
Third Day Teisho  March 7, 1998 MBZC 

 

1 

 
TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU ROSHI 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

 7 March , 1998 

Translator: Shinzen 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XVIII 

translated by Ruth F. Sasaki 

  

 “With respect to my own activity today-true creation and destruction-I 

play with miraculous transformations, enter into all kinds of circumstances, yet 

nowhere have I anything to do.  Circumstances cannot change me. 

 Let someone who is seeking come here and I immediately go out to look at 

him.  He doesn’t know me.  Thereupon I don various kinds of robes.  The 

student, putting some meaning on to this, straightaway falls in to words and 

phrases.  What a pity that the blind shavepate, a man without the eye to see, 

grasps at the robe I’m wearing and declares it to be blue or yellow, red or white!  

When I disrobe and  enter the state of purity, the student takes one look and is 

immediately filled with delight and longing.  Then, when I cast off everything, 

the student is stunned and, running about in wild confusion cries, ‘You’re naked!’  

If I say, ‘Do you know, the man who wears these robes?’  he’ll abruptly turn his 

head around and recognize me through and through.” 

 

 The section we are reading now, as I mentioned yesterday is very 

important, because it contains Rinzai’s clear description of how we have two 

situations; one a situation where we manifest as a human being, and the second a 

situation where we manifest as the source itself.  We can see Rinzai’s feeling 

coming across in the words.  Perhaps he was getting old at this time, and really 

wanted people to understand what it means to be a human being.  What Rinzai is 

saying is that for a human being, we’ll never be able to know true peace of mind, 

true repose of spirit until we are able to manifest that wisdom that clearly 

comprehends that what it means to be a human being means to on the one 

manifest the state of the individual human, and on the other hand be able to 

manifest the activity of the source itself. 

 This winter seichu will be ending in just three days, or if we count today, 

four days (five!).  So I’m going to repeat myself, because it’s the very essence of 

Buddhism that I want you to get.  This very essence being the step by step 

process whereby the human being arises from the source.  Until we know this 

with crystal clarity no matter what we have studied, no matter what we have 

picked up or learned it won’t do us any good.  So we need to really settle in and 

get this point clear.  Approaching the age of ninety one I can’t be sure that this 

kind of opportunity, we can’t be sure it will ever come again.  That’s why I want 

to really settle in and discuss this most fundamental of points.  Being at such an 

advanced age it’s hard for me to get the words out.  I cannot express myself, 

even though I have the idea, I cannot turn it so easily in to words (new thoughts 

don’t come smoothly).  But I really want you to hone in on this fundamental 

issue, what is the initial condition out of which the human arises. 
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 Now we talk about bukkyo in Japanese, 仏教, it is the Japanese word that 

means Buddhism, but actually it means the teachings the kyo, of the awakened 

one, the ones who have satori.  When I was a young acolyte in the temple the 

word bukkyo or Buddha’s teachings was not used so much, rather we called it 

buppo, 仏法, that is to say the dharma of the Buddhas.  In Japanese the word 

butsu 仏 is an abbreviation of the Sanskrit word Buddha, and Buddha in Sanskrit 

means awakened.  And what an awakened person has to teach is called that 

person’s dharma.  Historically speaking it is said that Shakyamuni, the historical 

Buddha was one who had manifested the wisdom that really understood the nature 

of the human condition.  Shakyamuni when he was younger was called Prince 

Siddhartha.  According to tradition, as it is told, when Siddhartha was young he 

was fascinated, obsessed with the issue of what the true nature of the human 

condition was, and so spent a lot of time in deep states of meditation fathoming 

this question. 

 As everyone has experienced, whoever is born must encounter the activity 

called death, and die.  All beings that appear in this world appear by doing the 

activity of appearing.  And that is what is commonly referred to as being born.  

But as I said inevitably whoever is born must die.  So death, in contrast to the 

activity of appearing is called the activity of hiding.  And what does it mean to 

do the activity of hiding?  It simply means to encounter the activity that hides 

you.  So, when one is born what that means is that one has encountered the 

activity that manifests you, that makes you appear.  And, in contrast to that, 

when one encounters the activity that hides, then one does the activity of hiding. 

 So according to the traditions I was taught, Prince Siddhartha as a young 

man wanted to really understand what is the activity that manifests and hides 

things, and so he practiced meditation in order to be able to fathom that.   

 Eventually Siddhartha matured to the point where he could manifest the 

understanding that because the self appears and is hidden there is no fixed thing 

called the self.  In the tradition of Tathagata Zen we caution practitioners, “Don’t 

take anything on its mere surface appearance, accepting it without questioning it.”  

So, what it means to exist really means to be subject to the process of being 

manifested and being hidden.  So the activity that underlies our existence was 

referred to as the activity of anicca, which literally means impermanence.  So, 

according to tradition Shakyamuni matured to the point where he was able to 

manifest the wisdom that could understand that underlying impermanence were 

two activities; we can analyze impermanence in to two components, an activity 

that gives birth, and an activity that leads one to death. 

