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Tozan’s Sixty Blows 
 Unmon asked Tozan during sanzen one day, “Where have you come from?”  Tozan said, “From 

Sato.”  Unmon asked, “Where were you during ge-ango, the rainy season?”  Tozan said, “At Hozu 

monastery in Konan province.”  Unmon asked, “When did you leave there?”  Tozan replied, “On 

August 25th.”  Unmon said, “I should give you sixty blows with a stick, but today I forgive you.”  The 

next day Tozan went to see the master and said, “Yesterday you spared me sixty blows.  I cannot see, 

however, where I was at fault.”  Unmon said, “You rice bag!  Hanging around Kozei and Konan like 

this.”  Tozan, at this, was thoroughly enlightened. 

 

 On this day thirty six years ago I arrived at Los Angeles International Airport at six 

twenty a.m..  Thirty six years ago. That means that if you were born thirty six years ago 

then you were born together with me here in America, but I don’t think I can say that 

there is anyone who has studied Zen for thirty six years with me.  So those of you who 

are before your thirty six years of practice I have to ask you, where were you during that 

time?   

 This is the birthday of my birth in America, and every year my  America-birthday 

is celebrated on this day, but from my perspective it seems as if people just come and 

eat, and drink, and sing, and enjoy themselves, and go home, without knowing at all the 

true meaning of this birthday.  Today some people climbed to the summit of Mount 

Baldy, and that climb to the summit was their way of giving me their celebration of this 

birthday.  I truly thank you.  But I wonder if climbing to the top, did you really see 

into the top?  Did you really see into the summit?  Did you really experience for 
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yourself the world of before the birth of your self? 

 What I really hoped that you would do was to experience for yourself the world 

before your birth.  That is to say the world before the willful self was born, and of 

course that world is a world of no consciousness, no will.  In Buddhism when we talk 

about the world before the birth of your willful self we say that world is a world that has 

absolutely no will.  It is a world in which activity is taking place will-lessly, and we also 

call it the activity of perfect wisdom or prajna.    

 And in Tathagata Zen we say that the only way for we people who have been 

born, who do have our “I am” selves, to experience the will-less world of before the birth 

of the self is to dissolve the self.  All of you put your sandwiches on your backs, put 

your water on your backs, and sweated all the way up to the top of the mountain, and I 

think you did see the top of the mountain, but I wonder, did you experience for yourself 

this complete wisdom that Buddhism talks about in which you have forgotten 

everything, where there is no need to know anything, where there is no need to doubt 

anything?  Did you bring home the manifestation of the wisdom that knows that 

principle?   

 Last year four or five of the monks climbed to the top of Mount Whitney.  It 

doesn’t really matter what mountain you climb, it’s always the same, if you, in your 

climbing of the mountain do not have this experience of forgetting everything and 

manifesting the condition of the source, the condition of the origin, then that mountain 

climbing becomes simply a sport.  From the old days it has been a Buddhist custom to 

take mountain climbing as a spiritual training, the kind of spiritual training that forces 

you to have the experience of dissolving your self.   

 From my side I want to offer my congratulations as well, I also want to celebrate, 

but what I want to celebrate is the fact that every single person who climbed the 

mountain today did have the experience of forgetting everything and manifesting 
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perfect wisdom, manifesting prajna for themselves.  

 It’s a very joyful, happy thing for me that during this seichu we are able to have 

this celebration which remembers the day I first came to America.  But, as I said 

before, when we used to have these celebrations at Rinzai-ji, which we did up until now, 

it always seemed to me that these anniversary celebrations didn’t have any real value, 

didn’t give anybody any real profit, people just came and went.  However, this year we 

decided to have the celebration here at Mount Baldy, and so I happily agreed to that 

plan.   

