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“At the evening gathering the Master addressed the assembly 
saying, “Sometimes I take away man but do not take away surround-
ings.  Sometimes I take away the surrounding and do not take away 
man.  Sometimes I take away both man and the surroundings.  Some-
times I take away neither man nor surroundings.  Then a monk 
asked, “What about ‘to take away man and not take away the sur-
roundings?”  The Master said, “The spring sun comes forth covering
the earth with brocade.  A child’s hair hangs down white as silken
strands.”  A monk asked, “What about ‘to take away the surrounding
and not take away man?”  The Master said, “Mandates of the sover-
eign are spread throughout the world.  The general has laid the 
dust of battle beyond the frontiers.”  Again the monk asked, “What
about ‘to take away both man and surroundings?”  The Master said, 
“No news from Ping and Fen.  Isolated away from everywhere.”  The 
monk asked, “What about, ‘to take away neither man nor surround-
ings?”  The Master said, “The sovereign ascends his throne in the 
jeweled palace.  Aged rustics are singing.”

April first will be the day I become a full ninety two years 
old, and we have arranged this Dai-sesshin around that.  I thought
everybody, knowing that it is about to be my ninety second birth-
day, all of my students would come and participate in this 
sesshin, but then I get here and, what’s going on?!  It looks like
there are only five or six people here!  Maybe the reason for this
is because, since unfortunately this sesshin fell right at the 
time we were changing shikas here at Rinzai-ji, the job of inform-
ing people about this sesshin wasn’t done thoroughly.  I really 
don’t know how well people were informed about this sesshin, but 
anyway, for my part, I gave some thought about what I should give 
teisho on in order to acknowledge my ninety second birthday.

Anyway, the kind of Zen I teach is called Tathagata Zen.  And
we are told that the person who particularly transmitted Tathagata
Zen was Master Rinzai.  So I wanted to give teisho on a koan which
expresses Tathagata Zen flawlessly, so that is why I took this 
part of the Rinzai Roku.  Because I will be giving teisho on Rin-
zai Zen, perhaps better than to call these talks teishos, to make 



them easier to understand what I will be giving will be more like 
lectures than teishos.  Of course I have already given teisho on 
this part of the Rinzai Roku as I have been giving teisho on the 
Rinzai Roku all along previously.  But perhaps we can say those 
teishos were truly teishos and not lectures.  So I think that a 
lot of the people who were listening had no idea what was really 
meant by this koan which has traditionally been called the koan of

Rinzai’s fourfold analysis, or four classifications (shiryoken 四

料揀).  I have been thinking therefore that I really want to set-
tle down and speak about how these four classifications of Rinzai 
are teaching the basis of Tathagata Zen.

So the first thing we have to get into, the first question I 
think that Zen students will have when listening to a lecture on 
the four classifications is what a classification means in this 
case (what ryoken means).  Rinzai has made four of these classifi-
cations or categories for his disciples in order to teach.  The 
word ryoken, translated as classification or category originally 
comes from the verb “to measure.”  For example if you are measur-
ing rice and you use a scale, and to get to the very nature of the
rice you measure it,  you say well there is either one liter or 
three liters of rice.  

So the first thing you have to understand about this koan is 
that the classifications or categories that Rinzai is using are 
classifying or categorizing, measuring the very nature or way of 
being of the self, this self which all human beings have which we 
call “I am.”

And Rinzai begins his teaching by describing these four cate-
gories as, “Sometimes I take away man but do not take away sur-
roundings.  Sometimes I take away the surrounding and do not take 
away man.  Sometimes I take away both man and the surroundings.  
Sometimes I take away neither man nor surroundings.”  

Although the translator has been using the word category to 
translate the word “ryoken” Roshi would like to reiterate that it 
really means to measure. (Maybe,  “Rinzai’s four measurements,” 
instead of “Rinzai’s four classifications.”)  And what are we mea-
suring?  We are measuring the very way of being of the self.

