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As I mentioned yesterday this expression, “The affair of the sword blade” is something

rather difficult for people to grasp, to understand, for people who are just beginning this practice,

for that matter it’s rather difficult for people who have done the practice for quite a long while to

grasp, also.  Traditionally this expression that is translated for you in English as “The affair of

the sword blade” is interpreted in terms of the two Chinese characters.  In English it says sword

blade, but actually  kennin  in Japanese.  Sword or ken is a kind of sword that is double edged.

Where  nin refers to a sword that has only one blade and this is the basis of some traditional

interpretations.  So when we refer to a two edged sword, it means something that, right where it

is, is capable of cutting that which comes from the right just as easily as it can cut that which

comes from the left. 

So,  what  is  the meaning of the two edged sword?  What  is  the “sword blade affair”

referred to in today’s passage?  What you have to be able to perceive is that in the story that we

heard today, the monk asking the question, “What is the affair of the sword?” That monk has

understood that ‘The affair of the sword” is none other than the activity of the Dharma itself.

That’s the basis of that monk’s questioning.  What we mean by the activity of the Dharma is that

activity that never ceases to effortlessly connect with the right and connect with the left, make a

relationship with heaven, make a relationship with earth.  Yesterday I spoke in some detail about

how this activity of the Dharma not only creates the world in which we existing beings live, but

also is creating us.  It continually creates our world and us and our world. 

In  his  early  teaching  stage,  the  Buddha  referred  to  this  activity  as  the  activity  of

Tathagata.   And yesterday  I  explained  how this  term Tathagata  can  be  analyzed  in  to  two

elements, tatha-gata, which means the thus going in Sanskrit, and tatha-gata, which means the

thus coming in Sanskrit. And although it is the nature of these activities to be oppositely directed,

antithetical,  it  is  also  in  their  nature  to  come together.   This  is  how the Buddha taught  his
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disciples.  As I explained in some detail yesterday, the reason that these two activities can come

together is that they act in one space.  They share a single world and therefore, as the Buddha

described, they will inevitably encounter each other.  If these two activities, the going and the

coming, were to have a self, then when they encounter each other, they would naturally ask, “

Where do you come from?”  If asked, the plus activity, in other words, that activity that makes

male were to be asked, “Where do you come from? What is your Source?” You would have to

say,  “I  come from the source of  thus-going.”  And likewise,  if  we take  just  for  the sake  of

explaining, the activity of minus, to be the female then the woman when asked, “Where do you

come from?”  She would have to answer in exactly the same way; “I come from the source.”

Both male and female come from the Source.  

Yesterday  I  explained  that  when  these  two  activities  encounter,  the  reason  that  they

encountered is that the plus, by doing the activity of plus, has experienced exactly half of the

totality  of  their  shared  space.   Analogously,  minus  by  doing  the  activity  of  minus  has

experienced half of their shared world and therefore at that midpoint they meet.  And so it makes

perfect sense that because they have come together by experiencing half of their shared space

that they should feel, “Oh, it’s so good to be with you.” But, as I mentioned, if we were to speak

of plus and minus as though they had an "I am" claiming self, then that "I am" claiming self

would be not completely satisfied just  by encountering.  And also yesterday I  explained that

because of being dissatisfied with merely meeting, they would have the will to inevitably break

through merely meeting,  merely encountering,  and pass into each other, so that minus could

experience the source of plus and plus could experience the source of minus.  

But of course, really, no one can actually see the doing that I am calling plus and minus.

Why?  Because in the world of just plus and minus there actually is no self that has arisen yet to

look  at  anything  as  an  object.  And  that’s  why,  according  to  the  oral  transmissions  of  the

Tathagata  Zen  tradition,  the  Buddha  taught  his  disciples  that  these  two  activities  function

spontaneously and effortlessly without will or desire.  So, there really is no human emotion in

this activity.  Plus and minus encounter and then they interpenetrate. Plus simply, automatically,

reaching the source of minus, and conversely.   And when plus reaches the source of minus it no
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longer needs to do the activity of plus.  And analogously with minus. When minus reaches the

source of plus, minus no longer needs to do the activity of contraction.  But both plus and minus

always are manifesting their basic natures. And so, when plus and minus reach the sources of

their  respective opposite  member,  they immediately turn around and head back to their  own

source, their intrinsic source.  This is simply in the nature of nature.  