 During seichu we have these special terms chosan and bansan, and chosan means 

giving teisho during the morning, as we do during sesshin, and bansan means giving 

teisho in the evening, as we are doing today.  At the times when you have been 

working very hard, or when you go out into the world, into society and do your work 

there, on days like that as a way for the Roshi to say “Thank you” even though 

everybody is really tired anyway, the Roshi’s way of saying “Thank you” is to give 

evening teisho.  What I’m saying is that during this seichu period, and actually it’s the 

same during seikan, you should remember that sometimes we’ll have these evening 

teishos.  Having no idea where you really come from you waft into the zendo, and then 

waft out as if there was nothing to it, but I won’t give teisho in such an atmosphere.  If 

you want to take zanka, a leave of absence, you have to clearly ask for permission from 

the shika to take zanka, and when you come back then you have to go through the 

sando ceremony in the zendo to re-enter the zendo.  If you just come back, and just 

wander back into the zendo, just fart your way without getting permission back into the 

zendo just because you want to, who gave you permission?  Did you get permission 

from the shika or the shoji?  You just put a face on as if you want to practice that day 

and float in.  If you act in this way it will cause trouble for everybody.  The shika and 

the shoji themselves need, therefore, to really get clear on these rules of etiquette.  If 
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you are, for example, joju, you are permitted to come and listen to teisho, and do 

sanzen, but you aren’t permitted to enter the zendo.  The form of practice of Zen says 

that when someone wants to do sanzen we must allow them to do sanzen.  Neither 

the Roshi nor the shika nor the shoji can refuse somebody the chance to do sanzen.   

But please remember clearly this rule that if you aren’t living in the zendo then, 

although you can do sanzen, you have to do it together with the joju, you can’t go to 

sanzen from the zendo.   

 The reason is that once you do enter the zendo you are not permitted to say, 

“Today my ass hurts, today I have  headache so today I don’t think I want to go to 

sanzen.”  If it is the case your ass is hurting or your chest is hurting you then you are 

what we call a sick monk, and so you have to confess this to the person who is sitting 

next to you on the tan and say how you feel, and then they will tell the shoji, and then 

the shoji will deal with you.  The preserving, the protection of these kind of rules is 

what is meant by keisaku.  When you’re carrying the keisaku in the zendo walking 

around the zendo, if you are the person carrying the keisaku it is your job to discern if 

the people sitting in the zendo really belong there, or whether they are outside people.   

 In Zen we say whether you are doing a thirty day kessei or a ninety day seichu 

training period that you should fall down dead in the zendo!  Do you really understand 

the meaning of “to die?”  When I say “Die!” I mean during this ninety day training 

period you should completely manifest the wisdom for yourself that knows what self 

dissolution is.   

 In the end I wonder if this kind of a zendo, where the true rules of the zendo are 

truly preserved, I wonder if in the end, in America, this kind of Zendo will be born or not.  

If this kind of zendo doesn’t come to be born I think it will be a very sad thing.  It will 

mean true Zen cannot come to birth in America.  The reason why I temporarily 

organized this place of practice of Zen called Mount Baldy Zen Center was to urge 
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people to at least try to imitate the true formal way of practice of a zendo, and through 

this try to see if in the end it is really possible to create a strict formal zendo in America.  

Mount Baldy is not a place where we strictly follow the true etiquette of a zendo, but 

please come here thinking that this is a place for people who feel they want to try to 

build a true zendo in America to gather.  

 This ninety day training period has actually been abbreviated to more like a 

seventy day training period, so during these seventy days if you really take to heart the 

spirit of wanting to make a zendo that follows the true formal rules of a zendo then I 

guess we can say a true zendo is born in America.  Today, in particular, because it has 

become a party day here, a celebration day,  in order to say thank-you to everyone I 

decided to give this bansan, evening teisho.  I was wondering what to give teisho on in 

order to say thank you and thinking that the shuguo, the spiritual training of 

self-dissolution was the most important, I decided to choose this koan of Tozan’s sixty 

blows.  

