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from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XIX 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
 “‘Followers of the way, true Buddha has no figure, true Way has no substance, true 
Dharma has no form.  These three are fused together harmoniously united into one.  Just 
because you can’t understand this you’re called sentient beings with unlimited karmic 
consciousness. 
 Someone asked, ‘What about the true Buddha, the true dharma, and the true Way?  
We beg of you to disclose this for us.’  The master said, ‘Buddha is the mind’s purity; Dharma 
is the mind’s radiance; the Way is the pure light pervading everywhere without hindrance.  The 
three are one, yet all are empty names and have no real existence.  For the true man of the 
Way, from moment to moment mind is not interrupted.’ 
 From the time the great teacher Bodhidharma came from the western land he just 
sought for a man who would not accept the deluded views of others.  Later he met the second 
patriarch, who, having understood at Bodhidharma’s one word for the first time realized that 
hitherto he had been futilely engaged in striving. 
 As for my understanding today it is not different than that of the patriarch-Buddhas.  
He who attains at the first statement becomes the teacher of patriarch-Buddhas.  He who 
attains at the second statement becomes the teacher of men and devas.  He who attains at 
the third statement cannot save even himself. ’ ” 

 

 As I already told you on the first day I already gave teisho on this part of the Rinzai Roku 

during the last part of the sesshin here in September.  But the reason why I decided to give 

teisho again on this same part is because I didn’t think that I fully explained the last part where 

Rinzai says, “As for my understanding today it is not different than that of the 

patriarch-Buddhas.  He who attains at the first statement becomes the teacher of 

patriarch-Buddhas.  He who attains at the second statement becomes the teacher of men and 
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devas.  He who attains at the third statement cannot save even himself.”  What is the first 

statement?  And what is the second statement?  And what is the third statement?  These 

statements he is talking about came up way in the beginning of the Rinzai Roku.  He is just 

taking them up again and talking about them here.  And this is a very important part, and if I 

want to speak abut this seriously of course first I have to talk about True Buddha, True Dharma, 

and the True Way, which is what I have been talking about.   

 And I have been speaking about them in the order of first the True Buddha, and then 

the True Dharma.  And I think that yesterday I got pretty much to the end of my explanation 

of the True Dharma. 

 Even for people just beginning their practice of Zen, although I know it is difficult, you 

must know for yourself that it is very important to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows 

what the Dharma activity is. 

 As I always tell you, that activity which forms this entire great cosmos is what we call the 

Dharma activity of Dharma Nature. 

 But Buddhism also says that there is no other activity than the Dharma activity which 

forms ourselves as well.  The same activity forms the cosmos as forms all of us.   

 Every single existence which is manifest is manifest already having a place to live in.  

There isn’t even one thing that has ever been manifest that didn’t already have its home.  

Whether we speak about people or animals or birds or mosquitoes, or plants, or even stones.  

Everything appears having their place of living already as their body. 

 And so we say that it is never the case that the activity which forms all of us and the 

activity which forms this universe are different activities.  They are the very same activity. 

 And up through yesterday I’ve been talking about in detail what that activity is, what 

the Dharma activity is.   
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 But even when we talk about the Dharma activity we  can say that it is comprised of 

two fundamental mutually opposing activities of plus and minus, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata, 

thus-going and thus-coming.  It was the Buddha, the founder of Buddhism, who first taught 

this.  And in general people usually understand these two mutually opposing activities to be 

the living activity and the dying activity.  But we who are practicing Zen usually understand 

them to be the expanding activity and the contracting activity. 

 The position of Buddhism is to conclude that these two activities only have one place 

that they act in.  They both act in the very same place.  The place plus and minus work in is a 

one and only unique singular place.   

 And because the place of their activity is this one and only place it is inevitable that the 

two activities of plus and minus will meet each other.  But the two activities of plus and minus, 

expanding and contracting are doing their action without any thought and without any will. 

 And Rinzai, as an expedient way of teaching, he says that that activity which has no will 

is the activity of mind, or the activity of heart, and he goes on to say that it is the activity of 

radiance, of brightness and light. 

