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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

First Day Dai-sesshin 

January 11, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XIX 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
 “‘Someone asked, ‘What was the purpose of the patriarchs coming from the west?’  
The master said, ‘If he had had a purpose he couldn’t have saved even himself.’  Someone 
asked, ‘Since he had no purpose how did the second patriarch obtain the Dharma.  The master 
said, ‘To obtain is to not obtain.’” 

 
 Finally, starting from today, we are beginning our yearly “Sesshin of Great Coldness.”  

It is supposed to be the sesshin which is the coldest.  But that is just according to the calendar 

that it is supposed to be cold.  Actually this year it feels like spring around here.  It is so warm 

this year that I want to say, “Where in the world has winter hidden herself this year?”  But 

please be careful.  Often times when it is warm like this it is the very time when you catch a 

cold, so take care not to catch a cold during this sesshin. 

 Again here in the text Rinzai asks himself a question in order to present the topic that he 

wants to discuss.  And in this case he presents the topic of Bodhidharma coming from the 

west, coming from India, and asks What is the meaning of that, or what is the purpose of that?  

I think it is fair to call this a very difficult question. 

 The reason why I think it is fair to call it a difficult question is that just right in the 

beginning there is the word “come, to come.”  Whether it is a bird that comes, or a dog that 

comes, or spring that comes, whatever is doing the coming, just trying to grasp this activity of 
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coming is difficult.  Where does the activity of coming come from?   

 There is a koan, “Where did this sound come from?”  Where do you think it came 

from?  Where DID it come from?  The question here is about the activity of coming, but it is 

because there is something which makes coming possible that coming is manifest.  In other 

words there is a place which allows the coming to come into it, which receives this coming, 

which lets this coming in, and so the activity of coming is possible, is brought into being.  

Without thinking clearly about this principle, about that side of the problem, and simply 

answering the koan of where did this sound come from with an answer such as , “It came from 

heaven,” or “It came from the mountain” isn’t going to make it.  Because there is a place, a 

world, a standpoint which allows the coming to enter, which lets the coming in, that is why the 

coming is possible.  It is okay, I suppose, to answer that the sound came from heaven, or the 

sound came from the mountain, but without being absolutely clear about the place which 

receives the sound, and lets the sound in, it doesn’t make for a complete answer.   

 People say, “I love you,” but the person who that is said to receives that love.  The 

“you” of “I love you” lets the love in.  It is only because the person who you love receives your 

love that the activity of loving can come into being.  If you say “I love you,” but your partner 

says, “Well, I hate you” then loving cannot come into being.   

 Up until now I have been talking alot about true love.  And also when we talk about 

true love, because someone is there to receive, and let the true love in true love can be 

manifest.  But no matter how much of a receiving position there is, if there isn’t also a giving 

position love will not come into being.  There must be someone also to be giving the love.  

So if you really take the problem of love seriously, if you really look carefully at the activity of 

love, then you know clearly how difficult it is. 

 So here is Bodhidharma coming from India to China, coming from the west.  But if 
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there wasn’t a place which let Bodhidharma in, to receive Bodhidharma’s coming, if there were 

not people to let him in, to receive him into themselves, then no matter how much he would 

have done the activity of coming, he could not have passed the border and crossed over into 

China.   

 Our human world is made of men and women.  The human world is founded squarely 

upon the principle of women receiving the male activity and likewise men receiving the female 

activity.  Zen practice is founded upon the principle of the two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities simultaneously experiencing each other’s worlds.  Plus experiences the 

world of minus and minus experiences the world of plus.  What you need to do is manifest the 

wisdom for yourself which clearly knows that this is the very foundation of Zen practice. 

 So even this koan of Where did this sound come from?: you cannot answer it unless you 

are clearly manifesting the wisdom which grasps this principle I am explaining.  If you cannot 

make an answer that is founded on that kind of wisdom then whatever kind of answer you give 

I cannot really be your partner in this endeavor.   

 So, What is the meaning of the patriarch Bodhidharma’s coming from the west?  It 

doesn’t really matter if you say the west or the east, or wherever he comes from, what I need 

you to understand is that there would be no coming unless there was a place that would let 

that coming in, that would receive that coming.  He could no have come unless there were 

some person to take his coming in, to be his partner in the activity of coming. 

