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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

First Day Dai-sesshin 

March 4, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XXII 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
  

 “Virtuous monks!  Don't spend your days drifting along.  In the past when I had as yet 

no understanding all about me was utter darkness.  But I wasn’t one to waste time.  So with 
a burning belly and a turbulent mind I ran around inquiring about the Way.  Later, however, I 
got some help, and finally today I can talk to you like this.  I advise all you followers of the Way 
not to live for food and clothes.  Look!  The world passes swiftly away, and meeting a good 
teacher as rare as the flowering of the Udumbara tree. 
 Hearing everywhere of old an Lin-chi, you come here intending to bait me with difficult 
questions and make it impossible for me to answer.  Face with a demonstration of the activity 

of my whole body, you students just stare blankly and can't move your mouths at all; you’re at 

such a loss you don’t know to answer me.  I tell you that asses can’t bear being trampled on by 

a dragon-elephant.” 
  
 Last year, in December we started off our Seichu intensive training period with the 

Rohatsu dai-sesshin, the great sesshin of the twelfth month.  And now, here we are with this 

sesshin coming to the conclusion of that Seichu training.  So I think you should understand at 

this point, those of you that have spent some 90 days with me in intensive training, for what 

reason you came to the Seichu and for what reason we began this intensive period. 

 If you’ve practiced for a long time, five or ten years, you do understand such things.  

But for those of you who are just beginning, I imagine that it’s really difficult to comprehend the 

point of all of it. 

 You can chant the Buddha’s name in terms of what they call religion.  You can do 
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so-called prayer.  You can do Zen practice.  All of these are fine.  But in Tathagata Zen, we 

question, “What’s the point? “ Why are you chanting?  It’s fine to chant.  Why are you 

chanting?  Why are you praying?  Why are you learning how to do zazen? 

 So, we don’t say to simply pray as a matter of course or do zazen or chant as a matter of 

course, taking it at face value.  You can’t be studying Zen if your perspective is somehow to 

make a lot of money from it or somehow avoid discomforts, escape or run away.  If that’s the 

kind of spirituality you want to study, then you don’t have to come to a place like this.  People 

that come to a place like this come here in order to clearly grasp, in order to win for 

themselves, in order to manifest that wisdom that understands exactly what this Self is and 

what the world in which that Self lives is. 

 So, what we’re asking today, here in this teisho is, those of you who have been here 

three months, who have been living with me, practicing with me, how have you gained, how 

have you manifested that wisdom that understands the nature of the experience of Self and 

surrounding world?  The founder of Buddhism, who was known in his young period as Prince 

Siddhartha and later as Shakyamuni, the silent sage of the Shakya clan, what did he have to say 

about the nature of Self and surrounding scene? 

 According to tradition which perhaps is somewhat based upon the sayings of his later 

disciples, we don’t know for sure, but according to the tradition which was handed down to us, 

the Buddha made this pronouncement, “Anicca butta sankara”, all compounded things are 

impermanent. 

 Now the word “sankara” which has many meanings, in this case is usually translated into 

English as “compounded things” or “phenomena.”  But actually in the Chinese translation it’s 

“gyo,” which means, “to do.”  In other words, the Buddha interpreted this karma as “doing” 

and talked about it in terms of impermanence. 

 The people of ancient India, before even the time of the Buddha, had this concept that 
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the Self and the world were formed by the action of karma.  Furthermore, according to the 

traditions of Buddhism, it is said that the ancient Indians had conceived that there was a God, a 

God called Brahma, who was in control of karma.  Brahma was the lord of karma.  And 

because God, Brahma, creates the Self and the world, the only way that we can be saved is by 

submitting to the will of that God. 

 But Shakyamuni, the founder of Buddhism, said, “God doesn’t exactly exist.” 

Now for those who believe in God as an absolute or as an almighty, to speak in these terms of 

course is utterly shocking and off-putting.  But what Shakyamuni was saying is that even that 

absolute, even what you call God, the creator, is not a fixated thing. 

 What Shakyamuni said is that in this world where there is nothing that is permanent, 

what creates all of this is a pure doing.  Just the doing itself, the pure activity is the creator, 

not a thing or a person.  So then what kind of activity is this doing? 

 What Shakyamuni taught is what I always talk about.  This activity, in point of fact, 

contains two contrasting activities, two polar dynamics which could be referred to as 

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

 In this Mount Baldy approach to Zen, we explain it in a way that’s simple for 

contemporary people to understand.  You can think of it as these two sides, the going and 

coming side of the doing, as plus and minus, or to use the terms in Chinese, yang and yin.  So 

what he said is that there is no activity other than this activity which ferments the Self and 

surrounding scene into existence, and also leads it back to non-existence. 

 If you want to disagree with Shakyamuni and say that there is some fixated thing 

somewhere, then show it to me.  What is it?  They say even the sun, even the stars are not 

fixated.  Is there some fixated thing or not? 

 That’s why it’s a mistake to think that you can get a comfortable life relying on the 

wealthy or the wise.  If you say you’ll practice Zen and you’ll be successful, or you’ll get strong, 
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or if you believe in God you’ll get strong.  You’ll have peace of mind.  This is wrong!  It’s a 

mistake!  Why?  Because there is no fixated thing called a God. 