 What is the shugyo of Tathagata Zen, the spiritual practice of Tathagata Zen? As I 

was speaking about before, the practice of Tathagata Zen is to learn to manifest the 

wisdom for yourself which knows the condition of the origin, that is to say the world 

before the birth of yourself.  And as I said before, the only way to have this experience 

for yourself is to dissolve your “I am” self. It’s a condition that the “I am” self is not 

capable of knowing. Today, although this person is sick, a very old student of mine came 

to join in this celebration. Meeting with this person who came, they talked about a lot of 

different things and it seems to me that this person thinks they’re just fine the way they 

are, but they don’t really understand the principle of dissolving the self in order to know 

the world before the birth of the self, in order to know the world of the condition of the 

origin. And so they just blabbered on and on and then they were very happy about 

coming and then they left. But when I looked at their figure walking away, I was very 
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sad.  

 If you forget everything that means there’s no longer a need to seek anything, 

there’s no longer a need to search for anything, there’s no longer a need to manifest 

your " I am" self. But if you attach to that condition of the origin it’s exactly the same 

thing as any religion attaching to God. No matter what religion you pick up to look at, 

they all seem to say that “My God is the best God,” and they also say that it’s not 

possible to live without God. And so another thing that people who are studying Zen 

must come to understand is why is it that this self which must seek God, this self which 

seeks good and rejects evil, why does that kind of self appear, why is that self born? And 

I know that I’ve told you this countless times up until now, but in Tathagata Zen  we 

insist that it is an activity which brings the condition of the origin into being. And, if we 

talk about it, we can call this activity which brings this condition of the origin into being 

a mutually opposing activity of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, of plus and minus, of the 

positive and the negative. The thing that Tathagata Zen emphasizes is that it is these 

very same activities, this very same activity which is composed of two mutually 

opposing functions which brings the condition of the source into being and also causes 

the condition of the source to manifest this sentient world, that is to say the world of 

past, present, and future. And I’ve told you over and over again that the condition of the 

origin never stops in the condition of the origin, never fixates itself. And to make it 

easier to understand we also call the condition of the origin the condition of samadhi. 

And it was the enlightened one who pointed to the principle that it is when the 

condition of the origin, in other words when the condition of samadhi breaks apart that 

the world of past, present, and future appears right in the middle of the world of 

samadhi, right in the middle of the dharma world. 

 As long as we all don’t dissolve ourselves, as long as we all fixate ourselves, we 

will always be living in the world of past, present, and future. And we can also say that 
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the teaching of the enlightened one was to say that if we attach to this world of 

sentiments, if we attach to the human world, then we will always be suffering being 

controlled by past, and being controlled by future, and alternately suffering and having 

joy through this. And it was also a teaching of the enlightened one to say that 

simultaneously with the birth of the self the worlds of past, present, and future are also 

born. As I’ve said many times before, if you insist that your mother and father were 

born before you were born then you will simply become a person who will never 

understand that past, present, and future are born together simultaneous with you.  

 Even in the world of Buddhist academics there are some scholars who insist that 

mother and father are born before the birth of the self. And it’s not my job to go out of 

my way to negate that kind of thinking, but all I have to say is that that kind of thinking 

comes up because they have fixated themselves. What I’m cautioning you about, what 

I’m warning you about is that if you are able to succeed in manifesting the wisdom for 

yourself that when every single existent thing comes into existence, is born, it comes 

into existence together with the worlds of past, present, and future, then you will also 

be able to manifest the wisdom that understands the principle that mother, father and 

self are all born together. Mother and father both appear from the condition of the 

origin, past and future also appear from the same condition of the origin. This is a very 

difficult thing, but if you deeply do zazen then naturally the wisdom that understands 

this doji sayo 同時作用, simultaneous functioning, will come up for you, so don’t do 

too much thinking about it, don’t doubt about it very much, just understand the 

importance of practice.  

 The teaching of the enlightened one was that it takes hundreds of thousands of 

years of practice for the wisdom to appear that knows that it is when the condition of 

the origin breaks open, it is when the condition of samadhi breaks open that past, 

present, and future worlds all appear together. And it’s the teaching of the enlightened 
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ones to say that when the condition of the origin bursts open, one after the next 

different worlds are experienced. First the world of stones, then the world of plants, 

then maybe the world of mosquitoes, then fish, then birds, then animals, and finally 

people.   

