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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

First Day General Sesshin 

January 2５, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XX 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
 “‘There are people in every quarter who assert that the ten thousand practices of the six 
paramitas constitute the Buddha-dharma.  But I say to you that they are merely methods of 
spiritual adornment, and of carrying on the Buddha’s work, they are not Buddha-dharma itself.  
Even those who keep the rules regarding food and conduct with the care of a man carrying a 
bowl of oil so as not to spill a drop, their Dharma eye not being clear they’ll have to pay up their 
debts, and the day will come when the cost of their food will be exacted from them.  Why is 
this so? 
 Since he entered the Way, but didn’t penetrate the principle 
 He returned in the flesh to repay the alms he’s received. 
 When the rich man reaches four score and one, 
 The tree will no longer produce the fungus. 
  
 Even those who live along on a solitary peak, or who eat their single meal at dawn, sit 
for a long time without lying down, and worship the Buddha at the six appointed hours of the 
day, all these are only men creating karma.  There are others who give away everything as 
alms: their heads and eyes, marrow and brains, states and cities, wives and children, elephants, 
horses, and the seven precious things.  But all such acts as these only cause suffering of body 
and mind, and instead invite future sorrow.  It is better to have nothing to do.  Better to be 
plain and simple.  Even though the bodhisattvas who have the completed mind of the tenth 
stage all search for traces of this follower the Way they can never find them.  Therefore it is 
said: All the devas rejoice, the gods of earth clasp his feet in adoration, and of all the Buddhas of 
the ten directions there are none who do not praise him.  Why is this so?  Because the man of 
the Way who is now listening to my discourse leaves no trace of his activity.” 

 
 The last time I gave teisho I said that this part of the Rinzai Roku is very easy to 

misunderstand, especially for people just beginning their Zen practice, and that is why I have 

decided to repeat giving teisho on it again, and again.   And today I would like to start talking 
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about the part where it says, “There are others who give away everything as alms: their heads 

and eyes, marrow and brains, states and cities, wives and children, elephants, horses, and the 

seven precious things.  But all such acts as these only cause suffering of body and mind.”  

This is what I mean by something that is easy to misunderstand.  If you just read the words 

here then I think it is very easy to make a mistake about what Rinzai means.  You might just 

think that something very ridiculous is trying to be said.   

 What Rinzai is talking about comes from the perspective of one true reality, of one true 

nature.  If you try to understand what he is saying from the perspective of an “I am” saying 

self it is impossible to understand.   

 You won’t be able to understand this part of the Rinzai Roku unless first you understand 

under what conditions your self is manifest in the first place, and under what conditions your 

self disappears.   

 We do appear in this world, and we appear in this world because we have met up with 

an activity; we can call it the activity of birth, or we can call it the activity of being manifest.   

 But can these selves of ours live in this world forever?  Can we make this world our 

home forever?  Of course we can’t.  Of course we will also meet up with the condition of 

having to disappear.   

 But unless you really manifest the wisdom that knows this basic principle you won’t be 

able to easily understand what is being said here. 

 Everybody, in general has similar desires, similar ways of thinking.  Everybody wants to 

be comfortable and live a long life.  And because of this in our human world we have this thing 

called culture in order to satisfy those desires.  And human morality was also thought up in 

terms of that kind of thinking, and those kind of desires.   

 But what Rinzai has to say here negates all of that, negates morality human beings have 

thought up, and negates human culture, and so what he says is the kind of thing that is very 
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difficult for us to really accept.   

 But even if we follow usual human morality and don’t do what we are told is bad, and 

try to do what we are told is good, we cannot escape from the things which make us suffer.  

And some people even think, “Wouldn’t it be better if we didn’t have human morality, life 

would be alot more fun if we didn’t.”  But this is a really difficult place to understand what 

Rinzai is saying, because he also is negating human morality and culture in this passage.    

 But you can’t forget that what he is saying now follows from what he said just 

previously when he talked about people “who eat their single meal at dawn, sit for a long time 

without lying down, and worship the Buddha at the six appointed hours of the day, all these are 

only men creating karma. ”  Those kind of activities, which are based on thinking about doing 

good and not doing bad, which are based on a kind of thinking which is in terms of human 

desire, whether it is wanting to eat a single meal at dawn, or wanting to eat delicious food all by 

your self without thinking of other people, or wanting to get a good night’s rest, that kind of 

thinking is what he was just previously addressing.  And all of those kinds of things are arising 

within the same activity of karma.  

 In Buddhism we name the activity which forms the world in which we live, and forms all 

of us the activity of karma.  And we are told that the idea of karma was given birth to by 

people in ancient India long before Buddhism appeared.  And the people in the old days 

believed that nothing could escape this activity of karma.   