But, according to Tatha-gata Zen, even when plus wants to go back to its native source of

plus, because it’s abiding in the place of minus, it can’t simply do that.  What it has to do is

actually transform into the activity of minus if it hopes to return to the source of plus.  And it is

the same for the minus activity.  As soon as it reaches the source of plus it would like to just turn

around and reverse it’s course but it can’t just do that, as minus.  It has to actually turn into plus

in order to get back to minus.  And so, it is constrained to do the activity of plus and through that,

minus is able to go back to its intrinsic home base. 

Now what Buddhism teaches is that we could conceive of these essential natures of plus

and minus as a sort of self that plus and minus have, because it is their character to be plus and

minus.  Now this sort of plus and minus character, or self, is not held onto, is not fixated, and it is

precisely because the plus and minus do not hold onto their intrinsic character or so-called self,

that they are able automatically to mutually transform into each other.  And in our tradition, we

call this activity of transformation the taking on of the guise of another, almost the way a spirit or

specter might take on this or that form.  One is capable of literally transforming.  So, this is the

essence of transformation: to be able to take on the guise, to manifest the doing of what one

actually is not.  So, you have to understand that this transforming, as we speak of it from the

essentials of Buddhism, this transforming into other is really quite different from what would be

implied by the English translation of the word reincarnation.  It is also very different from what

the Christians refer to as incarnation.  

If a man is able to wear the face of a woman, we say he has transformed into the woman.

Or, it’s like a woman putting on a mask of a man, now that woman appears in the guise of a man.

But, in the case of the Source, they don’t put on this or that mask.  They, as they are, transform

their  entire  being  into  the other  by simply  doing the  doing that  is  the  so-called  other.   So,
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although we are constantly talking and thinking about our gender distinctions, man vs. woman, it

is the very nature of the activity of man to be able to do the activity of woman, and conversely.

So, it’s crystal clear.  When the male reaches the source of female, he transforms into female and

looks back at his native village, but can’t see it.  And the same thing is true for the woman.

Reaching the source of man, she transforms into man and attempting to turn around, she looks to

her source, her own native village, but cannot gaze upon it.  

Each has only has experience half of the complete space.  So when they attempt to look

back at their own sources respectively, their own native villages, it is utterly impossible because

their shared space is like a sphere and half of that sphere is shadowed, eclipsed, and invisible.

What is needed is to manifest the wisdom that understands the underlying principle of which I

am now speaking.   Although plus and minus cannot directly, at that point, know their sources

because  the  Source  is  shadowed,  eclipsed.   They are  capable,  quite  capable,  of  thinking or

considering about their sources. You can understand by this that to think about something is very

different indeed from knowing it!

Now, I know it is a little bit complicated.  But according to Tathagata Zen, what is going

on here is that they have manifested a new self that they can see, but they cannot know their

sources because the Source is in shadow.  In other words, seeing themselves gets into the way of

seeing their respective sources.  Yesterday, I explained why this is so.  When plus and minus

meet, in order for them to break thorough their meeting and separate, they need to produce a

space in between. And they do that by each contributing, pouring forth as it were, a tiny fraction

of their respective doings.  Plus contributes a hundred millionth of plus. Minus contributes a

hundred millionth of minus. Of course when plus, a hundred thousandth, and minus, a hundred

thousandth, are added together, the sum is zero. So it’s a kind of zero.  Now that little zero,

according to  Tathagata  Zen,  is  the bud, the primordium of  the self  which sees  and is  seen.

Certainly it is zero but it is not complete zero.  What is meant by complete zero is that which

comes about when the totalities of plus and minus add together and unite. That is the state that

comes about when plus completely experiences minus and conversely. So, this state that comes

about by plus and minus passing through each and issuing forth this tiny fraction of themselves
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certainly it deserves to be called zero, but in no way does it deserve to be called complete zero. 

The essential point of Buddhism is that completeness and zero are exactly the same thing.

What we ask you to carefully contemplate, clearly contemplate in your zazen, is that incomplete

zero is utterly surrounded by the complete zero. And the reason that plus and minus cannot see

their respective sources, their respective native villages, so to speak, is that this incomplete zero

is  in  between,  eclipsing  their  view so to  speak,  blocking their  view. So, all  they can see is

themselves.  So, we could say that metaphorically, this incomplete zero, which could be referred

to as the child of Tathagata, casts a shadow over the source of tatha-agata and tatha-gata. That’s

why both considering and thinking are looked upon as the same activity, because they involve

making  discrimination.   But,  they  are  distinct  from  knowing!   Plus  and  minus,  therefore

inevitably conceive the ambition to know that which they have been thinking about, to actually

know their sources.  The source that they have been considering in the sense of thinking that

behind this shadow my source must exist.  Plus reaching the source of minus transforms into

minus and begins the activity of returning to his source by doing the activity of contraction.  And

minus returns to her source by doing the activity of expansion, an activity without a scintilla of

will or desire.   And this spontaneous process is the activity of Tathagata or as the Buddha later

referred to it, the activity of Dharma.  So thus-coming and thus-going are acting without any will

or desire. 