 I suppose that me looking back on my own practice isn’t very relevant to all of you, but 

when I do turn around and look back on how I practiced, even this koan of “Where does this 

sound come from?”: I did sanzen ten, twenty times and I still couldn’t find a way to pass it.   

 Something is coming from the west, and if we talk about the point of view or the place 

that immediately can let that thing in, can receive the thing which is coming from the west:  
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since the coming is happening from the west, that place would be the opposite, so the receiving 

position would be the east. 

 And this situation of something being able to come from the west can only come into 

being because both the position of coming and the position of letting that thing which comes, 

that activity of coming in, both of these positions, together, dissolve their “I am” selves.  Both 

the position of coming from the west, and the position of receiving in the east dissolve their “I 

am” selves.  Wind comes blowing from the east.  The west lets the wind into itself.  

Because this kind of activity takes place, in the spring the wind can come blowing in from the 

east. 

 So then Rinzai answers this question, this question which truly means, “What kind of a 

will did Bodhidharma have when he came from India to China?”  So please listen carefully to 

Rinzai’s answer.   

 Rinzai says, “If when Bodhidharma came from the west, if he had had any will then he 

wouldn’t have been able to enter the eastern country, he wouldn’t have been able to enter 

China.”  He says if Bodhidharma had had any will he would not have even been able to save 

himself.   

 People say all kinds of things.  They say they have met up with unhappy circumstances, 

or misfortune, or have become poor, or they have become fortunate or rich.  People often 

say, “Why me?!  Why only me?!  Everybody else seems to be lucky and happy, but only I am 

unhappy and unfortunate!”  It is because you have will, because your “I am” self is being 

willful, that you meet up with this situation of feeling unhappy,or unlucky, or miserable.  If you 

had no will then just like the wind you would simply move, you would just blow like the wind 

blows.   

 It has been already almost thirty five years, I think in a couple of years it will be thirty 
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five years since I came to America.  The reason I was able to come into this country was 

because the people here welcomed me.  But, just for example, if I had had will then I couldn’t 

have entered.  Because I came without will I was able to enter.  Just like Rinzai says, if I had 

come thinking, “I have to do this,” or “I have to teach Zen,” or “I have to do blah-bhadi-blah” 

then I wouldn’t have been able to save even myself. 

 So what he is saying, it seems like, is to have will is a bad thing.  If you have will you 

cannot save even yourself.  So what does it mean to have will?  We have to really investigate 

carefully what it means to have will. 

 If you have no will, if you act without will, then forever you will be dependent on 

something other than yourself.  Forever you will dependent upon God, or dependent upon 

mother and father in order to live.  Because you have strong will, because you have strong 

firm determination to live yourself, then you meet up with a happy situation, a good situation.  

But here comes Rinzai saying the opposite, saying that if you have will then you cannot save 

even yourself.  What a ridiculous teaching this is. 

 And then Rinzai asks himself another question, pushes himself to speak even further. 

 The second question Rinzai asks is about the second patriarch, and he says “If the 

second patriarch hadn’t had will, if the great Zen teacher Eka hadn’t had will then he couldn’t 

have been able to catch the wisdom of the Dharma activity for himself.  He could not have 

been able to obtain the Dharma activity.”   

 In this world there are all kinds of people thinking all kinds of ways, trying to figure 

things out in all sorts of ways, and because there are those people Rinzai asks this kind of 

question to himself in order to teach them. 

 Then Rinzai says, “To obtain is to not obtain.”  What he means is that to truly obtain, 

to truly catch the experience for oneself, when that happens you are not there.  The self is 
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gone.  But this tenet: “To obtain is to not obtain” is very difficult to understand.  I suppose 

that for people who are studying Zen this tenet of “To obtain is to not obtain” is no big deal, 

just an ordinary way of thinking, but for most people who are striving to get happiness for 

themselves it must seem very strange. 

 As I said I have been living here in America for just about thirty five years.  And the 

more a I live here, and the deeper I feel I am really residing here, the more it seems to me that 

for Americans it is  impossible to understand the principle of “to obtain is to not obtain.”  

And this is really a big problem for me.  This is very difficult so it is really necessary for me to 

stand deeply in it and try to explain it.   

