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During this very first time that Rinzai takes the high seat and gives a Dharma

talk, during this very first part of the discourses section of the Rinzai Roku, following

right after the first questioner, another monk comes up to question Rinzai.  Even from

just  seeing this  one scene you can understand just  how seriously  the monks were

practicing with Rinzai.

The  first  monk  approached  and  asked  about  the  great  meaning  of  Buddha-

dharma, that is to say he asked, “What is the cardinal principle of the teaching of the

enlightened ones?”  But what about this second monk who asks a question?  Please

listen carefully to his question, and grasp the feeling he had as he was asking it!

The first  monk was able  to  ask  about  the  great  meaning of  Buddha-dharma

because he already understood what the meaning of Buddha-dharma is.  As for the

second question, you have to carefully and completely see to the very heart of the fact

that the monk who asks the second question also already knows the answer to his own

question.  He asks, “What is your lineage?  Whose disciple are you?” 

If  you  want  to  talk  about  frightening  situations,  then  this  certainly  is  a  very

frightening situation. 

The question is, “Whose Zen have you received?  Who did you receive the tenet

of your style of Zen from?”  To really understand this question is no small thing.  Even if

you practice for five or six years you cannot expect to really understand the tenet behind

this question.  It is just as if the monk is asking,   “Whose child are you?”  There is no

one who doesn’t have a mother and father.  Tathagata Zen, however, doesn’t take this

question lightly.  When you are asked, “Who are your mother and father?” in Tathagata

Zen,  we  take  the  answer  to  that  question  as  an  important  and  serious  problem.
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Everybody will probably say, “I was born from my mother and father,” but who were the

mother and father born from?  Don’t you already know that Tathagata Zen teaches that

to simply say, “I was born from my mother and father,” is the usual human point of view,

but you cannot find true satisfaction from that sort of thinking.  That sort of question and

answer are the kind of questions and answers that come from fixating the human world. 

Before the appearance of the human world, already there was the animal world.

And, after all, in the animal world  the condition was also that birth occurred from mother

and father.  In this way we can think that in the animal world, bird, world, caterpillar

world, and plant world birth occurs from mother and father.  However, actually, in the

worlds of  animals, birds, mosquitoes, and plants we cannot truly say that birth occurs

from mother and father in the same way that it happens in the human world.  Humans,

animals, and birds are, broadly speaking, all born in the same way from mothers and

fathers.  But what about plants?  How would you answer the question about the birth of

plants?  You cannot say that plants are born from mothers and fathers in the same way

as people are.  Although children might be able  to point to seeds, and say, “These are

the mothers and fathers of plants!”  What about stones?  Where were the stones born

from?  In the same way you cannot talk about stones having mothers and fathers.  So

where were they born from?  Perhaps you can come to think that the stones have fallen

from heaven.   

Thinking in this way it can be seen that the condition of birth is different for every

different thing.

However,  (Although  the  births  of  everything  are  different  from  each  other)

everything will, in the same way, disappear.  Whether it is a human being, animal, bird,

mosquito, fish, or plant, we all, in the same way, will disappear.  In the same way we all

disappear into the world of death.  

All things go to the world of death when they die, and, actually, all existent beings

who are born are born into the world of birth, the world of needing to do living, in the

same way.  
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The world in which everything must do living, and the world that everything must

do dying in, is the same world.  The world of appearing and the world of disappearing

are the same one world. 

The problem is that this monk is fully grasping this principle (of One World), when

he asks his question, “Whose tenet have you succeeded?  What style of Zen have you

inherited?”  You have to really notice, from this point of view,  what an awesome and

frightening question the question the monk asks is.

Before the appearance of existent beings there were no stones and no human

beings either.   Because everything has appeared the world  of  distinctions appears.

Before  everything  appeared  there  was  no  such  thing  as  distinctions.   The  monk

understood this, and from his state of understanding he asks his question.

If you look upon this scene in a superficial way, then even if you read the Rinzai

Roku  endlessly, over and over again, you will never be able to grasp the tenet Rinzai is

expressing.

How did Rinzai answer?  This is also a frightening thing.

Maybe the monk approached Rinzai thinking that Rinzai was going to answer his

question by saying something along the lines of what I, this old tottering Roshi sitting

before you now, always say.  In other words, maybe this monk thought  that Rinzai

would answer his question by saying what I always say, that We all appear from the

same  condition of the origin.  

The important thing is how you see this scene, how you understand this question

and answer.

No matter what the monk was thinking, the way Rinzai responded to the monk

was, in fact, nothing we could think of.  He answered in a wild, preposterous way! (途方

もない). 