In the course of returning to their respective sources, plus and minus once again encounter

the place of their child.  And plus can clearly see its plus offspring and minus can clearly see her

contribution,  her  minus  creation.  Thereupon,  that  which  was  originally  plus  and  is  now

functioning in the guise of minus, can once again take up plus. And that which was originally

minus and is functioning in the guise of plus, can hereupon once again take up minus and now

there is just pure plus and pure minus and the return becomes possible,  is achieved. But do

understand, what I am describing to you right now is an enormously challenging undertaking! To

really  come to  the  place  in  your  practice  where  you have  really  understood this,  is  a  huge

achievement.  In any event, when plus is able to return to source of plus and minus is able to

return to the source of minus, then they have mutually experienced the totality of their shared
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space. And having experienced the totality of their shared space, they come to possess that space,

to know that they possess that space and a new state arises.  

And what is this new state?  This is the state of absolute completeness.  Plus and minus

are  now  totally  united  in  sharing  one  world.   And  this  might  well  be  referred  to  as  the

manifestation  of  total  love.   You are  always  preoccupied  with  the  conviction;  “I  can’t  live

without  love”.   How about  it?   Can you clearly  manifest  the  wisdom that  understands  that

inevitably plus and minus come to completion?  So, when plus and minus have reached their

respective sources, you must understand that they have only experienced half of zero.  And what

Tathagata Zen proclaims is that on the way to complete love, inevitably, incomplete love arises.

And that complete love comes about precisely through the dissolution of the incomplete love and

the return to the intrinsic sources of the two sides of the Source.  And what you are being asked

to do by Tathagata Zen is to clearly manifest the wisdom that clearly knows what true love is,

that understands the whole process of completeness. 

And the basis of the whole thing from the very beginning, is that the self that claims "I

am", is not a thing.  When one manifests an incomplete self, one is manifesting incomplete love.

And that’s when thinking occurs.  In Buddhism, in Tathagata Zen, we have this expression “total

wisdom”.  What is total wisdom?  Total wisdom is merely the conversion of thinking into the

total activity of thinking wherein there is no need to think anymore. This is called true knowing. 

What we mean by this activity of the Dharma is this doing that vibrates between uniting

and separating.  And that activity can be described in human terms in our tradition terms of the

activity of love.  And what we mean by Buddhism is the teachings of the Buddha.  This is the

teaching of the Buddha.  So if you understand this, then you understand what is meant by the

expression “We cannot  live  without  love.”   You understand that  without  the  activity  of  the

Dharma we do not come into existence and without the activity of the Dharma we don’t pass out

of existence, either.  And therein lies the difficulty, the challenge of Zen practice, because Zen

practice is designed to manifest the wisdom that understands clearly how nature works at the

deepest level. But Buddhism is also quick to point out that all of existence from the rocks, the

plants, the bugs, the birds, the beasts, up to humans, all existence in fact, participates in the
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activity of the Dharma, without any particular this or that. 

Most existing things have not developed the ability to think the way that human beings

do.  That activity doesn’t arise in them in the human way, anyway.  Our human tragedy is that

we participate  in  the  same activity  of  the  Dharma directly  just  like  all  animals  do,  and yet

precisely because we evolved this special ability amongst animals, the ability to think, we get

caught up in that and can’t know what we do. Look at humanity!  Every damn one of them is

constantly thinking, “This is the way it is.  That is the way it is,” constantly caught in their own

perspective.   Inevitably, what do you expect?  You’re going to get wars.  What a miserable,

horrible condition it is to be human! 

So the monk asked about the activity of the Dharma, using the metaphor of the two edged

sword that can cut any way with complete freedom.  So unless you understand something about

the activity of the Dharma, you can’t appreciate the question of the monk.  Who was it who first

used a two edged sword as a metaphor for the activity of our spiritual source?  Well, we’re out of

time. So I will talk about that tomorrow.

終

The end
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