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First demonstration:  Emperor Wu of Liang asked the great teacher Bodhidharma, 
“What is the primary import of holy enlightenment?” Bodhidharma said, “Vast 
emptiness, not holy.” The Emperor said, “Who is this person standing before me?”

Yesterday, I gave teisho up to the part where it says, “Vast emptiness, not holy,” 

or at least that is what I remember. “Vast emptiness, not holy,” this was the answer to the 

question of, “What is the primary import of Buddhism, or the essence of Buddhism?” 

Usually, when beginners are taught, “What is the primary import of Buddhism?” there 

are all sorts of different things that are taught.  And usually, when the primary import of 

Buddhism is taught to a beginning student, whatever it is taught to be, is put in the world 

of objects.  It is made the object and then the student, and also the teacher, are made the 

subjects to that object.  

But, Buddhism says, and this is a very important part of Buddhist teaching, that 

one must not take the primary essence of Buddhism as an object.   You must not see it in 

the objective world.  The primary import of Buddhism doesn’t exist as an object.  No 

matter how much one might study it as an object, that is not the true study of it.  

People speak of God, and I suppose that God must be a personified being, a being 

that has a personality, which is the absolute being, which is the being which embodies the

primary import, the essence.  If one is a Zen student, then we have to be very careful to 

understand that if you try to study God as an object, that is false, that is wrong.  All 

religions recognize God.  It seems that something can not be called a religion unless it 

recognizes the existence of God, but it seems that in all religions, both the people 

teaching and the people learning, take that God as an object.  So, we have to do 
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something different from that and we have to find some way to teach that God is not an 

object.  That kind of teaching is something different from what we usually think of as 

teaching, and that is practice.  You have to practice God.    

When you compare Buddhism to other religions, it seems as if other religions take

God as an object, but if you say that other religions don’t include, at all, the practice of 

God, that is not true, they also include practice.  In any religion when a believer sees 

God, at that moment, God is no longer an object. So Buddhism comes to the rescue of 

other religions and says, actually, you might think that these other religions always take 

God as an object, but in fact, there is practice in those religions.

  For example, let’s take Christianity, when you see the crucifix then there is this 

practice of making the sign of the cross and saying “amen.”  That is practice, there is 

nothing else that you can do when you face the cross, but do that practice.  There is no 

Christianity other than that.  God is not in heaven, God is not in hell.  There is no true 

recognition of God for human beings, there is no true Christianity, other than the practice 

of we, ourselves, doing the sign of the cross, doing the cross.  

Now I would like to tell all of you a story about my life.  For a ten year period, at 

a certain point in my life, every year, sometimes twice a year, so that is two weeks out of 

the year, I went to Massachusetts and did a week long sesshin with the brothers there, 

living together with them.  In the morning and the evenings we ate together, and the 

brothers would make the sign of the cross and say “amen,” and so I made the sign of the 

cross and said “amen” with them.  I guess I was teaching Zen practice at that point.  But, 

although they did these very magnificent masses, ceremonies, at once they objectified 

God as being in heaven.  So, I wanted to yell at them and say, “You dumb idiots.”  

God, just as everything is, is a result of the heart activity, so you can’t study God 

unless your heart is doing the God activity.  Try teaching a dog or a cat about God.  Even 

if it was a very cute and adorable dog or cat, you can talk about God forever, and they’re 

never going to understand God.  Only human beings can first understand what the God 

activity is and then practice that, do that, actually do the God activity with our own 

hearts. That is when, for the first time, a being can be said to be studying God.  

It has been a long time since I have been to Massachusetts and taught Zen, so 

maybe Christianity has changed since then, maybe it has advanced since then, it has been 
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twenty plus years.  But, at that time, they were still thinking that God was in heaven.  

Maybe these days there aren’t any brothers or fathers left that go around saying dumb 

stuff like that.  If you are a Christian, you don’t really need to listen to those brothers and 

fathers, all you need to do is go to church and see the cross, and do the cross, and say 

“amen.” 

There are Buddhist monks who are the same way, they “blah, blah, blah,” talk on 

and on endlessly, about what is the primary import of holy enlightenment is.  But they 

don’t need to do that, all they need to do is the Buddhist practice which is equivalent to 

doing the cross and saying “amen.”  So, if you happen to be a brother or a father, 

yourself, and someone meets you and says, “What is the essence of Christianity, what is 

the primary import of Christian enlightenment?” Then you know what to do, just do the 

cross, make the sign of the cross, and say “amen.”  What about the answer to the 

Buddhist question :“What is the primary import of holy enlightenment?”  There is only 

one way to respond and that is the state itself, of the thing itself, of being and non-being 

experiencing each other.