 Even today in our modern times there are still people who uncritically assume that there 

is some fixated salvation.  If you do zazen, if you chant the Buddha’s name, that somehow 

there is some fixated salvation that you can get to.  They believe that there is some thing 

where as in reality there is only the movement itself, it is the pure doing that is divine. 

 So what Buddhism says is that we may speak of God, we may speak of Buddha, we may 

speak of reality, but don’t consider it to be an actual existence.  Why?  The reason why is 

that if you think that God is absolute, therefore God is a fixated thing, or the Buddha is 

absolute, therefore the Buddha is a congealed reality, if you think in those terms then you will 

become the kind of Self who is bound by that very congealed thought pattern. 

 So Shakyamuni said that in this world there is not a single fixated thing, starting with 

God himself.  So, then is it true?  Is it true that there is no fixated thing?  Or is there a 

fixated thing?  Of course, as I’ve said, there is no fixated thing! 

 There is no fixated thing, true enough, however there is that one unique thing, outside 

of which there is nothing.  But if you think of that one unique existence as in some way 

fixated, that’s where the mistake starts.  In other words, the activity of plus and minus do an 

activity of uniting and then polarizing, uniting and contrasting over and over again.   

 In other words the activity of plus and minus has two phases, a phase where plus and 

minus stand in contrast, and a phase where that contrast has united into a singularity. 

 But why is it that the activity of plus and minus oscillate back and forth between these 

two phases of polarization and union?  Well, to explain it in a way that people can relate to, 

think of it in terms of man and woman.  Man and woman, in a relationship, sometimes are in a 

state of polarization where each is distinct as an individual, but also they have the experience of 

union where they become a single thing. 
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 According to tradition, the Buddha referred to this activity of uniting and polarizing this 

vibrating back and forth between these two states which no one can see, which cannot be seen 

and neither needs to be seen.  The Buddha referred to this, for lack of a better term, as the 

activity of the Source. 

 Why is it called the Source and why is it impossible to be seen as an object?  Because it 

is the activity that happens before a thinking Self arises.  In order to have something be an 

object, there must be a Self, and a Self has the activity of thought as its content.  This is the 

Source of the Self, so it is what happens before thought. 

 So, the experience of the Source is not an experience of seeing or being seen.  What 

Zen practice is all about is to manifest that wisdom that clearly understands that this state of 

the Source is the saved Self.  This state of the source is the true, complete Self. 

 Young people preoccupied with somehow getting their lives together, somehow finding 

the right relationship, it is very unlikely that what I’m talking about right now will seem relevant 

to them.  When we’re young, we think we can go here ore there to find salvation.  I’ll go to 

India, and in India I’ll find something, I’ll find the true religion, I’ll find the master, I’ll find 

salvation.  That’s the way we think when we’re younger.  Go here or there. 

 So, when you’re juvenile, there’s little chance of understanding what I’m talking about.  

But when you grow older, when you’ve been around the block a few times, you’ve had a lot of 

experience.  Myself, April 1st, I’m going to be a full 92 years old.  When you get old like this, 

you reflect and you realize, “Yes indeed.  What the Buddha said is true.”  But, maybe it’s too 

late. 

What Buddhism says is that it’s best if indeed you can understand this when you’re young, 

when you’re at that stage of being occupied with finding love, with living in love.  If you can 

understand through that what the Self truly is and how the surrounding scene arises, then 

that’s the best of all. 
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In the scriptures, they have an interesting phrase.  They say “fuichi funi 不一不二”.  It means 

“not one, not two.”  This refers to this activity of the source that alternates the phase of 

oneness and the phase of contrast.  It’s not one-sided into oneness.  It’s not one-sided into 

two-ness.  In other words, this “not one, not two” activity is not an activity of will.  It is a 

spontaneous and effortless doing of the Source itself. 

 Some people come up to Mount Baldy thinking that they’re going to hear something 

that gives them spiritual warm and fuzzy feelings.  And then they end up listening to my talk 

which sounds like some sort of physicist, and they’re very disappointed and leave.  So, such 

people would do better listening to a different kind of spiritual discourse, the discourse that 

would say something like, “If you get up at two-thirty in the morning and face the West, you’ll 

hear my voice and you can worship me.”  They would do better chanting, “I bow to the 

medicine Buddha of the East.”  And that’s fine for that person. 

 But in order to be able to hear, there is a necessary condition:  understand the nature 

of the Source of that condition.  It’s fine to be saved.  But understand the condition.  What 

is the condition for salvation?  If you don’t understand the condition for salvation and you 

experience being saved, then we say you have been deceived by religion.  You have been 

deceived by Zen practice. 

 Tathagata, that is to say the Buddha, said that this activity of uniting and polarizing 

oscillates back and forth, but as it repeats more and more cycles, eventually this cycling comes 

to a natural limit point.  And when that limit point of the pure doing of the Source is reached, 

then inevitably a Self arises that experiences “I am-ness.”  Now to explain how this happens is 

rather complicated. 