 And concerning this Tathagata Zen cautions the practitioner.  The 

activity called knowing is constantly evolving.  If you fixate the activity of 

knowing and claim you know some thing, then that is no longer the true activity 

of knowing.  The reason we understand some thing is because we have 

manifested the wisdom that understands.  So, this is what we caution you about, 

the process of cognition never fixates. 

 So, Siddhartha matured to the point where he could manifest the wisdom 

that understood that the activity of impermanence had as its content so to speak 
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the two oppositely directed activities called life and death.  In other words, we 

say human beings are the animal that can understand things.  What does it mean 

to understand something?  It means to mature to the point where you manifest 

the wisdom that understands.   

 So, we are born and we die at the mercy of the activity of life and death.  

And so according to our tradition Shakyamuni is said to have taught his disciples 

that these two contrasting and antithetical activities could be named tatha-gata, the 

thus going, and tatha-agata, the thus coming.  Now, although Siddhartha used 

this terminology in this way, these words seem to have been in existence before 

his time.  But according to the traditions of Tathagata Zen what was unique was 

the way the Buddha used these words.  His understanding that underlying 

impermanence must be two antithetical doings. 

 The Buddha told his disciples though, “I’m not the very first to understand 

this.  Previous to me there had been similarly awakened people, a number of 

them.”  So, when we refer to Buddhism as the teachings of the enlightened ones, 

then we can see that in this sense Buddhism is older than the historical thing 

called Buddhism.  So, the Buddha cautioned his disciples, “Because there have 

been awakened ones in the past, don’t think I’m the one that started all of this.”  

 Now, when we discuss the contrasting activities, the diad, the pair of 

contrasting activities, there are any number of ways, phrases we can use to 

describe the contrasting pair of fundamental activities.  We can call it thus going 

and thus coming, but we could just as well call it plus and minus, or life and death, 

or the doing that makes man and the doing that makes woman. 

    Ancient India had evolved the concept of atman, which is to say the true 

or divine self, soul.  The word itself comes from the root meaning to breathe, so 

atman is manifest through the in and out breath.  So, Siddhartha was able to 

evolve until he could use this concept that had already existed in ancient India, the 

concept of atman, and describe the two activities that create all things in terms of 

the out breathing and in breathing.  Everybody breathes out and breathes in.  

And that’s why Buddhism makes use of the in and out breath.  

 Shall we take the out breathing to represent the plus?  Shall we take the 

in breathing to represent the minus?  Actually you could do it the opposite too.  

But in the tradition of Tathagata Zen, because the out breathing involves an 

expulsion, an outward movement of air, we equate it with the expansive 

component of the source.  In contrast to that the in breath is a kind of gathering 

in, it is a collecting of everything in one unified spot, and so it is from that 

perspective to shrink oneself, or in other words represents the contractive 

component of the source.  Now, we might think out breathing is just out 

breathing, but sometimes out breathing manifests as in breathing.  Likewise, in 

breathing is not limited to in breathing.  Sometimes in breathing manifests as out 

breathing.  Now, this isn’t the main thing I intended to talk about, but I just want 

to mention it to you because this condition will appear.  

 Siddhartha evolved to the point of manifesting the wisdom that understood 

that the activity of expansion and the activity of contraction sometimes manifest a 

situation where they contact, they meet, and other times they manifest a situation 

where they stand in contrast to each other.  Why would that be?  What we mean 
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by Zen practice is to manifest the wisdom that understands this principle.  Two 

polar activities; we can describe them simply as plus and minus.  In Zen practice 

though we understand object to mean the activity of expansion, and we 

understand what is commonly called the subject to be the activity of contraction.  

So, for the practitioner, as soon as “subjective” is mentioned that practitioner 

immediately understands this is the activity of woman that forms woman, this is 

the doing called contraction.  Likewise, when one speaks of “objective” one 

immediately understands objective means the plus, the expansive activity, that 

doing of the man that makes man.   

 So I’d like you to grasp without being confused what I say; when I say 

plus understand immediately by plus I mean so called objective, and when I say 

minus understand immediately that refers to what is commonly called the 

subjective.  And never forget that if I say subjective it means contracting.  If I 

say objective immediately remember this means the activity of expanding, 

spreading.  

 What Zen teaches is that you have to clearly manifest the wisdom that 

understands that these two activities always arise simultaneously.  As soon as 

there’s the activity of expansion there is also, at the same time the activity of 

contraction, and conversely.  

 And that’s what I mean when I say that when you breath in you are 

simultaneously breathing out.  And likewise when you breath out in breathing is 

taking place at the same time.   

 Human beings are evolved beings, but there is a misstep that took place in 

our evolution because we have evolved in to beings that fixated their thinking 

process.  In other words we’ve evolved to the point of believing the self that 

claims “I am” is an actual thing.   