 And it might take some time to really explain this but, for example, if you take two 

stones and hit them together you will get a spark, you’ll get fire.  If you take two pieces of 

wood and rub them together then first you’ll get heat, and then smoke, and then fire.   

 When Rinzai uses the word ‘mind’ he is personifying that condition which is the origin 

of all of us, and calling the activity of that condition the activity of mind.  But this mind that he 

speaks about is not something other than the basic activities of plus and minus.  It doesn’t 

exist separate from plus and minus.  So even though we use the word mind or heart, that 

mind activity is not at all other than the Dharma activity.   

 So what Rinzai is saying, at least as a temporary way of teaching, is that those activities 
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of plus and minus are will-lessly rubbing against each other, and through that activity of rubbing 

against each other they are emitting flames, they are shining forth brightness and light. 

 So these things that are manifest shining forth light, radiating, the place they are 

manifest is not other than the Dharma place.  Because this is a difficult point that I always talk 

about, for the old students I imagine they already understand what I’m talking about. 

 In other words the plus and minus activities both give out part of themselves, and 

through that giving of themselves they manifest this thing that we call an imperfect existence, 

the imperfect Dharma. 

 Some of you are really struggling with this koan, so I’ll take a little time and try to 

explain it in detail. 

 As one way of teaching we can say that the plus activity in its complete state is 0.5, and 

therefore the minus activity in her complete state is minus 0.5.  I’m just temporarily 

borrowing these mathematical terms in order to make my explanation, and if you are a 

mathematician and you are thinking to yourself, “Well it doesn’t sound very mathematical to 

me, what he’s saying doesn’t really make sense,” just keep that to yourself and listen to what 

this Zen man has to say, or I won’t know what to do. 

 And we go on and say that the very basis for the manifestation of any existence is the 

receiving of 0.00001 of plus and the same infinitesimal amount of minus.  And so you can see 

that when the imperfect “I am” existence is manifest both plus and minus are no longer the 

pure activities of plus and minus.  What I mean is that plus is now not 0.5, but only 0.49999.  

And minus is the same way.  She is manifesting herself as 0.49999 minus, and so neither plus 

nor minus are manifesting their complete or perfect manifestations. 

 And I’ve been telling you over and over again that the imperfect manifestation of minus 

is the activity which forms the future, and the imperfect manifestation of plus is the activity 
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which forms the past. 

 Without really knowing what past and future are, without really knowing the principle 

behind the appearance of past and future, to simply unquestioningly, unconditionally accept 

this way of thinking that past extends eternally into the past, and future extends eternally into 

the future is a mistake according to Buddhism. 

 So if we want to talk about mother, mother is the one residing in the world of the 

future.  And we explain the appearance of father and say that father appears in the world of 

the past.  The past is his home, and he appears simultaneously with you.   

 And as I’ve been telling you up until now, you are the present moment.  The present 

moment has been formed through receiving 0.00001 of plus and 0.00001 of minus, and you are 

residing in that present moment world. 

 If you are just beginning your Zen practice, and when I say beginning your Zen practice I 

mean practicing for three or four or five years, you will inevitably receive this koan.  And so I 

really want you to listen carefully and understand the principle of this koan.  When you are 

asked, “How have you been born?”  Of course you can say, “I have been born from the 

Dharma activity,|” but you have to know how you have been born from Dharma activity.  

Exactly what activity does the Dharma activity do in order to birth you. 

 The position of Tathagata Zen is of course to not allow you to unquestioningly, 

unconditionally acknowledge your self, accept your self, and also Tathagata Zen does not allow 

you to unquestioningly accept anything.  The position of Buddhism is to not allow you to 

simply unquestioningly accept the existence of past, or present, or future.  Without 

understanding what mother, or father, or your self really are, simply acknowledging the validity 

of the existence of mother, father, and your self without questioning them, and going around 

asserting your self, it is a very dangerous thing to do that. 
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 So Tathagata Zen demands that you sit zazen and try to see this for yourself, try to 

contemplate this for yourself:  that it is when the plus and minus activities, the tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata activities separate from each other that this imperfect existence that says “I am” 

first is manifest. 