For you, now, what is important is to grasp whether Rinzai’s response and my

response are the same or different.  Is the way Rinzai responds different or the same as

to say “All things appear from the condition of the origin.”  
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What did Rinzai answer?

Often Rinzai refers to himself as      “mountain monk,” but here he just refers to

himself using the usual word that most people use for “I.”  He says “Ware 我!”  This is a

frightening “I.”  He means, “I was born just in the same way as all of you.”  It is an

extremely strong word.  

He says, “When I was practicing at Obaku’s place, three times I asked him about

the great meaning of Buddha-dharma (The same question that was just asked by the

other monk) And all three times he clobbered me!”  “Three times” means kindly and

carefully.  To be beaten three times means to have been beaten with great care and

kindness.   It  means  that  “I  was  instructed  with  great  care  and  kindness  into  the

fundamental tenet of my   question.”  

What Rinzai is saying is, “Three times I had the experience of being born, but all

three times I was also carefully taught to have the experience of dying.”  It is only when

you can understand it  like this that for  the first  time you can know where Rinzai  is

coming from.  This is how you have to give teisho about this!  

When you hear that Rinzai experienced being born and dying three times with

Obaku, you can’t just leave it at that.  You have to make it your own personal problem,

and  ask  yourself,  “What  about  me!?   Everyday!   Today!   How  many  times  do  I

experience being born and dying?!”  

To the extent that you can really grasp the fundamental reason of the way things

are concerning the inevitably of all appearance then disappearing, you can also grasp

what it means for Rinzai to have questioned Obaku three times and been hit all three

times.  

From this you can really  for the first time understand the principle of appearing

and hiding, being born and dying.  

When you see the monk in this scene you have to understand his action as

standing up as a representative of everyone.  Standing in the place of everyone he asks

the fundamental question about the nature of our birth, our appearance.  You can only

4



really understand this scene from the point of view of utter sincerity and seriousness in

your practice. 

I always tell you about the fundamental principle of how everything appears from

the condition of the origin, and then disappears back into the same condition of the

origin, and from this question and answer, hopefully, finally you can understand it.

You should also, I expect, be able to understand from this exactly what kind of

activity birth is, appearing is.

To say it kindly, the condition of the origin is the Great Cosmos itself.  There is no

condition of the origin other than this Great Cosmos.  This is the teaching of Buddhism.  

Sometimes this  Great  Cosmos manifests  itself  as two states in  opposition to

each other.  And as I always tell you, when there is a crack, when there is a crevice,

when there is imperfect space in between those two conditions that are facing each

other, that crack is the very foundation of existent beings.  That crack, that crevice is the

foundation of imperfect space.  That is the foundation of existences.   That is the very

beginning of a self.  

When the self is born, simultaneously past and future also appear.  

When Rinzai says, “I,”  well, when that “I am” manifests itself as the complete,

perfect “I am” then there is no longer any past or future.  There are, however, times

when the “I am” appears with imperfect plus and minus as its content, with tatha-gata

and tatha-agata imperfectly  made content,  and when this  happens,  plus and minus

themselves are also imperfect, and appear as past and future.  And what about that “I

am”?  What about that “I” that Rinzai uses to refer to himself here?  Because he uses

the particular word “Ware,  我 ,  or Ga  ”  我 that he uses, necessarily that means the

imperfect self, the self that has plus and minus incompletely as its content.  When the

imperfect “I” appears then necessarily, inevitably past and future simultaneously appear.

As for this principle, first  you have to really understand it,  and from that true

understanding of the principle the strong will that knows you must then practice it will

arise.  Of course, if you understand the principle then you will understand that it is the
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very nature of everyone to have to come to manifest the complete self, and following

from that you will see that is what practice is.  You will see that you must practice, and

the  nature  of  practice  is  to  become  the  complete  self.   And  following  from  this

realization, of course, practice will become fun.  

What is practice?  What is Zen practice?  You should be able to understand what

Zen practice is already from listening to this!

The imperfect self will undoubtedly become the perfect self, and just as inevitably

it will appear again.  This is the teaching of Tathagata Zen.  

With the birth of the self past and future appear.  That means that simultaneously

past, present and future are manifest.  So it is a mistake to think that past and future

were existing before the manifestation of self.  

According to Tathagata Zen, the usual way of thinking which thinks that mother

and father were existing before the child is a mistake!  You must somehow learn to see

that mother, father, and you appear simultaneously.  

If you understand this Tathagata Zen very strictly reminds you that as long as

you  are  seeing  mother  and  father  you  are  always  seeing  from  the  standpoint  of

incomplete self.  