And Rinzai is attempting to explain the way of being of the 
self in terms of time.  And so I am not sure if category is a bad 
translation or not, but what I want you to clearly understand is 
that Rinzai is investigating or measuring the way of being of the 
self in terms of time, as the very nature of time.  Now “time” is 
certainly the right translation for the word “toki éû.”  So we can
say that within the activity of time there are four ways of being,
and now maybe we can see better if “category” is a good word to 
use in this case.

So please remember that the very subject that is being dis-
cussed here is that the way of being of human beings  is the way 



of being of time.  The nature of the self is the nature of time.  
When we say time we mean the activity of time.
And Rinzai is talking about the way of measuring or investi-

gating time.  What I want you to think very carefully about is 
that when we measure time and when we measure the self it is the 
same thing.  But when I say “to measure the self, ‘ I don’t think 
we can measure the self by taking a ruler and saying we are this 
many inches or this many feet.  So if we end up using the word 
“measure” in this regard you will get all tied up by the word mea-
sure, and not really be able to do what I mean by the activity of 
measuring and investigating the self.  Please be careful.  If you 
take the word measure in its ordinary sense, and then try to mea-
sure time or measure the self in that way, you will never be able 
to do it.  

If you fixate the usual way of thinking of measurement in 
terms of one inch or ten inches, then you never will be able to 
measure time or measure the self or investigate time or the self 
truly.  So you have to first think that it is not possible to re-
ally investigate time or the self through measuring in the ordi-
nary way.  

Please be very careful, because if you have any fixated con-
cept of how big or how small your activity of heart or your activ-
ity of mind is, then it will be very difficult for you to investi-
gate your mind.  You need to have that understanding, that sort of
attitude if you are really going to be a Zen student.

But it is true that these things called big and small do ap-
pear in our human world.  These problems of big and small in-
evitably appear in this material world, in this world of space.  
But no matter what material thing it is the activity of time is 
completely filling that thing.  Each material thing is filled up 
to the very brim  with the activity of time.  What Rinzai wants to
say here is that every single thing has the activity of time a its
content.

What Rinzai is talking about is this great universe where we 
live.  Rinzai is attempting to explain the activity of time with 
the basis of his way of thinking being that this great cosmos it-
self is formed having the activity of time as its content.  What 
Rinzai is hoping that you will be able to understand and think as 
he speaks here is that this great absolute space, this great uni-
verse is formed through the activity of time, and has the activity
of time as its content.

What do you think?  Does the great universe have a limit, 
have a boundary, or not?  I think that probably most people think 
that this great universe spreads out without having a boundary or 
limit.  And if you think in that way, then in the same way as you 
think that the universe spreads out limitlessly you will think 
that the activity of time also is without limit, and that it 



spreads out in the direction of the past limitlessly, and spreads 
out in the direction of the future also limitlessly.  You will 
come to think that facing the past the activity of the past con-
tinues on without limit, and facing the future as well the activ-
ity of future moves forward in the direction of the future limit-
lessly.  Even in the old days people have thought that future 
spreads out eternally in the direction of future, and past goes on
eternally in the direction of past, and so that is why even Rinzai
here is bringing up this problem.  

Rinzai is saying, as I said before, that the very nature of a
human being is just like the nature of time.  And so he is saying 
“Isn’t true that because people think that the activity of time is
eternal they also think that the nature of the human, whether fac-
ing the past or facing the future, also moves in those directions 
eternally.”    But Rinzai says that isn’t the way it really is.

Rinzai is speaking from the perspective that sees that both 
the activity of past and the activity of future have limits.  Rin-
zai is standing up here trying to say that if you are a person who
doesn’t really know the activity of time, then you can say things 
like the past is eternal and the future is eternal, but if you 
have really seen to the very bottom of the activity of time, then 
you know clearly that both the activities of past and future have 
their limits.

Even a philosopher upon hearing that the activities of past 
and future both have limits will think, “Wow, that’s quite an as-
sertion, that’s a pretty amazing statement,” and pay attention to 
what is being said.  