 You have to carefully contemplate for yourself that right together with that self which is 

the present moment self mother, who is living in the future, and father, who is living in the 

past, appear simultaneously right with that appearance.  I think that in general, commonly, 

people teach that mother and father are existing before you exist.  And that kind of thinking 

comes into being through a certain way of logic.  And of course it is possible to think this way.  

Because people fixate themselves and through that fixation of the self, from the standpoint of 

the fixated self, it makes sense to think that first mother and father were existing, and then 

afterwards the child comes, but Buddhism doesn’t accept that way of thinking. 

 And if we look at any one of these positions they all are appearing in the same way.  If 

you look from the position of the present moment self we say that past and future, mother and 

father appear simultaneously with that.  But if you look at your mother as well we say that her 

mother and father, her past and future appear simultaneously with her.  And the same is true 

of father.  Or if you look at a grandmother or grandfather that can be said of all of those 

existences.  All of these existences have appeared from the condition of the origin 

simultaneously.  This might sound simple, but really it isn’t so simple.  And what I need from 

you is for you in your zazen to contemplate this firmly, strongly until it is absolutely clear; until 

you think yourself, “Of course, yes, that’s the way it is!” 

 And we can also say that when the self appears mother and father together with that 

appearance of the self have become old.  And the bigger you get the older and more feeble 

mother and father become.   
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 So when we say that together with the appearance of the self past and future also 

appear, we say that simultaneous appearance of the three is the very beginning of the material 

world.  As long as the present moment world has not yet appeared the material world also 

will not appear.  That is the teaching of Buddhism.  Before the present moment appeared 

there was no present moment.  And there also was neither past nor future. 

 And that state which has neither past, present, nor future is what we call, at least 

temporarily, the condition of the origin.  And there is only one condition of the origin, and that 

is why we say that state or that existence is an existence which cannot be compared to 

anything.   

 It is only when the present moment appears that past and future appear.  And we say 

that when these three worlds of past, present, and future appear that is when for the first time 

the world of form, or the material world appears, and that is also when for the first time the 

world of differences or distinctions or discriminations appears, different from that world of 

oneness. 

 And this is very important, especially for people just beginning their practice, but in 

Tathagata Zen we say that when we talk about the Dharma activity which forms us and our 

world we also cannot forget that Dharma activity brings into being something that we call the 

body of the Dharma.  This is what we ask you to contemplate carefully, contemplate 

un-mistakenly.   

 And of course, just as Rinzai is doing here, when we personify the activity of Dharma we 

call it the activity of mind.  And that Dharma activity, that activity of mind, manifests the body 

of mind. 

 So the way we teach is to ask you to think for yourself that this great absolute space 

which we are all existing in is the body of Dharma; that this great absolute space has as its 
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content the activity of mind, the Dharma activity, and that activity of mind is bringing into being 

the body of this absolute space, the body of Dharma. 

 I know this is difficult, but it is very important.  If you don’t get this principle you can 

sit zazen for ten or twenty years and always be simply fixating your self.  Your practice will be 

totally boring and uninteresting, and you won’t get anywhere.  You will be just like you were 

in the beginning, so please pay attention to this, and be careful about it. 

 And I’ve been telling you that when the Dharma activity does the activity of separation 

that is when for the first time past, present, and future appear.  What kind of a world do past, 

present, and future appear in?  Of course they appear in this very same singular world.  The 

three worlds of past, present, and future appear right in the Dharma world, right in the Dharma 

body. 

 And that present moment, the “I am” self which is the present moment, can only see 

past and future.  It cannot see the perfect Dharma body.  If you get tied up by these things 

we call past and future there is no way that you can really grasp the true Dharma body.   

 Your true self is the condition of the origin.  Your true self is when past, present, and 

future have become one.  In other words your true self is when body and mind have become 

completely one.  If you assert your self and insist upon your self there are a lot of things you 

can do from that position of asserting your self, but one thing you cannot do is manifest your 

true self.   

 What is that true self?  One way I just explained it is to say that it is when past, 

present, and future all become one, and that state is the state where you don’t need to think, 

you don’t need to do the function of consciousness.  That is the complete self.   

 This state of completion is the state in which mind and body have become totally one.  

It is a state in which there is no mind other than body, or apart from body; there is no body 
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apart from mind, other than mind. 

