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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

First Day General Sesshin 

January 19, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XIX 

       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.” 

 

 During the previous teisho I talked about the six paramitas of dana, sila, patience, effort, 

meditation, and wisdom.  And I said that in general people think that to practice those six 

paramitas, those six virtues, is to do the complete practice of Mahayana Buddhism.  I think the 

translator mispronounced the first paramita, it is ‘dana’ giving , or to give yourself, not ‘Dharma, 

as in dharmadhatu.”  The first paramita is to give your self.  And as I just said generally people 

think that Mahayana Buddhism is constituted through practicing these six paramitas. 

 But, then here Rinzai says, “Although that is not actually a mistaken view, I don’t accept 

that view.”  

 And as I said in the previous teisho we cannot just go around naked, and so we wear 
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clothes, and we try to take care of our appearance, and we even put on make up, and we do this 

or that thing in order to better mingle with other people, associate with other people.  Usually 

when we are getting ready to go out in front of other people, in public, we try not to go out 

looking like slobs, we try to preserve the proper etiquette in the way we go out, and not go out in 

an ill mannered way.  So this custom Americans have to put neckties on even for just going out 

to a restaurant is a good custom.  But when I look at the people who come to hear teisho, or 

come for sanzen it seems like they don’t even go to as much trouble of trying to make 

themselves look presentable as they do when they go to restaurants.  The slobs are in the 

majority.  I guess it is fair to say that most people think that going to sanzen, or doing Zen 

practice, or hearing teisho is at a lower level than going out to a restaurant.  This is what I have 

had to put up with all these years.  

    Rinzai says, “The practice of the six paramitas is just like adorning your body, is just 

like adorning your body with various kinds of etiquette.  It isn’t the true teaching of Buddhism.”  

But oppositely he also says that there is no Buddhism apart from these six paramitas.  It is very 

important to be able to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows what he means by both of 

these things. 

 So then he gives a specific example and starts talking about rules of conduct.  And the 

first rule he mentions is the rule of how to eat.   

 And actually this character in the original, the “sai 斎 “ of “jisai 自斎” means the 

activity which unifies your disturbed heart, unifies the heart which is in a commotion.  Isn’t that 

true?  If you eat something, or drink coffee, or something like that, then your activity of heart or 

mind becomes unified.   Of course sometimes the activity of eating or drinking is done half 

heartedly, or half in play, or half as a game, but if we really do correct eating or drinking, then 

through these activities of eating food or drinking tea our scattered minds will be unified.  That 

is the meaning of our chanting sutras before we eat.  Of course when you get into it you can talk 

about all sorts of different meanings to the practice of chanting sutras before we eat, but anyway, 
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just simply we can say that when our stomachs are empty then our minds get scattered, and so in 

order to unify that scattered mind we eat something.  In the same way, when we are really 

thirsty then we suffer, and in order to relieve that suffering we drink.  It isn’t simply to console 

our egos that we drink.  Drinking is one form of practice to unify our scattered minds. 

 Likewise when we talk of the sila, there is no practice of sila apart from the unification of 

the self.  Usually people translate the sila in terms of “Don’t do this or that bad thing,” and of 

course you can interpret the sila like that.  But the true meaning of the sila is to do the activity 

which unifies your activity of heart or mind.   

 But in Tathagata Zen we also say that true Zen is not simply to do the activity of unifying 

your scattered or disturbed mind, there is more to it than that.  Not only is Zen to unify the 

scattered mind, but the activity of true Zen also includes taking that mind which has been unified 

and scattering it out, distributing it outward again.   

 The practice of the sila is Zen, and we know that Zen is the practice of the plus and minus 

activities, and so we can see clearly that the sila also are comprised of the plus activity and the 

minus activity.  The activity of the sila is the activity of Zen.  And the activity of Zen is the 

activity of the Dharma.  And when we look carefully at the Dharma activity we see that within 

the  Dharma activity there is neither good nor evil. 