In Tathagata Zen we also conversely say that as long as the child is existing the

parents must also, always, keep thinking that they are insufficient.  Mother and father

must keep thinking, “We haven’t completed the activity of raising this child.  Our way of

educating our child is as yet insufficient.”  After all, there is no getting around it, the

parents simply cannot die until the child has truly become a full fledged independent

citizen of the world.  

In fact  this is the exact situation that I  am in.   Until  at  least one of you can

become a great teacher, and take my place as the instructor, then I have to think to

myself, “My way of teaching must not yet be the true way of teaching.”  Thinking this I

must keep standing up as the teacher, and keep on teaching until the moment I die.  I

often hear people say, “Roshi, you are just getting to be too much of a tottering old man!
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Enough is enough!”  And, actually, that is the way I feel myself.  I want to quickly retire,

and curl up in my coffin, and call it quits, but I can’t!!  So, please put up with me, and

keep helping me. 

What is being expressed in this scene is the master-disciple relationship, the

parent-child relationship.  And Buddhism looks upon this relationship as essentially the

activity of compassion, essentially the activity of love. 

Buddhism is, in conclusion, simply the heart of Great Compassion. 

Compassion means, simply, the love activity.  Everyone seems to love this word

love, and that is what I am talking about!  The activity of love is Buddhism.  And in

Buddhism we can analyze that  love  activity,  and call  it  “Jihi 慈悲 .”   This  word  is

comprised of two Chinese characters which represent two kinds of love.  The  Ji love

and the Hi (Pronounced “hee”) love, the Maitri love and the Karuna love.  

Because people do not  fundamentally look upon things from the point of view of

compassion, because people do not take this teaching to heart,that is why parent-child

relationships don’t go well, and there is always fighting and conflict in them.  That is why

in society in general there is so much fighting and conflict.  That is why between nation

states there is so much war and conflict.

This is why I have a big hope that those people who have taken all the trouble to

come here from Europe can catch the essence of Zen unmistakenly before you go

home.

If you don’t practice always thinking, “I am still not enough.  I am still inadequate,”

then you cannot catch the real spirit of practice, the proper practicing attitude.  

It’s  good to understand that you must continually realize, “I  am still  not good

enough.”  It’s okay to say that, but don’t unquestioningly affirm or accept that “I am” as

you say that,  or  think that.   The moment you stand in  the state  of  unconditionally,

uncritically affirming your “I am” self, you will get killed, you’ll get clobbered!

Obaku is the one who did the hitting.  He stands up in the roll of the hitter.  But

don’t  just  uncritically,  superficially  see Obaku hitting.   Obaku is  not  unquestioningly
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accepting the “I am” when he hits.  He is knowing clearly the principle of totally throwing

his “I am” away, totally getting rid of his “I am”, as well as the principle of how the self is

born.  He knows this for himself, and the meaning of his hit is, “You too!  Clearly know

the principle of throwing the self away, and being born for yourself!”  Therefore when he

hits he is shedding bloody tears.  

He was punched, and then he bowed, and left.  That was the end of the first time.

But not the end.  Because three times Rinzai took his “I am” self in front of Obaku.

Therefore, each time, Obaku kindly hit, as if blurting out, “Get rid of your “I am” self!!”  

You have to be able to read this part over and over again, and each time affirm it

from your heart, thinking, “Yes, That Is practice.”

When complete love is manifest, when the perfect self  is manifest, then past,

present and future are gone.  Mother and father have both vanished.  Then, for the first

time you will understand your origin, and your true result.  That is to say that you will

then understand the very nature of the Great Cosmos. 

So what about this monk?  He definitely understood the principle, and from that

understanding of  the principle he came up and asked this question,  but  then when

Rinzai gave his ludicrous answer,       “Three times I asked Obaku, and three times was

hit,” it says in the text that the monk didn’t know what to do.  He hesitated.  He didn’t

know what  to say.   He didn’t  know whether  to  say,  “Thank you,”  or “What a trivial

answer that is!” 

From the old days there have been many different sorts of teishos given about

this.  There are two basic points of view.  From the old days some people have given

teisho interpreting this scene to mean that the monk did not really understand the tenet

behind Rinzai  getting hit  by Obaku when he asked his question, and some people,

oppositely, have said that the monk did really understand the principle behind Obaku

hitting Rinzai.  Either way is fine, really.  However, in fact, we who are practicing, after

all, are practicing from these two points of view.  We are either in one or the  other of

those two basic positions.   And in the end we should say that the monk did clearly
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grasp this  fundamental  principle  of  the manifestations of  the  imperfect  self  and the

perfect self when he asked Rinzai the question.  