 But what ends up happening is this “I am” self appears and then it attaches to itself, and 

once it attaches to itself there seems to be no possible way that it can understand what no-self 

is.  And so for people who are attached to the “I am” self even if they do zazen for five or ten 

years they are always standing up on the perspective of the “I am” self and trying to learn Zen 

from that perspective.  And so all they ever do is manifest the “I am” self, and they never 

come to know that their self also manifests no-self, and that is the end of it, they never get 

anywhere.  And if you are that kind of person who is attached to your “I am” self not only will 

you not be able to understand no-self, you also won’t be able to understand how that “I am” 

self, that imperfect self appears from no-self. 

 And when I look at these kind of people I think what a difficult kind of problem it is, I 

really a troubled as to what to do about it.  But they don’t seem to care, they seem to think it’s 

just fine to go around asserting their “I am” selves, so I guess there’s nothing I can do about it.    

 So here Rinzai’s talking about the Dharma activity, the activity of mind, and he says that 

that activity is radiating, it’s emitting brightness and light, but what do you think? Using your 

own strength, what do you think about what Rinzai said? Is he right or not right?   

 The Dharma activity manifests the complete condition and the imperfect condition, the 

same dharma activity manifests both.  Through the dharma activity, without fail, the 

imperfect self will be born.  And that imperfect self, without fail, will manifest the complete 

Dharma activity.   

 And I’ve been telling you, over and over again, that this process of the imperfect self 

going on to manifest the perfect self, the perfect dharma activity is the process in which the 

plus activity is taking the lead  being helped by the minus activity.  The teaching of Buddhism 

is that inevitably this imperfect self that is manifest will go on to manifest the perfect self.   
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 Upon hearing that, I think people will have the question, “What about people who die 

before they are able to manifest the complete human person?”  But that is something that 

comes up later in your practice.  For now I want you to just really carefully think that 

inevitably each existence that is manifest will manifest the perfect existence.   

 And when that perfect self is manifest through the plus activity taking the lead it is not 

fixated, and then the minus activity, the dying activity will take the lead and be helped by the 

plus activity until the condition in which dying no longer needs to be done is manifest, and that 

is also the perfect condition.   

 Buddhism is the teaching which teaches exactly what activity this Dharma activity does, 

and we say that without fail the living activity will be manifest  until living doesn’t need to be 

done anymore and the perfect self will be manifest, and also the dying activity will then be 

done until dying doesn’t need to be done anymore, until the perfect self is manifest.   

 When we talk about the perfect self or the perfect condition it really isn’t a question, it 

really isn’t a problem whether it’s  radiating or not, whether it’s emitting brightness and light 

or not.  When you talk about emitting brightness and light, doing the activity of brightness and 

light, or having that activity of brightness and light be extinguished, those kind of thoughts are 

from the imperfect condition.   

 When the self is in the position of having to do the activity of living then it has as its 

ideal this world of brightness and light, and it must do the activity of brightness and light.   

 And when the self that needs to do dying is manifest, that self must do the activity of 

negating the activity of brightness and light, it’s only when it’s capable of doing the activity of 

negating this radiance that dying can really be done.  But inevitably the self that doesn’t need 

to do dying anymore is manifest, the self that doesn’t have to worry about whether there is 
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radiance or not radiance, that doesn’t have that as a problem, without fail will be manifest.   

 It’s Buddhism that says that if we talk about the perfect condition there are two perfect 

conditions.  It’s the teaching of Tathagata Zen to say that on the one hand the perfect self is 

manifest through the activity of living and on the other hand the perfect self is manifest 

through the activity of dying, and so there are really two natures within this one thing we call 

the perfect self.   

 But no matter what, whenever the perfect self is manifest that manifestation comes 

into being because all of plus and all of minus are the content of that self.  When the activity 

of living is being done that activity of living has both plus and minus as its content.  The plus 

activity, the male activity is taking the lead, and the minus, female activity is accompanying the 

plus activity.  And when that living activity reaches full expansion, where expansion doesn’t 

need to be done anymore, that is what we call the manifestation of the complete self.  And 

when that condition of full expansion is manifest immediately the minus activity will begin to 

take the lead, take the initiative in the process and begin to contract and she will be helped by 

the plus activity and through this activity of minus taking the lead being helped by plus, 

eventually the condition where contraction doesn’t need to be done anymore is reached, and 

that also is the perfect self.   