 So what about this action of imploring people to do good and avoid evil?  Who is it that 

gives rise to these things we call good and evil?   

 Of course as I always say, when plus and minus separate from each other then the “I am” 

self is born.  And that “I am” self seeks out things that will benefit itself, and tries to avoid 

things that are inconvenient to itself, and from this activity good and evil are formed.  But in 

Buddhism we say that the true activity of the self growing and maturing cannot occur if the self 

only takes up that which is convenient to the self, and avoids that which is inconvenient to the 

self.   

 If you understand this principle then you will understand that originally there is neither 
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good nor evil.  But this is difficult to understand. 

 But if you really understand the principle behind the birth of the self, and the maturation 

of the self then there will be nothing difficult to understand. 

 And then Rinzai says that for people who don’t understand this basic principle, no matter 

how much they stand up and say, “Don’t do bad!  Do good!”  They will never become the real 

thing.  

 And then he takes an expression from the sutras and he talks about carrying a bowl of oil 

without spilling it.  For example, if you take a cup, and fill it totally to the brim, and then walk 

twenty five miles without spilling a drop, now that would be the most excellent activity.  Maybe 

that would be the activity which has no good or evil in it.  If you really can do that kind of 

action then, although people watching might say, “Oh, that’s really good,” the activity itself has 

gone beyond both good and bad.  But if you rush then you are definitely going to spill some.  

And I guess if you spill some then we can say that is a bad thing to do. 

 But if you are very clear in your thinking and see that the spilling of the oil is a result of 

the Dharma activity, and if the oil doesn’t spill that it also a clear result of the Dharma activity, 

then you won’t be tied up by thinking that spilling is bad, and not spilling is good.  When we 

look at this human world we can see that innumerable, countless situations that people judge as 

being either good or bad appear.  And just as he says here, “Their Dharma eye not being clear 

they will have to pay up their debts.”  What he means is that if your Dharma eye is clear then 

you will see clearly that whether the oil spills or doesn’t spill, that action of either spilling or not 

spilling is simply a result of the Dharma activity, an action which occurs through the Dharma 

activity and there is nothing good or bad about it. 

 The expression, “Dogen  道眼 , the way’s eye,” that means the clear seeing of the 

Dharma activity, the clear understanding of the Dharma activity.  So if we say the Dharma eye 

is not clear, then who is it that makes it unclear, who obscures the clarity of the Dharma eye?  

That is you!  The self which makes the Dharma activity unclear is that very self which thinks 
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that which is convenient to itself is good and that which is inconvenient to itself is bad.  That 

self which does that kind of thinking, makes the Dharma activity unclear through that kind of 

thinking.   

 Those of us who cannot make the Dharma activity clear are going to have some debts to 

pay.  In our human world we do have debts, and people get in trouble, and so they have to go 

into debt, and they have to pay their debts, but the foundation of the necessity of going into debt 

is the unclarity of the Dharma eye.  Isn’t that true?  An ant or a mosquito: they live their whole 

lives through without ever getting into debt.  Only people live in debt.  What he saying is that 

all of us who do not have clear Dharma eyes, without fail, will be getting into debt as we live.   

 A day will come without fail when you are told, “Pay back the cost of your food!”  This 

is an interesting way that Rinzai explains this.  For those of you who do not owe any money, 

and who do not have to suffer through sometime having to pay it back, you might not understand 

what he is saying, but if you do owe money then you probably understand the feeling he is 

talking about. 

 Why is it that we come to have to pay a debt?  If you live your life freely following the 

Dharma then there will be no debts to pay.  If an ant or mosquito lives their life following the 

Dharma activity then there will be no suffering or struggle in their life.  But here comes a 

mosquito, “errrrr” flying towards you, and you get your hand ready and follow it, and then the 

mosquito lands on our forehead, and “pa!” And next the mosquito lets out a cry of anguish, and 

dies.  The reason why the mosquito met such a bitter end was because he should have just 

stayed in his own home, in his own world of residence, but instead he decided to go to the place 

he thought would be more beneficial for himself, and that is why he got it. 