 Other than Christianity, there are many other religions besides Christianity, but 

all religions exist recognizing the validity of this thing called God.  There are, of course, 

many different religions, Christianity, Islam, Judaism, but looking upon those religions 

from the Zen point of view, the essence of them all is the same: it is the one and only 

thing itself, of which there is no second.  When it comes to Islam, these days, it seems 

that there are quite a few people interested in what is called fundamentalism in Islam.  

That is a good thing.  That is fine, but you have to really sit your butt down firmly and 

contemplate this.  We have to have a very strong opinion about this.  That is to say that if 

it is the foundation, if it is the fundamental, it is not the real fundamental, if it is an 

object. The foundation of all religions must be the same thing.  We all have to stand upon

the same number one meaning.  However, if you face people and teach them about the 

number one meaning, the fundamental, taking it as an object, then that has to be called 

heretical.  

 I know that I am taking up a big subject, now, but this conflict that is now 

occurring in the Middle East, from my point of view, it doesn’t seem like there is any end

in sight.  It is just going to get deeper and deeper into trouble.  It is because all of the 
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religions consider their foundations to be different from each other, that war doesn’t end. 

If one isn’t able to find the foundation of the Middle East, then one isn’t able to stand up 

on true love.  When I say love, I mean Buddhist jihi, Buddhist mercy, love, compassion.  

Buddhism can look upon any teaching, any religion and say that as long as the 

foundation, the fundamental, of that religion is being taught, being learned as an object, 

then it isn’t the real thing.  Those teachings, as objects, only occur in the process of the 

foundation, itself, being manifest.  The foundation itself, the fundamental, the number 

one meaning, itself, is the manifestation of true mercy, true compassion.  The foundation,

itself, will not be manifest unless true love is done in the heart of the person.  

When plus and minus meet, oh, plus and plus can meet, or  minus and  minus can 

meet, but what happens is that we open up our arms and we hug each other and we say, 

‘Ahh, it is so good to have met you.”  That is enough.  But, what if one person opens up 

their arms, but the other person is going, “Utt, I am not quite ready to give a hug yet. 

Please wait a sec,” then the trouble starts.   There are the personal conditions that come 

up called likes and dislikes, and when those kinds of things come up, then the hug does 

not occur.  There are all kinds of these so called personal conditions. “I’ve been cooking, 

so my hands are dirty.  I’ve been working in the field, so my hands are dirty. I have a 

very nice, new kimono on, so I don’t want to be hugged.”  Blah, blah, blah, who cares 

about all that petty stuff?  Just hug!  If you really know the true principle of true love then

you don’t worry about how clean or dirty your kimono is, you can just hug.  

From the Tathagata Zen point of view, we can say that, maybe it could be said, 

that there is almost no religion that is true religion, because all religions tend to take the 

number one meaning, the essence of, the foundation, as an object, and do not actually 

manifest the foundation, itself. If you really understand this principle, then finally you are

ready to start teisho on the Blue Cliff Record.  If you all would reflect carefully on your 

own religious belief, I think that you could come to the same conclusion as I have.  That 

is to say, that all religions are simply manifest along the process that results in the 

manifestation of the purpose of our lives, they aren’t the manifestation of the purpose of 

life, itself.  

During World War One, I  was just in elementary school so I didn’t really 

understand what  was going on other than there was a big war going on, but World War 
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Two, that was a war that I can say that I truly met head on, and I think that I can say, I 

know what war is.  Everybody seems to say that we need religion to live.  Religious 

people have religion as their stage, as their platform, but it seems as if they are always 

thinking economically, about money, and if some economic situation comes up that 

doesn’t appeal to them, then war results.  If we look upon the economic situation around 

us, I don’t think it is a mistake to say that religion is in the background of all of this 

economic fighting and conflict.  

So, you guys are helping me out and supporting me, and I am doing all of this 

stuff, teisho, sanzen, sesshin, blah, blah, blah, but there is a war going on and I really 

don’t want to be here doing this stuff.  I would rather go to Washington and sit in front of

the president and do zazen, and somehow implore him to manifest true politics.  That is 

what we should be doing.  In the end, I have come to think this war, I am just worrying 

about the war so much, and I wish that Americans would get really serious about this 

situation.  However, it seems that the majority of Americans think of democracy as just 

the democracy of their own country, not world democracy, and therefore they are in 

violation, they obstruct the principle of world democracy.  