 So although it’s a little bit hard to understand, I will not have given you a complete 

teaching unless I can explain it to you, and that’s why I attempt to do so.  In other words, what 

I mean by going, or the plus activity, is the activity of expansion.  And what I mean by coming, 
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or the minus activity, is the activity of contraction. 

 Now what Buddhism says, and I know it’s a little hard to understand, butBuddhism says 

that expansion and contraction have the same world as their home.  What Buddhism teaches 

is that expansion and contraction do not dwell in separate worlds.  They share one space.  

They share one world.  Man and woman, of course, manifest having as their content 

contrasting activities.  But inevitably they come together.  And that’s why Buddhism says 

that plus and minus must come together.  That’s why Buddhism says that plus and minus 

share the same world. 

 If you haven’t yet figured out that man and woman live in the same world, then you’d 

better throw some cold water on your face and do some clear practice in the morning.  If you 

don’t understand this, you’re never going to get zazen. 

 This one world that is shared by both plus and minus we could refer to as “true 

existence.”  So, plus and minus both dwell having this one world as their dwelling place.  Do 

you understand?  If you don’t understand, then throw cold water on your face and try again.  

If you do understand, then I’ll say your Zen practice is getting there. 

 So plus and minus inevitably encounter.  Is their encounter fixated?  No way!  They 

break through that encounter.  They penetrate through each other.  Inevitably, according to 

Buddhism, therefore plus is able to experience the world of minus, and minus is able to 

experience the world of plus.  Now, we’re running out of time.  What I’m referring to right 

now, I've talked about many times.  So I’m going to move forward in my presentation. 

 After they have broken through their moment of encounter, plus and minus each pours 

forth an equal amount of their doing into their child.  Now, to go into the whole cycle takes 

quite a bit of time, but in essence when plus and minus return to their respective sources, their 

child gives back to them what it has received and allows itself to be torn in two. 

 Now it’s not really that the Self disappears.  It’s just that it spreads back into its source.  
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Really there’s so much more detail I’d like to give you about this process, but I’m afraid that it 

would lead to misunderstanding. 

 Really, when one is first born, one is not yet really born.  But rather one is still 

surrounded in the activity of plus and minus, although one does not yet have the activity of plus 

and minus as one’s complete content.  In other words, when a born Self has the complete 

activity of plus and minus as its content, then that Self simply becomes the one world. 

 In other words, what we mean by a complete one is one that has the totality of both 

activities as content and that’s what we really mean when we talk about God or the Buddha.  

In other words, when one has plus and minus as one’s content, but not the totality of all the 

cosmic plus and all the cosmic minus, then one manifests as a human being, a human Self. 

 In contrast to that, when the totality of these two doings is what one is, then this is 

what is called a complete Self.  This is what we really mean when we speak of salvation, being 

saved.  So according to the tradition of Tathagata Zen, we have available to us two 

perspectives, two experiences.  We have the experience of a complete Self, and we have the 

experience of an incomplete Self. 

 So, you’ll be able to understand this most basic principle of things, how it is that as the 

activity of the Source itself, there is no Self, there is complete Self.  And how it is that from 

that Source one can manifest an incomplete Self. 

So, you’ll be able to understand what the Buddha really meant when he said, “Anicca butta 

sankara”, all things are impermanent.  You’ll be able to understand the basic un-fixated-ness 

of the Source, how it has two sides to it, how all things manifest as impermanent, but also how 

the one reality is a kind of permanence.  So, you understand? 

In other words, that world in which there is just the doing of plus and minus, that’s always just 

one world.  There’s never anything that can stand outside of it by way of contrast.  Whether 

they unite or are contrasting, they’re always in a singular world.  But as I mentioned before, 
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this is also referred to as manifesting a world that is “not one, not two.” 

 But as soon as the child is born, the world that is “not one, not two” stops being the 

world that is “not one, not two” and becomes the world in which the three are one and the one 

is three. 

 In other words, at the very instant when a Self is born, past and future are born 

simultaneously.  When one manifests a complete Self though, past, future and the present, in 

other words the incomplete Self, disappear.  So, you can understand that all things are 

un-fixated, all things change.  But that world in which all things are born is always one. 

When the complete Self is manifested, whenever that happens, that complete Self is utterly 

united with the one world.  So, the activity is a cyclic activity.  The incomplete Self inevitably 

manifests a state of completeness, but the state of completeness doesn’t fixate itself.  It once 

again issues forth an incomplete Self. 

 So, Rinzai calls out, “Practitioners!  Don’t waste your time!”  He speaks about the 

impermanence of all things.  Now you understand how he understands the meaning of “all is 

impermanent.”  In other words, what he’s really saying is that we never waste our time, 

because we are constantly participating in this un-fixated, doing that manifests completeness 

and incompleteness over and over again. 

 So last time I gave teisho on this portion, I had not pointed this meaning of Rinzai’s use 

of the word impermanence, how it is in fact one of the three signs of existence, one of the 

three fundamental tenets of Buddhism itself.  That’s why I spoke today about these lines. 

Okay, our time is up. 

 

終 

the end 
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