 And then later another era was born in which people recognized the existence of a God 

which controlled this unique activity called karma, and they named that God Brahma.  And 

this is the kind of thing scholars study, and you probably could get a clearer picture of it if you 

asked them, not me. 

 And then came the teaching that is called Buddhism, and Buddhism adopted this 

language, and the Buddhists took up the idea of karma, and made it part of Buddhism.  And 
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the teaching of the so called Buddha who founded Buddhism was to say that there is no other 

activity apart from the activity of karma that forms this entire universe, and forms every 

existent thing in it.  But as I always say, it was also the position of Buddhism to negate the 

existence of any personified God that controlled the activity of karma.  But Buddhism also says 

that because we are imperfect, because we are incomplete human beings it is necessary for us 

to recognize the existence of an absolute being such as Brahma.  But Buddhism goes on to say 

that when we manifest ourselves as the perfect self, the complete human self then God or 

Brahma disappears.   

 This is what I always say, and so for those of you who have listened to teisho many 

times you already can manifest the wisdom that clearly knows, “Yes, that is just the way it is.” 

 And another thing the founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha emphasized in his teaching was 

that the activity of karma was comprised of two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  

And he named them in various ways.  He called them the activities of u and mu, or being and 

non-being; the activities of negation and affirmation; the activity which forms man and the 

activity which forms woman, the living activity and the dying activity, or the expanding activity 

and the contracting activity.  And at the beginning of his teaching life the Buddha named these 

two fundamental mutually opposing activities of living and dying, expanding and contracting 

the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.   

 And if we name the tatha-gata, thus-going activity plus, then the tatha-agata, 

thus-coming activity would be minus.  And it is my particular style of teaching to try to make it 

easier to understand, to simply use these words plus and minus to describe the two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities, and we save in Buddhism that when you have made 

all of both plus and minus your content, then you are manifesting the complete being, the 

perfect being, or we could say the Almighty.   

 The Almighty is the Almighty, the condition of the manifestation of the Almighty, and so 
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it is a condition that has no need argue about things such as whether there is an inside and an 

outside, or whether there is not an inside or an outside.   

 Some of you, even from just hearing this small part, are probably thinking it sounds 

rather complicated.  And it is difficult to understand.  But all I am saying is that when you 

make all of plus and minus your content then you are the perfect, complete self, and there is no 

Almighty, there is no Perfect Being apart from a self manifesting this perfect self.  And even 

quite a long time ago, borrowing language from other fields of study, we have called this 

condition the condition in which the self is negated and the absolute is manifest.   

 So, do you understand?  Those people who have come for the first time, it’s not so 

hard is it? 

 So if you cannot dissolve your “I am” self, if you cannot negate your “I am” self then the 

perfect state, the Almighty cannot be manifest.  There is nothing wrong with one “I am” self 

saying to another, “I love you,” but Buddhism says very clearly that true love cannot be 

manifest until your “I am” self is gone.  When the “I am” self is totally dissolved then the 

manifestation of the Almighty appears, and that is the activity of true love. 

 Everybody says that to study Zen is difficult, but they are all wrong about that.  There is 

nothing difficult about studying Zen, because everybody knows that we cannot live without 

love, and when true love is manifest, that is exactly when Zen appears, that is exactly when the 

Buddha-dharma is manifest.   

 And this condition of the Almighty, this perfect condition is the condition in which the “I 

am” self is completely absent, and so we say that this is an activity of knowing, an activity of 

wisdom that has no will and has no desire in it.  And nowadays I suppose people could call this 

activity the activity of absolute wisdom, or perfect wisdom, or the wisdom of the Almighty, but 

traditionally Buddhism has always called this the activity of prajna.   

 Whether you use the word prajna, or true love, or the Almighty, they are all referring to 
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the same thing.  But if you say, “I understand,” then you have already made a mistake.  

Why?  The moment somebody says, “I understand” that person is standing up upon the 

perspective of “I am.”  That is why it is a mistake.  

 Within the life of a loving couple there is no “I am.”  The moment an “I am” self 

appears then already  you are back into being just an ordinary human being thinking about 

what it might be like to live as a loving couple.  The conclusion reached here is that when it 

comes to true love, when it comes to the life of a loving couple, it is not the kind of thing that 

people on the outside should look at, and point to, and talk about. 

 The world which in general we call the world of morality is the world where we say, “Do 

good, and avoid evil.”  It is the world of karma.  As I have talked about before, morality in the 

human world is different wherever you go.  Each country, each group of people has their own 

morality.  A morality which would be an international morality is different than the moralities 

each individual group of people comes up with.  