If only America could use the opportunity, perhaps we could say, of this war, to 

take one step forward in the development of our democracy and come to live the world, 

manifest the world, instead of just our own country.  Because if we don’t, I am worried 

that American will end up being a very pitiful country.  That means that we must not 

attach to the fundamental, the foundation, itself, but also manifest an ideology that holds 

the foundation as our ideal.  If that kind of ideology is not born, then I worry that perhaps

the American government will lead the American people into a really terrible situation.  

People seem to think that American democracy is so good, that Americans can 

independently just have a war, go to war.  These days we are strong and we have money, 

that’s fine.  But, that can’t last forever.  Of course, American democracy is incomplete, 

imperfect.  We have to have as our ideal, the development of democracy.  We have to be 

engaged in the process of perfecting, completing our democracy.  If we aren’t then, this 

war might be the war that leads us to a really miserable situation.  

I feel that I really don’t have time to give teisho, or do sesshin, so I am using this 

sesshin, these teishos, to implore you to make a true democracy, to make a world 

5



democracy.  I can’t go to Washington and imitate doing some sort of political strike.  In 

fact, I shouldn’t do that.  I sit here on the teisho chair, and right here, we do our 

movement of making a new democracy, making true democracy.  The actual doing of 

being and non-being experiencing each other, there is nothing noble or precious, other 

than that. 

Being, doing the activity of experiencing non-being, and simultaneously, non-

being doing the activity of experiencing being, if religion is to be true religion, that has to

be the essence of religion.  That is the teaching of Buddhism.  This state of being and 

non-being manifest in unity, if we try to express this state of the world with words, 

express this number one meaning, this essence in the world of words, then we say, “vast 

emptiness, not holy.”  There is no love apart from “vast emptiness not holy.”  All loves 

are included in “vast emptiness, not holy.”  When you hug each other, already “vast 

emptiness, not holy,” is manifest.  Americans have their American style of hugging, and I

look at it from my Zen eyes, and I think, “It is a good thing.”  Now you should have 

come to understand what Zen is a little bit

The number one import of holy enlightenment, you a little bit understand that by 

now.  But, “vast emptiness, not holy” there is no way around it is difficult.  Booom, there 

was a sound and you grasp the sound.  This is a simple way of understanding “vast 

emptiness, not holy.” Good and evil, sacred and secular, all of that has been included in 

the manifestation of “vast emptiness, not holy.”  It can be called the manifestation of 

perfect zero.  

So, what about Master Engo?  As I said yesterday, I would like to speak about 

what he has to say about “vast emptiness, not holy.”  His comments are very free, very 

succinct comments on the text itself.  You have to be able to express love in very simple 

words, very succinctly, try doing that. Try saying, in very simple words, very succinctly, 

very simply, love, god, evil.  That’s what these comments are about.  

I’ m trying to read the translation here, but my eyes are so bad, and my ears are so

bad, I just can’t see or hear, anymore.   [Tape Change]…it is not good actually to try to 

see the true thing using your eyes.  Don’t use your eyes.   That is what I was talking about

yesterday and the day before, don’t depend upon your eyes or ears to try to hear or see 

the real thing, reality.  You have to use your total body to grasp reality. 
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 So, just reading these literal translations under each character are not so bad. 

Whatever. But in fact, any interpretation is not the real thing.  An interpretation is 

necessarily taking the essence as object.  This is why Buddhism says, “Stop doing that. 

Stop doing the eye activity, the ear activity, the nose activity, the tongue activity.  

Instead, do the total body activity.” This total body activity is acting will-lessly, acting 

without complaint.  When being and non-being meet, will-lessly, uncomplainingly, they 

unify and that is the manifestation of the Great Hug. 

 And then Master Engo makes his brief comment and says, “Whatever you say, it 

is a donkey tethering stake.”   If you stand up in the "I am" point of view, then a donkey 

stake, that will seem like a good thing.  You’ll be way worse then a donkey stake.  If you 

really understand what he is getting at with this donkey stake, then you will see what a 

great, brief comment it is.  When you can manifest the Great Hug for yourself, then the 

donkey stake vanishes because everything vanishes and is included in that Great Hug.  

This is the type of practice that is done in Tathagata Zen. 

 If you really understand that Zen practice is the investigation into the true 

foundation of all things, through doing it, through practicing it, then it will be fun for you.

But, if you haven’t noticed this yet, then you will think, “What kind of a dumb practice is

this? Am I just wasting my time here?  Shouldn’t I be doing something else?”   This is 

the case for all people who quit doing zazen practice.  They all come to think that it is a 

waste of time.  So, I get talking about this stuff and the time slips through my fingers and 

I know that I am not getting anywhere on this teisho, but it is the beginning that is the 

most important, that is why I go over the beginning again and again.  