 But, let’s leave that at that, this countless manifestation of different worlds, and 

say that when the condition of the origin breaks open the self appears, and inevitably 

that self will manifest the kind of wisdom that recognizes itself.  But in the stone world, 

or in the plant world, although we can in a certain sense say that consciousness exists in 

those worlds, it’s not a consciousness-like consciousness. It’s only in the higher forms, 

only after the mosquito world and the bird world have been passed through that true 

consciousness is born. After the bird world is passed through more development, more 

evolution takes place and consciousness is born. And when you enter the animal world a 

function of consciousness which is bigger, which is more consciousness-like appears. 

And it’s only when this advanced functioning of consciousness appears that the kind of 

consciousness which recognizes the “I am “ self appears. That’s the human world. And 

finally, taking the human world as our question, as our problem, this koan appears.  

 Tozan appears in the koan and he’s a monk, he’s an unsui, he’s a practitioner, 

and we don’t know exactly how many years he’s been practicing but we can see that 

he’s been practicing plenty. He visits the place of practice of Unmon, who was a famous 

Zen master, and who later had a branch of Zen named after him. And immediately when 

Tozan appears in sanzen in front of Unmon, Unmon asks him,  “You, where have you 

been recently? Where were you recently?” It’s actually quite difficult to interpret 

exactly the Chinese in the koan, but we can also say that he simply asked, “Where did 

you come from?” It doesn’t matter which one. Everybody, how would you answer? It is 

without doubt that all of you have appeared from the condition of the source, from the 

condition of the origin. You haven’t appeared here from a rock. So how will you answer?  
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 What Unmon is doing here is he’s testing Tozan, he’s actually saying, “You have 

been born here as a Zen practitioner, so how can you answer this question without 

making a mistake? Are you able to answer without making a mistake, or not?” Tozan 

answers “Sato,” the name of a place. As if he answered San Fransisco. There’s no 

mistake in that, is there? But that’s an answer any normal, regular person would just 

answer without thinking about it, not the answer of a practitioner. I think it’s fair to say 

that Tozan totally missed the point, totally misheard the question of Unmon. So, 

understanding this, all of you who are also practitioners, how should you answer? You 

have been born from the condition of the origin, so where should you go? I expect that 

you’re all very clear about your purpose. It’s that purpose that Unmon is asking about. 

And here Unmon thought, “Although Tozan looks like he’s some kind of great 

practitioner, he totally still doesn’t understand where I’m coming from.”  

 So then again he asks another question, “Okay, so where did you spend the 

previous seichu?”  Now you can really see the greatness of the questions of Unmon. 

These things that we call seichus are training periods set up so that people can learn to 

manifest the wisdom that understands the very nature of this world of ours and the very 

nature of their selves. The position of Zen is to tell you clearly that the very nature of 

yourself and the nature of the world which is your home are the same because, the fact 

is, they are the same. The question, therefore, “Where did you live during seichu,”  

really means did you catch the experience for yourself of your true nature, did you catch 

the experience for yourself of the true nature of your world, or not?  

 But again, the answer that Tozan gives is an answer of someone who is 

unquestioningly, unconditionally simply accepting the “I am”  self. It’s an answer that 

anyone would give. Tozan answers quite honestly that he passed the time of seichu at a 

monastery called Hozu in Konan province. There’s no doubt that Tozan was a very 

honest monk. And it’s fine to be honest but we can also say clearly that Tozan was an 
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honest monk who went around unconditionally recognizing, accepting as valid his “I 

am” self. And if you go around always looking at things from this perspective of the 

unconditionally recognized “I am” self then in the end you will never be able to see 

clearly into the condition of the origin. Some way or another every practitioner must 

find a way through their own practice to manifest the wisdom for themselves that 

grasps the condition of the origin, that’s what we mean by practice.  