 I myself have upon receiving a special permanent residence visa become at least  half 

American, and so I can think about America I suppose, and I think it is incumbent upon all of us 

to think about the democracy that America now has.  In the end is this style of democracy 

which is American democracy going to help America, and going to help the rest of the world, or 

not?  This is what I want all you young people to really throw yourselves into; really study 

democracy from a philosophical point of view and try to find out what kind of democracy true 

democracy would be.  Maybe it is fair to conjecture that unless a democracy is born which 

stands firmly upon the point of view of prajna, the point of view of perfect wisdom it isn’t going 

to be true democracy.  Of course the moment you fixate any kind of democracy that already 

will be not a complete, true kind of democracy.  When you take up any particular kind of 

democracy and fixate it, that is already a mistake.  That kind of democracy might be useful for 

the particular country it governs, but it won’t be useful in an international sense. 
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 This is just saying how it looks from a Buddhist perspective.  It isn’t as if we are going 

to go around country by country and tell everyone they should have some sort of universal 

democracy.  I am not interested in persuading people to do things in some universal way.  It 

is fine for each individual group of people to come up with their own system of democracy.  

The only reason I’m talking about it now is because from the point of view of we Buddhists 

when we look at America, and we think that America wants to be the world leader, we just 

want to say to young people, as something to refer to in your studies, that American democracy 

as it is, is inadequate.   

 And when I came to this country I knew it is pretty much a Christian country, and I was 

in no way planning to come here and go around telling people they should study Buddhism, or 

believe in Buddhism.  I have never tried to coerce people into believing in Buddhism.  I would 

never try to force people, or particularly persuade people to believe in Zen or Buddhism, or my 

Zen.  If somebody has their own idea that they want to try to believe in what I say, then that’s 

okay.   

 The position of Buddhism has always been the position that does not try to coerce 

people into believing in it.  And traditionally Buddhism has used another word to describe 

itself: shukyo 宗教, but unfortunately recently people have started translating the word 

shukyo, which literally means the teaching of the fundamental thing, as “religion.”  But true 

shukyo and religion are as different as heaven and earth.  And shukyo never proselytizes or 

coerces.  Shukyo, or in Sanskrit “shitan” or “shitanta” is completely different than any kind of 

religious teaching which asks you to have faith in a fixated, personified God.  The position of 

Buddhism, and especially the position of Zen is to ask students of Zen to manifest the wisdom 

for themselves which clearly grasps the very nature of this world which is our home, and the 

nature of all of us.  And in order to manifest this wisdom you must dissolve everything, you 

must even dissolve any notion of a fixated, personified God.  But it is not easy.  And it seems 
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as if for people who really believe in a personified God, a personified Almighty it is impossible 

for them to do this.   

 The position of Tathagata Zen is to say that the condition of the Almighty is the 

manifestation of the state of samadhi.  In other words true love is also the manifestation of 

samadhi.  Of course the Almighty is also the manifestation of samadhi.  Samadhi means a 

condition that has all of the activity that makes man and all of the activity that makes woman, 

all of the living and dying activities its content.   

 Everybody will say, “Well, that doesn’t seem like it would be possible for (little old) me 

to do that.”  But the position of Tathagata Zen is to say that everything, starting with human 

beings, but also including animals, and birds, and fish, and mosquitoes, everything is already 

manifesting true love.  And also we say that everybody, whether it is a small child, or an 

adolescent, or a young adult, or a fully grown adult, or an old person, we all are already 

experiencing samadhi.  Maybe some people who are into comparative religious studies would 

agree with that, but when we start saying that mosquitoes are manifesting samadhi I don’t 

think anybody says that except us. 

 But the position of Tathagata Zen is to say that it is only when the state of samadhi 

bursts open that the self appears that manifests the activity of knowing everything.  But what 

actually seems to happen is that even though we are human beings, and even though we have 

experienced samadhi, and even though we have been manifest through the condition of 

samadhi breaking open, when we are manifest here we don’t manifest the wisdom which 

knows everything, we just are the same as we always have been,  we all just immediately start 

asserting our “I am” selves.   

 It actually isn’t necessary for us to discuss what it might be like to be an animal, or a 

bird, or a fish, or a mosquito.  We can understand ourselves just by investigating ourselves.  

And what happens to we human beings is that when we are manifest from the condition of 
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samadhi breaking open we tend to always manifest the kind of consciousness which asserts the 

“I am” self. 