 And because we have come to the habit of fixating the concept of self we 

also fixate the concept of in breath and out breath.  The reason we think that 

when we breath out we only breath out and we do not simultaneously breath in, 

the reason we think that when the out breath acts the in breath rests, is because we 

have this fixated concept of the “I am” claiming self.  Just about everybody I 

think thinks that when you breath in the out breath isn’t happening.  All that is is 

fixating the perception that there is an “I” now breathing in.  But that’s a mistake.  

So, what we want to point out to you is this idea that when you breath out you 

only breath out, and that when you breath in you only breath in comes about 

through the human habit of fixation, indeed the human tyranny of fixation.  

Really the out and in breaths happen simultaneously.   

 What we mean by breathing out means doing the activity of expansion 

through breathing.  And we can also do the activity of shrinking, of contracting 

through the breath when we do the in breath.  But, when you’re breathing out, 

when you’re spreading, at the same time you’re breathing in, you’re shrinking.  

So you understand that the way of understanding anapana, which is the Pali for 

breath meditation in the tradition of Tathagata Zen is completely different from 

the way it’s explained in the scholastic works such as the Abhidharma kosha.  So 

you can take the in and out breath in this way as reflections of the fundamental 

principles of nature, and contemplate, meditate based upon anapana, or breath 
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meditation. 

 On the one hand there is expansion, spreading, on the other hand there is 

contraction, shrinking.  They stand in contrast, they’re polar, antipodal.  One 

spreads while the other collapses in.  So what’s going to happen?  All of us 

inevitably have the experience of encountering things.  What does it mean to 

encounter something?  One shouldn’t in an uncritical and un-examined way 

simply accept that there is something called encountering.  It’s very difficult.  

One expands and the other contracts, and inevitably this brings about a situation 

of encountering.  No matter how big or how small this universe may be it is just 

one universe.   

 What Tathagata Zen teaches in a quite straightforward way is that when 

the activity of contraction acts it acts upon this whole great universe.  The whole 

great universe is its place of activity.  You can see it in your breath, the activity 

of contraction contracts over the entirety of the universe simultaneously.  And 

what we mean by expansion is the activity that takes that which is smaller than 

the smallest, and spreads it in to the totality of the universe.  So both expansion 

and contraction do their respective activities standing, as it were, in their 

respective sources.   

 What we mean by the place of the source, the location of the source of 

contraction is that expansion beyond which no further expansion can take place.  

And likewise the activity of expansion expands having as its source the 

contraction beyond which there can be no further contraction.   

 And that’s why expansion and contraction inevitably mutually encounter 

each other.  These two contrasting doings inevitably encounter, they touch.  

And that encounter is broken through, broken out of, and the contractive, for 

example, contracts to that beyond which there can be no further contraction.  

Likewise, the activity of expansion carries the contraction to the source of 

contraction, the ultimately large, and so inevitably along the way these two 

activities encounter.  And they interpenetrate, they pass through each other, they 

break out of their encounter and expansion is able to reach the source of 

contraction which is ultimate expansion.  Inevitably expansion has a place of 

ultimate expansion, and contraction has a place of ultimate contraction.  So, the 

activity of expansion reaches the source of contraction, and therefore is able to 

hold the total space, the totality.  Likewise the activity of contraction inevitably 

reaches the source of contraction and thereupon rests.   

 So, minus reaches the source of plus, and plus reaches the source of minus.  

Now, they come in to total contrast; I ask, do they rest comfortably there?  How 

about it?  When they break through their encounter minus is able to experience 

the activity of plus, and plus is able to experience the world of minus.  So, when 

they break through their encounter minus can experience completely the activity 

of plus, and plus can experience completely the activity of minus, the world of 

minus.  But, as I say, there is no tarrying in that state.   

 What Tathagata Zen insists when it says that there is no tarrying is that as 

soon as that state is reached plus begins the journey back to the source of plus, 

and minus begins the journey back to the source of minus, inevitably.  Why does 

that situation arise?  The reason there is no tarrying in that state is because 
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inevitably at the same time both plus and minus conceive a desire to return to 

their respective native villages.  It’s difficult, isn’t it?  But we have to be able to 

manifest the wisdom that understands this so we can understand how it is that 

both plus and minus are able to experience the totality of what is, and then return 

to their respective sources. 

 So, the bell has rung.  Tomorrow I will attempt to continue from this 

point, but I have to be careful.  You know I don’t read this off of a written paper, 

I talk as it comes up to me.  So, please help me out; you remember for me.  The 

plus has arrived at the source of minus.  And minus has arrived at the source of 

plus.  So, the state has arisen wherein both plus and minus hold the totality of 

what is.  They hold all of it.  And this could be called peace of mind.  But 

there’s no stagnation there.  If you think it stagnates you’re wrong.  There’s no 

tarrying.  This is what I ask you to contemplate so that you can manifest the 

wisdom that understands why they don’t stop.  Why am I talking about this?  

Because after twenty, thirty years of practice, you’ve been out there teaching, this 

issue will once again become relevant.        

    