 And again, then, Unmon asks yet another question, Tozan must have been not 

only a very honest monk but probably a very cute, adorable monk, too, and so Unmon 

asks him again, “Oh really, okay then, so when exactly did you depart from, when did 

you separate from that Hozu monetary where you stayed during seichu?” And then 

again, just like anybody would, just like anybody who is unconditionally fixating their “I 

am” self, he honestly answers, “It was on August 25th.”  

 In general it’s decided that summer seichu ends on July 15th. Here we have 

seichu July and August and September, but traditionally seichu, what we call summer 

seichu, ends in July on the 15th. So you can see that Unmon has figured out from the 

answer to this question that from July 15th to August 25th, that’s more than a month, 

so what has Tozan been doing all that time? Has he just been playing around? That’s a 

lot of days there. Has he gone to other temples to help out? Unmon wonders what he 

has been doing. Unmon sees very clearly into the character of Tozan here, and sees that 

although from the outside he looks like some kind of a great monk, he certainly has not 

manifested the wisdom for himself that knows the condition of the origin. And then, 

with the tears streaming down his face, Unmon says that he should give him san ton 

obo, san is three and ton means twenty, meaning sixty, this also comes up in the Rinzai 

Roku, it was an expression of the time and it means that he should beat the daylights 

out of him at that point, but, that day, he would spare him the blows.  And that night 

Tozan was not able to sleep. What he was thinking about was, “Why did the Roshi say 
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he should hit me? And why did the Roshi say that even though he should hit me that day 

he wouldn’t hit me?” Thinking about those things, he wasn’t able to sleep. Even though 

you’re told this, I wonder how many of you really stay up  all night without being able 

to sleep thinking about things like this?  

 A lot of people ask me, because it maybe looks like I don’t do much, “Roshi, what 

do you think about?” Every morning, forgetting about talking about the evenings right 

now, but every morning I wake up at one or two o’clock in the morning. And when I 

wake up what I think about every single time when I wake up, what I do zazen about, is I 

think about the koans that I’ve given to my students, I think, “I gave this koan to this 

monk and he answered in this way, but how should I help him, how should I teach him? 

How should I teach him to grasp that koan?”  The worse your Zen is, the better my Zen 

gets, because I have to think about it more, so I really am grateful to your bad Zen 

practice. Do you understand, Brian? To not understand is fine. The kind of monks that 

pretend they understand and answer in that fake kind of way are the worst. People 

unconditionally fixate their “I am” self and blabber on in some sort of clever, intellectual 

way. It’s much better to just shut up in your not-knowing. 

 If you have the way of thinking that you understand the logic of Zen, you 

understand the principle of Zen, and therefore you don’t need to practice, then your 

arrow will never hit the mark. It’s only those people that practice over and over again, 

knowing the importance of practice, that finally will reach their goal. It’s the same if you 

are practicing horseback riding, you have to actually get on the horse and ride it over 

and over again to get horseback riding. So anyway, to learn to practice is important. And 

without fail during your practice “UTTT!!” the arrow will hit the mark. And also, if you’re 

practicing horseback riding, without fail a time will come when suddenly you have 

become one with the horse. And if you have that experience for yourself then your 

practice will become more and more fun, more and more interesting for you. (The 
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translator shouldn’t ask me things I already said, I already forgot them.) But anyway, 

when you are riding a horse, without fail the experience of becoming one with that 

horse will come up. And when you have had that experience the practice of riding 

horses will become more and more interesting for you. You will clearly understand for 

yourself that one art within the art of riding a horse is to become one with that horse.  

 It’s the same if we talk about the love between people. If you’re just playing 

around or half playing around in your love, then the experience that completely 

becoming one with your lover is the true experience of love will never come up for you. 

The wisdom of “I am you” and “You are me”, that will never come up if you’re just half 

playing around in your love, if you’re just loving from the perspective of fixating your “I 

am” self. Please be careful. 