 The way we teach it to say that there are two basic types of  thinking which the “I am” 

self does when it is born.  There are two basic types of selves in the human world.  One type 

is the kind of knowing which is attached to the its “I am” self, and looks upon everything else 

from that perspective of being attached to itself.  And these kind of selves which are attached 

to themselves will forever be in a world of the separation of subject and object, and from that 

perspective of the attached “I am” self they will self centeredly, and arbitrarily decide what 

good and evil are in terms of their own self centered view.  They will decide, “I like this, I don’t 

like that.  That is beautiful, that is ugly.  That is good, that is evil.”  But Buddhism says, 

“That is the tyrannical self.”  Buddhism says that there is nothing more arrogant, or 

oppressive, or tyrannical than that kind of self.  How can you think that you can go around 

asserting your “I am” self without even thinking about where that “I am” self came from, or 

what is the true way of action of that “I am” self?  Who was it that decided that you could go 

around saying “I am” anyway? 

 But the other kind of self is the self which at once, immediately when it appears, when it 

is manifest, perceives everything as being manifest exactly together with it.  Heaven and 

earth, east and west, a tree, or a stone, or a fish, this sort of self recognizes all things as having 

been born simultaneously with it.  This kind of wisdom is founded on the perception of 

simultaneous functioning, and I will speak more about this as I go on, but the basic idea of 

simultaneous functioning is that everything; the sun, the moon, and all the stars, and all the 

oceans, and the mountains and the rivers, everything has been born exactly together with you.  

And the manifestation of this kind of wisdom, which we say inevitably will be manifest, the 

manifestation of the wisdom that every single thing is born together with you is what we call 

technically in Zen kensho 見性。And  when a Zen student has kensho there is nothing else he 
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or she can do but to be moved to tears.   

 When someone cries you can see that person crying, and there is no need to think, 

there is no need to figure anything out.  And then you will experience it as the most beautiful 

thing in this world.  When you see someone crying and immediately you feel some kind of 

question or some kind of doubt and the need to ask to ask them what is wrong or why they are 

crying, then it isn’t so beautiful anymore.  But if you are able to see someone crying and have 

no need to figure it out or to think about it, then you can experience it as the most beautiful 

thing. 

 So getting back to these two broad categories we have when the “I am” self is manifest 

when the state of samadhi bursts open: the first type is the “I am” self which fixates itself and 

then attaches to that fixated self; and the other type is the sort of self which has nothing it can 

do except to cry.    

 When you feel as if you are really understood by someone then naturally it makes you 

cry.  But there is also the opposite sort of crying where you think,“This person is an idiot!  

This person just won’t understand me!  No matter how much I try to explain the way I am this 

person just can’t get it!”  This makes us cry too.  They are both okay, but they’re different. 

 In Tathagata Zen we call the kind of knowing, the kind of wisdom which immediately 

recognizes everything as itself the wisdom of enlightenment.  And one way that we name 

these two categories is we say that those that are attached to their fixated “I am” selves are the 

ordinary people, and those that are manifesting the wisdom of enlightenment and seeing 

everything as themselves are the sages.   

 So it is fine, I guess, to search after what is good, (then you will have to avoid what is evil 

too, though), but you must remember that is not the perspective of the sage, that is the 

ordinary perspective.   

 And also if you are in the position of thinking that you have been saved by God then you 
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are recognizing a personified God or a personified Buddha that has saved you, and fixating that 

God or Buddha, and so there is no way around it, you are still in that perspective of the “I am” 

self, and that is different than the true perspective of shukyo, the true perspective of study of 

the fundamental thing.  Tathagata Zen very clearly defines the state of true salvation, and says 

true salvation will not be manifest until the “I am” self is completely gone.  True salvation is 

manifesting samadhi.  The moment there is an “I” who can say, “I am saved” it isn’t true 

salvation anymore.    

 When you put on a pair of shoes you really like that is already the unification of subject 

and object.  You are doing the activity which unifies the objective and subjective worlds, and 

so there is no state of samadhi apart from the activity of putting on shoes.   

 So I hope that you have at least gotten so far that this thing that we call karma is 

comprised of two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  And Rinzai goes that far, and 

then he goes on to talk in more detail about the activity.   

 And finally I’ve gotten back to what Rinzai is actually saying, but then the bell went 

“ching,” and this is just the part I was saying was so easy to misunderstand, but I must stop.   

 And this is where Rinzai expresses what can only be, maybe, expressed in English as 

great compassion, or true love.  In Buddhism we have a word “jihi 慈悲” which is usually 

translated as compassion, but it is a special word which is comprised of two Chinese characters, 

ji and hi, and each one of those characters expresses a particular kind of compassion, a 

different kind of compassion.  When we analyze true love we can see that it has both ji and hi 

in it. 

 But if I get into this it will take a long time.  I can’t just explain it in a flash, so I will wait 

until next time. 
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終 

the end 