 For those of you who are monks, and wearing the koromo, (and actually it is not that 

much different; when you think carefully about it is really the same problem for you who are not 

monks too), but anyway for those of you who are monks, you are not doing the work of a farmer, 

you don’t have a real job, and yet everyday, you are not skipping any meals, you are eating all 
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the time.  In Buddhism we say that the nature of being a practitioner is to live you life through 

receiving charity from others.  

 But when you look more carefully, even if you are a fisherman or a farmer, nobody can 

really survive without receiving something from others, without receiving some charity.  So we 

all make ourselves through receiving alms, but what kind of alms are these that we receive in 

order to make ourselves?  We receive the alms of the plus and minus activities, and through that 

we can live.   

 Rinzai is warning us though, and telling us that without fail the time will come when we 

will have to repay these alms, so  don’t forget that.  But it is hard to understand what he really 

means.  I think people can pretty well understand that they are living through receiving alms 

from others.  But Buddhism goes on to say that without fail all of us will have to stand up in the 

position of the one giving alms.   

 Rinzai is saying that for we monks we must not forget that the time will inevitably come 

when we will have to stand up in the position of giving back those alms we have received.  We 

will have to do the activity of giving our selves.   

 We are all doing the activity of living, and through doing the living activity we continue 

our lives.  And to do the activity of living means to eat both plus and minus, and through that 

grow.  If you eat only the plus activity and forget to eat the minus activity then you will get 

digestive problems; your stomach or intestines will get sick.  But because we do eat both then 

the things that we eat come out, and we are able to grow. 

 So Rinzai says very clearly that this thing we call the self without fail will stand up in the 

position of having to give charity, give alms.  But, as I said before, there are people who having 

stood up in the position of giving alms actually cannot do the activity of giving of alms, and that 

is the end of it, they just can’t.  For those of us who, when it is our turn to do the activity of 

giving cannot do it; when it is our turn to do the activity of giving alms, cannot do it, then, as 

Rinzai says, without fail the day will come, the season will come, when the cost of our food will 
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be exacted from us. 

 Rinzai is simply summarizing something that has already been written in the Nirvana 

Sutra. 

 And then when he says, “When the rich man reaches four score and one the tree will no 

longer produce the fungus.”  I think there is no way you can really understand this just reading 

what is written here.  You have to understand the context from the Nirvana Sutra to understand 

it.  So to tell the story: this story is based on a story about the fifteenth successor after 

Shakyamuni, Kanadeva, and after Kanadeva finished his practice he went to a place called 

Bonma Jotoku.  And there was one rich man (maybe this actually means old man “長者 

choja”) who lived in Jotoku who had a tree in his garden, and every day an amazing mushroom 

would grow on that tree.  And the man who lived in the house ate that mushroom, but everyday 

it grew back.  But in the story it says that nobody else knew about this; the man himself and his 

second child were the only ones who ate the mushroom or saw the mushroom.  What on earth is 

being talked about here? 

 We all must do the activities of living and dying.  But who is our partner in doing those 

activities of living and dying?  Of course it is the activities of plus and minus we eat in order to 

live.  

 And so Kanadeva, the fifteenth patriarch in India, hearing this story he went to visit the 

man’s house to see what was happening.  And the Rich Man of Jotoku asked Kanadeva to 

explain this mysterious and incomprehensible phenomenon of everyday this beautiful and 

delicious mushroom growing on the tree, and harvesting it everyday, and eating it everyday, but 

it immediately growing back everyday.  It mysteriously never was exhausted.  It always grew 

back.   Kanadeva answered and said, “One of your ancestors, I don’t know, two or three 

generations ago, really gave a lot of charity to a certain Buddhist monk.   And that monk, 

although he received very much charity from your ancestor was not able to repay it.  And that 

mushroom which is appearing in your garden everyday just for your sake and the sake of your 
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second child, that mushroom you eat everyday is that monk who was unable to repay the 

kindness's of your ancestor.  The monk becomes that mushroom every single day, and grows in 

your garden to be eaten by you.”  But after Kanadeva told this story to the man the mushroom 

stopped appearing.  The rich man became eighty one, or we can say became ninety, whatever it 

was, a certain time came, and then the mushroom stopped growing on the tree.   