 When we talk about the very nature of yourself we say that within the nature of 

yourself it is inevitable that you will manifest the complete self, but then we say that there are 

two complete selves, the self which is manifest through doing expansion until expansion cannot 

be done anymore or doesn’t need to be done anymore, and the complete self is reached, is 

manifest, and the complete self which is manifest through doing contraction until the state of 

complete contraction, total contraction is reached.  I have to have you understand this 
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principle! If you can’t at least understand the principle for me, I don’t know what I’ll do.    And I always say that the condition of perfection, the state of the complete self, is the manifestation of the activity of true love.  So you can see that the manifestation of true love also has two positions.   

 And there goes the bell again.  And  I have to think that if this were a school then we 

could take a whole semester or even two years to explain this principle.  How can I expect you 

to understand just hearing three or five hours of teisho?  

 But people who have become shall we say “specialists” in Zen practice and have put on 

the koromo, the monk’s robes, then I guess they can specialize in this king of study.  But for 

people who just come from the outside I have to imagine it’s an incredible amount of effort 

that you have to put in in order to try to understand the  principle.  So it’s the position of Zen 

to say that if you do come from the outside to study what we would like you to do is talk to 

these people who are supposed to be specializing in Zen practice, these guys wearing the 

koromos, and don’t talk to them about other things, talk to them about this principle of what it 

means to be an imperfect self and what is the very way of being of the perfect self, and maybe 

through that you’ll at least come to believe in the principle.   

 Tathagata Zen recognizes these two different positions, we can recognize the position of 

believing in or having faith in the principle being the position of, shall we say, people in general, 

what we hope they would do, and then the position of people who are monks, who are actually 

supposed to be enforcing that principle or putting that into practice.  So to actually practice is 

the work of a monk, in other words to actually be able to do living until living doesn’t need to 

be done anymore and do dying until dying doesn’t need to be done anymore is a very complex 

thing, and that’s the work that monks have to do.  Later on in the text he talks about mind not 

being interrupted or being completely single-minded about something, that’s what he’s talking 

about.  But as I just said, we do recognize another position, a more general position of simply 

believing in Zen or believing in the principle behind Zen.  For people in general, because they 
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really have faith in Zen they can enjoy the practice of Zen. 

 And even the monks, because the know the principle behind practice, even though their 

practice is very complicated and difficult, they can also enjoy their practice. 

 But for people in general it is not possible to stand up in the position of really trying to 

put into practice the principle all of the time.  There is no way for people who are living 

ordinary lives to practice in the same way as monks do.  They may be able to come for a week 

once or twice a year, but they cannot practice for months on end as the monks can.  So for 

most people the most they can really hope to do is to have faith in the tenets of Zen, that is to 

believe in the principle of the Dharma activity.   

 So forgetting about the monks for a minute, forgetting about the people who are 

wearing the koromo, what about the people who come here without wearing a koromo?  

From my perspective I think that you have come here because you want to know the principle 

of the activity of the Dharma, and so I feel it is my responsibility to teach it, and that it is why I 

am so busy.  When people say, “Roshi I just don’t get it.  I don’t understand,” then I get all 

tied up thinking I have not fulfilled my responsibility; that it is my responsibility to make you 

understand, and I haven’t fulfilled it, and that is why I struggle so much.   

 So I try to give these talks hoping that you will come to the realization that the principles 

of Zen makes sense, and really come to have faith in it. 

 So even though I said at the beginning of today’s talk that we had almost gotten to the 

end of the explanation of the Dharma activity, here we are at the end of the talk and we still 

haven’t finished it, so I wonder if we can move on to talking about the Way tomorrow.   

 But if you really understand the Dharma activity then you will understand that there is 

no Way, there is no road for the self to walk on, that is to say there is no true way of being for 
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the self apart from the Dharma activity. 

 But anyway we have come to our time, so let’s stop for today. 

  

終 
the end 