In the case where we interpret this scene to mean that when the monk heard

Rinzai respond he already clearly  grasped the fundamental principle of Rinzai being hit

by Obaku three times, then how can we understand him hesitating, wobbling, and being

bewildered?  How can we understand him not knowing whether to say “Thank you” or

not?  The only way to see it is to see that he is doing this to take the place of people

who are not accomplished in their practice.  He is purposely demonstrating this for the

sake of others.  

Which way do you think the scene should be interpreted?  Although really which

way you interpret it isn’t so important, after all, when you give teisho on this part, you

have to see it  as the monk as knowing what is going on when he asks Rinzai this

question.  That is the way I see it.  If you do interpret it like this, and think that the

monk’s action of wobbling, of being bewildered and hesitating is founded upon his clear

understanding,  then  you  must  also  interpret  Rinzai’s  response  to  the  monk  acting

perplexed as praising the monk.

As it says in the book, Rinzai shouts, “Kaaatz!”  Or did he shout, “You stupid

idiot!”  There is this question, of whether he is praising with his shout, or whether he is

really saying, “You incomplete dummy!”   I say it is a shout of praise.  But this is not the

sort of praise that is coming from seeing things in terms of good and evil.  This shout of

praise is as if to say, “That wobble, that bewilderment was a hesitation that manifested

absolute space.”   From my point  of  view it  means,  “Right  now absolute space has

moved and manifested a crack.  Together you and I are both coming out from that crack

right now, aren’t we!”  That is what Rinzai is shouting when he says, “Katz!”  

Then it says he hit the monk.  Maybe he ran around to the back of the monk,

picked up his robes and smacked him on the butt!  Or maybe he didn’t go around back.

Maybe he faced the monk straight on, and from the front knocked the heck out of him,

or  shoved  him  in  the  chest  to  topple  him!   Mother  and  father  are  together,
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simultaneously, knocking the monk silly.  This is how Rinzai is manifesting himself here!

Rinzai acts forthrightly!  His hit and his shout are clobbering both father’s world of the

past, and mother’s world of the future.  

Then, after hitting the monk, he keeps shouting at him, “Hammering a nail into

space; stop doing stuff like that!  Stop acting as if you were hammering nails into empty

space!”  釘を虚空に向かって、打ち付けるような、そういうことは、やめろう !  This

monk has here received a great teaching, a great warning.  Don’t do actions which are

like hammering a nail into space!  

Now, hearing what Rinzai says here, this warning, some people will think that this

certainly  shows  that  the  monk  has  asked  his  question  from  the  standpoint  of  not

understanding the fundamental principle of his question.  However, I’m sticking to what I

said before.  From my point of view the monk did know what was going on.  He asked a

question that he fully understood.  He asks his question, and behaved as he did, for the

sake of everyone, standing in the place of everyone.   Because, after all, he asks this

question of Rinzai after Rinzai has taken the high seat, and it is right during a Dharma

talk!

No matter what you think about the monk, what really does Rinzai mean when he

says, “Don’t do things that are like hammering a nail into space!”?  If you hammer a nail

into space, you are not going to make a sin from doing that, are you?  So this is another

way to look at it.  Doing things that are like hammering nails into space will not result in

committing sins.  If  we do the kinds of activities that are like hammering a nail  into

space, then no one will meet up with sinning through those.  So, in this way, we can

interpret Rinzai’s words as words of praise for this monk.  

Therefore, again we can say that it doesn’t really matter whether the monk is

seen as understanding or not understanding. 

From this you should be able to give the answer to the question, “What kind of

Zen is Rinzai Zen?  What school of Zen did he inherit?”  

Living a life of hammering nails into space: there is no need to be praised, and no
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need to fall into sin.  That is the way of being, the way of life, of people who act without

will.  

However, when we act with will, then we should not act as if we were hammering

nails into space.  

Do you see what I mean?  We sometimes act with will, and sometimes we act

will-lessly.   When you are acting with  strong will,  then don’t  do things that  are like

hammering nails into space.  When we, on the other hand, are acting will-lessly then we

are in a state that is just like the activity of hammering nails into space.  

My life these days is a life of hammering nails into empty space.  It is up to you

all to decide whether that is good or bad.  

Human desire is as if to say,            “Please, hammer a nail into space with

strong will!” （虚空に向かって、強い意思を持って、虚空に向かって釘を打ってくれと

いうのは人間の希望であろう。 ) Perhaps that is the kind of request made by a Zen

practitioner.  

That is all for today.

終

The End
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