 So here is Tozan, unable to sleep, unable to manifest the wisdom that knows the 

condition of the origin, that knows the condition of oneness, that knows that the 

condition of the origin is the condition in which plus and minus completely unite and 

then face one another over and over again. The next day during sanzen Tozan asked 

Unmon, therefore, “What was my mistake? What was my sin? Why did you say that you 

needed to hit me sixty times and why did you say that you would spare me those sixty 

blows? I don’t understand.”  

 And then Unmon says, “Just like a farmer who doesn’t till the soil, just like a 

fisherman who doesn’t go fishing, just like a buisness man who doesn’t work, you’re a 

monk, you’re supposed to be doing takahatsu, but you just have been wandering 

around lazily like someone who has a lot of time on their hands. What have you been 

doing?”   

 There are a lot of you here who aren’t monks, but for those of you who are 

wearing the monk’s robes, the koromo, even if you are just wearing it for one day, you 

should clearly be able to open up your eyes to the fact that you aren’t eating through 
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tilling the soil like a farmer or fishing like a fisherman or doing business like a business 

man, how are you eating? Tozan is piercingly asked by Unmon, “What are you eating in 

order to live?” He’s being scolded by Unmon, saying, “Are you nursing at the bosom of 

your mother? Are you living being given food by your father?” All of you make these 

faces as if you think you grew up using only your own power, but in fact you grew up 

eating your mother and father. This is exactly the same as when Hyakujo taught his 

monks, “A day without work is a day without eating.” It was only when Tozan was 

severely scolded by Unmon that he had the Great Enlightenment, the dai-go, it was only 

when he was told, “If you don’t work, don’t eat. You’ve just been lazily hanging 

around.”  

 So I ask you, what kind of a place does the wisdom of enlightenment appear in? 

When the condition of the origin bursts open inevitably the self appears. And of course, 

this thing that we call the self has the activity called the present moment as its content. 

And as I’ve told you over and over again, that present moment has both the activities of 

plus and minus as its content. But there is not even one thing that, from the start, has 

the complete activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, the complete activities of plus and 

minus as its content, not even a person does. And so, with the appearance of the 

present moment, the incomplete activities of plus and minus simultaneously appear. 

 I really need to get into this a lot more, but I wonder what I came to America to 

teach? If I didn’t teach the truth, I guess I’m bound to be falling into hell. When the self 

appears, in other words when the incomplete self appears, it appears together with the 

worlds of past and future. So you must do the activity, you must do the work for 

yourself of making past and future totally your content. So I hope that here you can 

understand what enlightenment is. And conversely, oppositely, you can see that the 

manifestation of perfect wisdom is the condition in which it’s not necessary for you to 

doubt anything, it’s not necessary for you to try to grasp anything, it’s not necessary for 
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you to reject anything. And we’re told that the enlightened one first manifested the 

wisdom that knew that complete, perfect condition when he saw the morning star. I 

don’t think that it was Buddha himself who went around saying this, it was probably his 

disciple later who told this story about him. In the sutras it seems as if it’s the Buddha 

who is saying these things, but I don’t think he said them, I think it was his disciple later 

who said them.  So please be very careful about this when you read sutras. Even if it’s 

a sutra, don’t simply blindly read the sutra. 

 And the Buddha, having experienced the complete condition through the morning 

star, also experienced that when that complete condition breaks open the self appears 

together with past, present, and future. And then the Buddha sang out that the world of 

the future is my world, the world of the past is my world, of course the world of the 

present is the world of all of my friends and the world of the future is the world of my 

aged father and the world of the past is the world that my aged mother lives in. Please, 

open your eyes to the fact that if you are not yet able to manifest the wisdom for 

yourself that sees that the past is yourself and the future is yourself then you are still 

fixating your “I am” self and fixating the self that likes this and hates that. 

 So it seems as if you all are celebrating the anniversary of my coming to America, 

although I’m not really an American we can say that  that is the anniversary of my 

being an American, and so I thank you. Let’s all get serious. I want to get serious, too. 

Let’s all get the help of the jikijitsu and the shoji and the tenzo and the shika and really 

do this seichu and not forget about having morning teisho and evening teisho. 

   

   