 To really be able to explain the principle behind this so that all of you could understand it 

would take a long time.   

 We say clearly in Buddhism that we all will inevitably arrive at the condition of no longer 

needing to do living, and so we must manifest this condition of no longer needing to do living 

ourselves.  We will come to the point where we have eaten all of plus and all of minus, and at 

that time plus and minus disappear, plus and minus are gone, and the complete self is manifest.  

That is when there is no longer anything to seek.  And the expression Rinzai uses here to 

express this state of the complete self is “To live alone on a solitary peak.”  

 This rich man in the story lived to be eight one years old.  But what about all of you?  I 

want to see you try to live for as long as it takes to do the activity of living until it doesn’t need 

to be done anymore.  I want you to try to work until you reach the condition of no longer 

needing to do living.  What Rinzai is saying is that if you don’t understand this basic principle 

of not needing to do the activity of living anymore then you’ll do all sorts of things, but none of 

them will be of any use.   

 Rinzai says that when night comes to not sleep, and instead sit up and do zazen; that’s a 

good thing.  Or to keep harmony with your friends; that’s a good thing.   Or to not rest when 

everybody else is resting, to work instead; that is also a good thing.  But the sort of person who 

does these good things is (often) tied up by some kind of thinking, some way of thinking, and if 

they do these activities from the position of being tied up by some way of thinking, then they 

will never be able to manifest the true way of being of a person.   

 But even if you are able to do living to the point where living doesn’t need to be done 
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anymore you cannot stop at that point.   

 As I always say, when the condition of no longer needing to do living is reached then the 

plus activity can rest, but immediately then the minus activity wakes up and takes the lead.  The 

world in which living no longer needs to be done has been manifest, and that world is the perfect 

world, or the complete world, or the condition of the origin.  And when that world is manifest it 

is the minus activity who is leading in the activity which maintains that world, which causes that 

world to continue its existence.  But that condition of the perfect world is, as I always say, a 

condition which is occurring through an activity that has no will.  There is no “I am” self within 

that condition.  The self is completely gone.  

 You have to do your zazen clearly contemplating this principle. 

 (What time is it?  Shika, “Nine twenty five, five more minutes.”  I’m sorry I interrupted 

myself to ask what time it is, but I forgot my watch today, and I sort of had the feeling we were 

running out of time, because people’s heads were swaying in that taking-a-nice-nap sort of way 

that they do, so that is why I asked the Shika.) 

 Within this perfect condition of the activity which has no will plus and minus are acting, 

doing their activity of unifying and facing repetitively, alternately over and over.  Is that the 

material world?  The “I am” self is completely gone in that activity.  So it is not really a 

question of being material or spiritual.  It is not a question that is asked.  That world is neither 

black nor white.  It is just not possible to attach any names to this world.  Because it is simply 

acting without will.  And that is why we say it is the activity of emptiness.   

 But then, without fail, eventually, that will-less activity of emptiness will break open, and 

the self will be born who must do the activity of dying.  And right then, simultaneously, mother 

and father are manifest.  And if we call the self which is manifest the present moment, then 

simultaneously the worlds of future and past are manifest.  Zen practice is to manifest the 

wisdom which clearly knows this principle, but it is very difficult to really understand.  But 

anyway the self is born, and that self must do the activity of dying.  And the next thing Rinzai 
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talks about is the activity of dying.   He 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.”  But I will talk about this part 

tomorrow. 

 

終 

the end 