“Vast emptiness, not holy,” that is the manifestation of the Great Hug that hugs 

everything.  When everything is hugged that means that everything disappears, there is 

no great mercy, no great jihi, other than that hug.  Hugging everything, everything is 

hugged.  People think about sacred and secular, good and evil, all that stuff, that is not 

this.  A mother hugs everything.  If you understand how a mother hugs absolutely 

everything without discrimination, then you can come to understand "Vast emptiness, not

holy."  Valuing the sacred and avoiding the evil, that is what human beings usually do.  

You all were raised with that kind of moral education and so you have this concept very 

strongly in you to love the sacred and to avoid and hate the evil.  That is fine, I suppose, 
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but if you spend time avoiding, rejecting evil, evil will never disappear.  Sometime it will

loom larger and come chasing after you and then there will be a fight.  

All of the wives are standing up in the position of saintliness and they always are 

wishing, “I wish that my husband would be saintly, too.”  Isn’t this true?  This is good. 

But, if a husband makes just a little, tidbit of a step outside of the saintly realm, then the 

wife, “Oh, you’re rotten!” Husbands are the same, if the wife manifests a way of thinking

even a little bit different than the husband’s way of thinking, then the husband  gets 

angry, “You’re rotten!” What Buddhism teaches is that what is rotten is, loving one and 

trying to avoid the other when it is comes to secular ness and saintliness.  Buddhism says 

that what you have to practice is the Great Hug that includes both.  

It is really difficult in this Zen practice, to clearly manifest the number one 

meaning, the essence, yourself.  You have to not be the kind of person who is attached to 

the saintly, attached to the sacred.  If you are a man or woman who goes out of his or her 

way to embrace the secular, embrace evil, then you become the true practitioner. So, here

comes Master Engo to give his brief comment on "Vast emptiness, not holy," and again 

he does an excellent job.  In Japan, there is of course this, unique to Japan mode, of 

expression called haiku, which is also in the realm of a brief, succinct comment.  When it 

comes to the study of haiku you should first study the essence of Buddhism.  If you get 

the essence of Buddhism then haiku will be cinchy.  

The number one meaning of "Vast emptiness, not holy," I want all of you to 

understand this to mean the Great Hug, that hugs secular and sacred equally.  So what is 

the first part of his comment?  He says, “a little bit, maybe we could say that was pretty 

good.”  But, it is something that you already did, it is already in the world of the past, it 

has already disappeared from the present world. 

 “Thank you” when we say thank you to each other, we are saying thank you for 

that manifestation of the equal experiencing of being and non-being, but what Master 

Engo is saying, is,”Be careful.” At the moment that you are saying, “Thank you,” that 

experiencing, itself, is already not in the world of the present, it is in the world of the 

past.  But, naturally the present disappears and the past appears.  What I am saying is that

whenever past and future appear, it is together with the present, simultaneously, and 

naturally the present appears and being and non-being appear with it. So naturally the 
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present says, “Thank you.”  When you say, “Thank you,” what are you thanking?  Please 

carefully understand this principle.

And then this next line, I would like to totally ignore the translation that is there.  

This next line about clarity means that "Vast emptiness, not holy," is gone and past, 

present, and future are clearly manifest.  That is what Master Engo is trying to say.  It 

means that when past and future are manifest, the self is simultaneously, clearly, 

manifest.  The world prior to the manifestation of the world in which past, present, and 

future are manifest is the world in which there is no past nor present nor future, that is the

world of complete time, perfect time.  That world of perfect time, experience it yourself.  

The perfect state and the imperfect state, this first chapter of the Blue Cliff Record, 

clearly demonstrates both of those.  Perfect love, imperfect love, teaching both clearly, 

that is the first chapter of the Blue Cliff.  If you don’t understand this principle then of 

course Zen practice is going to be really hard and you are going to grow to hate it, so I 

want you to somehow open up your eyes and awaken to this principle, so that Zen 

practice is fun for you.  

If you become aware of this principle then you will also become aware that 

American democracy is Okay.  It is something that has been manifested within the 

process of the development of democracy toward true democracy, but it is now that we 

have to make the next step forward from now is the important time when we have to 

develop our democracy. 

I really haven’t spoken sufficiently on this part that I have spoken on up until 

now, but if I keep on trying to talk about this part, then I’ll never get anywhere and so, 

tomorrow, I’ll get to the part where the Emperor says, “Who is this person facing me?”

The End
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