What Rinzai is trying to say here is that time is always the 
activity of time.  The activity of time is made up of the activi-
ties of past and future.  What I’m saying is that if you want to 
study Rinzai Zen there is no way to get around this koan.  This 
koan is necessary for you to see into if you are to say that you 
have studied Rinzai Zen at all.  But it is a very hard one.  

As I said the activities of past and future are two mutually 
opposing activities, and they form the activity of time.  But it 
was not Rinzai who first said that the activity of time is com-
prised of two mutually opposing activities.  Already the founder 
of Buddhism, the historical Buddha who we are told founded Bud-
dhism, already said that the activity of time is comprised of two 
mutually opposing activities.  And Buddha very clearly called 
these two mutually opposing activities the activities of tatha-
gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  And I have been
telling you over and over again that for you modern folks it can 
just as easily be said that these two mutually opposing activities
are the activities of plus and minus.  

And I have also told you many time before that if you are a 
student of Tathagata Zen then in order to do your study we also 



can name the tatha-gata, plus activity the expanding activity or 
the activity of existence.  And if you call the tatha-gata the 
plus activity then tatha-agata being the opposite activity would 
be the minus activity; the activity of contracting in contrast to 
expanding, and non-existence in contrast to existence.  

And I have also told you often that if we say that the tatha-
gata activity is the activity of birth, or appearing, then the 
tatha-agata activity is the activity of death or hiding.  Shakya-
muni Buddha already talked about all of this.  It is nothing amaz-
ing or special that Rinzai is taking up the activity of time in 
this way here.  But I think it is fair to say that it is very 
amazing and unusual that Rinzai has said that the very nature of 
us and the world we live in is the nature of time.  I think it is 
fair to say that this is a new, amazing, unusual assertion.  If it
serves to echo in your ears and bring your curiosity to the fore 
so that you have a new fresh look at your Zen practice, then I 
think that it is good to say that it is a special new teaching 
that the activity of time is the very nature of you and the world 
that is your home.  

I just said that time is the activity of time, but the first 
job you have is to really manifest the wisdom that grasps exactly 
what that means.  I always say that time is the activity of time, 
but almost everybody just lets it go in one ear and out the other,
thinking,  “Oh yeah, that sounds right to me.”  But Rinzai is cry-
ing out to you and saying, “First really manifest the wisdom which
clearly knows that time is an activity and that activity is com-
prised of the two mutually opposing activities of past and fu-
ture.”  

The way of teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that whenever 
we meet something new we manifest new wisdom.  Human beings forget
about the importance of manifesting new wisdom, and uncritically, 
unconditionally they fixate the activity of knowing, and from that
fixated perspective they say this and that.  But that is a mis-
take.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that human beings 
are different than animals or birds or other things.  The nature 
of being human is to always manifest new wisdom.  I want you to 
very carefully think that Rinzai is standing up on the perspective
of Tathagata Zen and emphasizing very strongly that the nature of 
a human being is to always manifest new wisdom.

So now from here, finally, I would like to get into to ex-
actly what activity the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, 
or if we speak in terms of time the activities of past and future,
do.

But here first we have to face the problem of who it is that 
said that this great universe, this world of ours is formed 
through the activity of two mutually opposing activities of tatha-
gata and tatha-agata or past and future?  Of course the transmis-



sion of Tathagata Zen is to say that the young man Siddhartha of 
the Shakya tribe who founded Buddhism, who began this teaching of 
the Buddha-dharma was the one who first saw clearly into the na-
ture of this world and saw that it was comprised of these two mu-
tually opposing activities.  Rinzai is standing up in the place of
Siddhartha who later after he was enlightened was called Shakya-
muni Buddha and is teaching about the activity of time.  So I 
would like you all to think carefully that I am lecturing here 
following the teaching of Rinzai which was following the teaching 
of Shakyamuni.

And now, taking up Rinzai’s position, which is also the posi-
tion of Shakyamuni, I also will speak about the activity of time. 

First we have to ask what kind of a world is it in which the 
activities of past and future act?  