 So how about all of us?  We might be in a meadow, or in a mountain meadow, or on a 

mountain, some place out in nature, and there are flowers blooming, and then we want to pick 

a flower.  So in order to pick the flower we have to walk all the way to where the flower is to 

pick it.  And lets say you succeed in picking that flower.  Then you will say, “I got the flower,” 

and you’ll be happy about it.  Everybody will be happy in this situation, but what about after 

you are so happy, then what happens?  You have completely gotten the flower, you have 

completely caught the experience of the flower, you have completely picked the flower, and so 

after you have picked it there is no need to get it , or obtain it, or experience it, or pick it 

anymore, that need is gone, that kind of thinking is gone.  But what if the flower had will?  

What if the flower was thinking, “I don’t want you to pick me!  Leave me alone!”  Then no 

matter how far you walked in order to get that flower the flower would run away to 

somewhere and you could never get it.  Or if you think you really like somebody, and you go 

walking toward them wanting to give them a big embrace, but they say, “You disgust me!  

Leave me alone!”  Then no matter how hard you try they will just run away from you, and you 

will never be able to hug them. 
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 What Rinzai is saying here is that to truly obtain is to be freed from obtaining, to be 

liberated from obtaining. 

 So how about meeting God?  You think, “If I just meet God then I will have true peace 

of mind.”  And so in order to meet God you do this or that practice, you do the work of 

striving to meet God.  But if you truly meet God then there is no longer any need to seek God.  

This is the principle Rinzai is talking about here.  Rinzai of saying that the true condition of 

meeting God is the condition where there isn’t any need anymore to seek God, there isn’t any 

need anymore to grasp.  Because when you truly meet God then you and God have 

completely become one.  That is why there is no more need to seek God.   

 This is where hopefully you will finally understand that God is not outside of yourself, 

that God is absolutely together with you. 

 Every religion says that God is together with you.  But even though they do say that we 

are together with God, just at the same time as they are saying God is together with you, they 

also say God is in heaven, and that is the standpoint from which the rest of their thinking seems 

to be based.  I don’t think any young people nowadays think that God is in heaven.  But if 

you turn on the radios and listen to preachers talk about God, these old Fathers seem to still, 

just like before, talk about God as if God were in heaven.  So you can see that these guys are 

not talking from the perspective of really having met God, or really catching the experience of 

God. 

 This is exactly what Rinzai means when he says, “To obtain is to not obtain.”   

 But people who want to figure things out and talk from the thinking self, will go ahead 

and talk from the thinking self.  You cannot seem to stop them.  And so Rinzai stands in the 

position of these people who insist on talking from the perspective of the self which is trying to 

figure things out through thinking, and shows them how they really are. 
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 And so for the sake of the people who do not understand Rinzai further goes on in his 

explanation, and he asks further, “If to obtain means to not obtain, then what is this to not 

obtain?  What is the principle of not obtaining the experience of God?”  The question is, 

“Okay, so to obtain means really to not obtain, but what is the true meaning of this “to not 

obtain?  What is the principle behind “not obtaining?” 

 And then Rinzai goes on to speak more, and you can really tell he doesn’t want to say 

anything more.  You have to have a pretty big heart of kindness to go on and explain even 

further at this point.   

 He begins, “You guys face everything.”  And when he says everywhere, everything, he 

means everything in the east, and everything is the west, everything in the south and 

everything in the north, everything in heaven and everything on earth.  In other words this 

everywhere means the condition that has no inside and no outside.  Everybody is facing this 

“everywhere” Rinzai speaks of, and giving rise to the heart, giving rise to the mind that is 

seeking.  But if you truly seek absolutely everywhere then there is no more need to seek 

anymore.  That is zero.  That state of zero means the state of having experienced everything.   

 But, it seems as if everybody is not capable of having this experience of zero in which 

there is no more need to seek anymore, and so everyone is continuing to seek, always thinking 

“This isn’t enough, this isn’t enough, this isn’t enough,” seeking on and on.  And this, Rinzai is 

saying,  is the meaning of to not obtain.   

 What he is saying is that when you stand up in the position of not needing to seek 

anymore, that is the position of manifesting the perfect, complete self.   

