a desire such as “I want to seek plus” or “I want to seek minus.” 

 When we talk about growth the true meaning of to grow up or to mature is to make 

more and more of the plus and minus activities our content.  When we say we are imperfect 

that means we have plus and minus imperfectly as our content, and so we desire to make them 

completely our content. 

 The position of Tathagata Zen is to say that without fail within the process of growth the 

“I am” self will appear, but just as inevitably that “I am” self will make all of plus and minus its 

content and manifest itself as the complete, perfect self.  True growth is making all of plus and 

minus content.  There is nothing at all difficult about this: in the process of growth the “I am” 

self will without fail appear, and it appears as the imperfect self, and so the leftover portions of 

plus and minus which are not itself appear on its inside and its outside.  And those imperfect 

portions of plus and minus are father and mother. 

 The plus activity gives some of himself, and the minus activity gives some of herself in 

order to give birth to the child.  That thing which is comprised of these portions of plus and 

minus which have been given, and then become unified, is what we call the child. 

 And together with the appearance of the child the plus and minus activities have 

become imperfect, so we can say that the imperfect activities of plus and minus are 
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simultaneously born with the self.  That which has imperfect plus as its content is father, and 

that which has imperfect minus as her content is mother.  You should contemplate this in your 

zazen without mistake. 

 When you are born mother and father are born together with you.  Before you were 

born you weren’t there, and mother and father also were not there.  It was a condition in 

which mother, father, and you were totally unified.  Because it is a condition of complete 

unification there is nothing to compare to anything else.  It is beyond comparison.  What you 

have to carefully contemplate is that this condition of oneness is one single body.  That is why 

there is nothing to compare it to, or to compare it.  There is no comparing, that is what it 

means to be completely one.  True oneness is something that cannot be compared.  That is 

the perfect self.   

 If there is a singular, one and only God, if there is an Absolute Being, then that God, 

Absolute Being, that Buddha would not be anything other than this manifestation of the perfect 

self.  And similarly, if we want to talk about something called spiritual activity or a spiritual 

world that is the world in which mother, father, and child are completely one.  Which has 

gone beyond all comparing.  That is the state which cannot be seen, and doesn’t need to be 

seen by anyone.  And if you want to use these popular words like “spiritual” or “the soul,” 

because this is an activity which we are incapable of seeing with our eyes I suppose we can call 

it the spiritual activity or the activity of the soul.  This world is totally different than the 

material world, it is a non-material world. 

 But, in contrast to that world we have the world where there are mother, father, and 

child, there are past, present, and future, and that is the world where comparisons are made, 

one thing can be compared to another, and that is the material world, the world of form. 

 And so with the appearance of the self mother and father appear.  That is the material 

world.  And in Buddhism we call that the world of form.  But when we talk about the world 
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where form has disappeared, where there is no material then we can call it the spiritual world.   

 People often talk about the world, this world we live in, but Buddhism says there are 

two versions of this world: there is one world which is the material world, and this same world 

we live in also manifests itself as the spiritual world, the world of no form.    

 And the world of form, the material world can never fixate itself as the material world.  

Without fail the present moment will vanish.  And together with the present moment 

vanishing past and future, father and mother will also disappear, and again the world which is 

all of plus and minus, which is only the perfect activities of plus and minus will be manifest.  

And that is the spiritual world, that is the condition of the origin.  Plus and minus are complete 

here, and so this is no longer the material world, this is no longer the world of distinctions.   

 This is difficult, but the plus activity which forms man and the minus activity which 

forms woman are no longer material things.  They are manifesting themselves in the spiritual 

world.  When plus and minus manifest themselves as the perfect activities of plus and minus, 

then although they are in contrast to each other, or opposing each other they are really not in 

opposition, they are really one in the condition of the origin.  Although they are one plus and 

minus are opposing each other so they are doing this activity of opposition as well.  So 

although they are one they also are two.  Although there is two, also that two-ness manifests 

itself as the state of oneness.  The condition of the origin is acting.  It is an activity of plus 

and minus facing and unifying.  But plus and minus are perfect and complete here.  They are 

not in the material world.  Nobody can see this activity.  The “I am” self which has a physical 

body in the material world cannot see this activity.  The only thing the “I am” self material self 

can see is the versions of plus and minus which have incarnated themselves into their material 

forms.   

 But when the “I am” self completely dissolves itself, in other words when it divides itself 

in two and gives back the plus and minus, then the “I am” self is manifesting itself as the perfect 
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self, the self which has gone beyond the material world, the spiritual self.  And at that time 

mother and father also are gone, and together with the self are manifesting themselves in the 

world of the perfect activities of plus and minus. 

 But it isn’t easy to contemplate this, so I ask you to really put an effort into 

contemplating it in your own zazen.  If you hate zazen then you don’t have to do it.  But if 

you really have a strong desire to manifest the complete self then I think it is safe to say that it 

is a good idea to do zazen.   

 That is what Rinzai means when he says, If you want to act then act, if you don’t want to 

act then go ahead and just stay in your fixated material self forever.  But if you do truly act 

then without fail you will come to manifest the self which is manifesting all of living and dying, 

all of plus and minus, and therefore no longer needs to do either living or dying, plus or minus, 

and can rest. 

 Okay, I’ll stop today’s teisho here, but when tomorrow comes, teisho will begin again, 

and I guess tomorrow I will have to explain again, so that you don’t misunderstand, what I 

mean by “to rest.”  Because of course when you hear “rest” you might think that  means 

completely and finally resting, but you must contemplate the principle that you can never rest. 

 

終 

the end 