The position of Tathagata Zen is to say that as at least one 
expedient way of teaching if we want to personify these activities
is to call the activity of future the female activity and the ac-
tivity of past the male activity.  The reason why we can do this 
is because the position of man and woman are clearly mutually op-
posing each other.  Everybody must be able to perceive and recog-
nize that the positions of man and woman are mutually in opposi-
tion to each other.

But even though the activities of man and woman are mutually 
opposing each other they also without fail will meet each other.  
What Rinzai is saying here is that past and future activities also
undoubtedly will meet each other.  And just in the same way as we 
always say in Tathagata Zen Rinzai is trying to say here that some
way or another you have to find a way of perceiving that these two
opposing activities of past and future are acting in one shared 
world.

And Rinzai is also trying to say that just as I said before 
that these two opposing activities can be called the living and 
dying activities you must think carefully and find a way to per-
ceive that living and dying also without fail will meet.

They do without fail meet each other, but that situation of 
having met each other is never a fixated situation.  Rinzai is 
trying to tell you that the shall we say plus and minus activities
or past and future activities, when they meet each other they 
never fixate that place of meeting, they both will break through 
that place of meeting.  

But Rinzai is also saying here that you must not forget that 
these two opposing activities of past and future, of living and 
dying, of expanding and contracting are acting, but they are act-
ing completely without will.  He is trying to teach us all that we
also do, undoubtedly, have times when we act without will.  But 
the position of Rinzai is also to be trying to teach us that there
are other times when we must act with thought, with will.  



What kind of a thing happens when plus and minus meet?  When 
plus and minus meet, at that time of meeting there are no activi-
ties of plus and minus apart from that meeting.  So, can’t you see
how wonderful and noble this place of meeting is?  That is why all
of us when we meet we are overjoyed and think, “Ahh, it is so 
great to meet!”  There is nothing, according to Buddhism, more no-
ble than this situation of meeting.  

And this will become clearer as I continue my talk, but we 
also call this situation of having met the perfect or complete 
condition.  

When we say the complete or perfect place, and we can also 
say the complete or perfect condition, we mean that the plus ac-
tivity is completely experiencing the condition of minus, and the 
minus activity is completely experiencing the place of plus.  
There is nothing superior to this, as I just said.

But as I just said that place of meeting is never fixated, 
and both activities will break through it and experience each 
other’s worlds.  

The teaching Rinzai is trying to tell us all here is that, as
I just said, the meeting place of plus and minus is the most noble
place, and it is the mutual experiencing and breaking through ac-
tivity of plus and minus which inevitably occurs right in this 
most noble of places.  

It is a very difficult thing to really get, to really under-
stand, especially for people beginning their practice, that plus 
and minus again act right within this most noble of places.  
Within this most noble place, which is a one and only singular 
unique place, plus and minus separate from each other and do the 
activity of experiencing each other.  This is not an easy thing to
understand.  You really have to do zazen and contemplate this.

Everybody loves to talk about “meditation, meditation” but in
Tathagata Zen we say that if you want to use the word meditation 
what you should be meaning by that word is to contemplate the na-
ture of the self.  There are a lot of different styles of Zen that
seem to be popular in America so maybe that is why meditation also
seems to be popular.

But we are already running out of time.  
So we have gotten to the place in the talk where plus and mi-

nus have met each other, and we know that this place, this situa-
tion of plus and minus meeting is the most noble place.  But that 
when that place breaks apart then plus and minus act right in that
place doing the activity of mutually experiencing each other.  And
I really want you to contemplate this in your zazen.  And I want 
to give one more word of caution in regards to your contemplation,
and say that when plus and minus meet that is when plus doing the 
expanding activity and minus doing the contracting activity are 
doing their activities equally.  In other words the man expands, 



and the woman contracts, and then they mutually manifest the place
of meeting.  That manifestation of that unique place is, as I just
said, manifested, when, together, without thinking, plus doing ex-
panding and minus doing contracting completely manifest their ac-
tivities.  Then they meet, and manifest the place of meeting.  
Please do your contemplation clearly remembering this.  

The end