 As I’ve been saying up until now, we are all in the position of needing to do the activity 

of living.  We must make an effort to do the activity of living in order to exist.  But as I also 

always tell you, without fail we will meet up with the condition where we don’t need to do the 
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activity of living anymore.  And when we do finally meet up with this condition where we 

don’t need to do the activity of living anymore, then that self which needs to do living will rest.  

The living self does that kind of thinking which thinks, “I must do the activity of living.”  But at 

this condition that function of consciousness which thinks “I must do living” has vanished.  

Because zero has been manifest.  That is the perfect condition. 

 Through the activity of living this condition of zero has been manifest, but that condition 

of zero cannot stop in itself, that condition of zero cannot stagnate.  Why?  I have talked 

about this over and over again. 

 If we say the activity of living is the activity which forms man, then the activity of dying 

is the activity which forms woman.  And when the man is doing the activity of living in order to 

manifest the condition in which the activity of living no longer needs to be done, then the 

woman is helping the man in that activity.  But the female activity is opposite from the male 

activity.  The female activity is the activity of contracting.   

 When this condition of not needing to live anymore is manifest, then immediately the 

minus, female, contracting activity takes the lead, and begins to act within this condition of not 

needing to live anymore.  What I’m saying is that in order to truly understand the way of 

being of our world, which needs both the male and female activities in order to come into 

being, which cannot be formed without both, you need to manifest the wisdom that at this 

condition of no longer needing to do living, this condition of zero, immediately the woman 

begins to take the initiative in the activity. 

 Now the male activity follows the female activity.  The activity of living follows the 

activity of dying, and the world in which dying must be done, the self which must die is 

manifest.  This is very difficult to actually contemplate.  So if you are doing zazen and trying 

to contemplate this please listen carefully so you can do it without mistake. 
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 And without fail the condition where dying doesn’t need to be done anymore will be 

manifest.  And this condition of not needing to do dying anymore, is, in contradistinction to 

the ultimately large, the ultimately small condition, the condition of the root source.   

 In Tathagata Zen we say that the very way of being of your self is formed through a 

repetitive activity of on the one hand the manifestation of the ultimately large which is where 

living no longer needs to be done, and on the other hand the manifestation of the ultimately 

small which is where dying no longer needs to be done.  And just in the same way as when the 

ultimately large is manifest, when the ultimately small is manifest, immediately the opposite 

activity, in this case the living activity wakes up, and begins taking the initiative.  And so it is 

the living activity which is taking the initiative in the manifestation of the complete self at this 

condition of the ultimately small.  It is the living activity which is manifesting the world of the 

ultimately small, which is the home of the ultimately small complete self. 

 According to Buddhism the self always has a home, and that home is the great universe, 

and conversely the great universe has the self as its content. 

 But when the self manifests the complete self there is no need to think.  The self which 

does not need to think is the perfect self.   

 Without fail there will be manifest a self that thinks, that thinks, “I must do the activity 

of living,” and does the activity of living, but just as inevitably the condition of not needing to 

do living anymore will be manifest, and in that condition there is no need to think, and the 

perfect self is manifest. 

 And just in the same way the condition of not needing to die anymore will without fail 

be manifest, and in that condition the self which thinks about dying, which thinks it must die, 

has completely vanished.  There is no more need to do thinking, and the perfect self is 

manifest.   
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 The conclusion reached by this teaching called Buddhism is that it is these two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities of living and dying which together give birth to the 

self, and also these very same two activities, together, cause the self to disappear.  This 

repetitive activity is the activity which makes up our world, our home. 

 What Rinzai is asking everybody to do here is to manifest the wisdom that sees clearly 

that we all must face everything, and facing everything do the activity of living until we no 

longer need to do the activity of living, and also, face everything and do the activity of dying 

until we no longer need to do the activity of dying.  The kind of wisdom which doesn’t need to 

do living or dying anymore is what we call perfect wisdom, makahannya, Great Wisdom.   

 So going back to Rinzai’s question, What is the meaning of to not obtain, what does it 

mean to not be able to experience, what does it mean to not be able to catch the experience 

for yourself?  Rinzai answers, “Those people who are not able to manifest the wisdom of not 

needing to do living anymore and not needing to do dying anymore, those are the people who 

we can say are in the state of to not obtain.” 

 The translator was really struggling here about this position of “to not obtain” so I think 

I had better try to talk about it again tomorrow, and make it easier to understand. 

 

終 

the end 


