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Translator: Shinzen 

 
from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XVIII 

translated by Ruth F. Sasaki 
  
 “Students of today get nowhere because they base their 

understanding upon the acknowledgment of names.  They inscribe 

the words of some dead old guy in a great big notebook, wrap it up in 

four or five squares of cloth, and won’t let anybody look at it.  ‘This 

is the mysterious principle,’ they aver, and safeguard it with care.  

That’s all wrong.  Blind idiots!  What kind of juice are you looking 

for in such dried up old bones.?  There are a bunch of guys who, not 

knowing good from bad prefer to guess around and speculate 

regarding the scriptures, and make worldly interpretations of them.  

They are like men who, having sucked on turds for awhile spit them 

out, and pass them on to others.  Or they are like peasants, engaged 

in playing a game of passing the word.  They spend their entire lives 

in vain, yet declare, ‘We are renouncers of home.’  Questioned 

about the Buddha-dharma they shut their mouths and are bereft of 

words.  Their eyes are as vacant as chimney holes, and their mouths 

sag like loaded carrying poles.  Such as these, even though they may 

be present when the Buddha of the future, Maitreya appears in this 

world, will be banished to another region and there, lodged in hell, 

suffer its torments.” 
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 Even up here in the mountains we’ve had one hot day after 

another.  It must be even hotter down in the areas below us.  I’ve 

heard that the heat is so great that old people in states around us, 

like Texas, are actually dying from the heat.  So it’s no easy thing to 

do the practice of zazen in the very midst of such hot days.  So I 

really respect you.  I have no choice but to feel great respect for 

those of you who are doing this practice breaking through the heat, 

and showing such purpose in your lives.  And I pray that you’ll be 

able to complete the four remaining days, this is the middle day and 

so counting today there are four remaining days.  I pray you’ll be 

able to complete them without faltering, or collapsing. 

 Zen master Lin-chi, Rinzai as we say in Japanese says, 

“Practitioners of the Way get nowhere.”  Of course he’s addressing 

people of his time, we can see that even a thousand years ago in 

China there were many who were confused and unable to make 

head-way in their practice.  So, as far as this goes there is really no 

difference between people in the past and people in our day now.  

So Rinzai asks why is it that people are not able to understand this 

thing called the Buddhist religion.  What Rinzai is pointing out is 

that what makes it difficult is the fact that people acknowledge the 

self that claims “I am-ness” as a thing, and acknowledging it as a 

thing they fixate it, and from that perspective they try to solve their 

various problems.  If we fixate the self that claims “I am” then in 

this world there will never be anything that will completely satisfy 

that self.   
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 When people fall over, when they die, I doubt that anybody is 

able to die embracing the concept of  a fixated self.  However 

much you may try to offer them this drug or that medication, for the 

person who is about to die, they don’t worry about all of that, it’s 

not an issue for them.  This or that can never be the issue for a 

person at the moment of death, the only issue for them at the 

moment of death is the issue of dissolving into space.   

 So, what Tathagata Zen asks us to do is, while we’re still alive 

and healthy, to be able to understand, to have the concept clearly 

how it is that we arise from space, and how it is that we can dissolve 

back into space over and over again.  Between the coming into 

appearance and the dissolving away, in that interval all sorts of issues 

arise.  There are various joys and various sufferings.  Sometimes 

we encounter God, sometimes we encounter the devil.  Sometimes 

we make a pile of dough, sometimes we lose it all.  But, in the end, 

the self which appeared from absolute space will vanish into absolute 

space again.  This is what Buddhism teaches.   

 And as I’ve explained so many times, what Buddhism means by 

space (航空) is that effortless activity of being and non-being.  The 

upshot is, according to Buddhism that space is an oscillating dynamic, 

a repetitive process.  One may disappear into space, but perhaps a 

trillion years after that once again one will be manifested from space, 

from the universe.  So, we are born from space, and we melt back 

into space, and what Buddhism points out with crystal clarity for us is 

is that it is a big mistake to fixate an idea called death.  If there was 
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really death then there could be no re-manifestation from the 

universe.  So, we are born, we die, but it is important not to fixate 

these concepts.  Particularly it is important not to fixate the concept 

of death.  Now, in Zen we talk about the ‘Great Death,” somebody 

who has experienced the Great Death doesn’t need to think about 

such things.   

 So we are born from this great universe, and we melt back into 

this great universe, we shouldn’t fixate the idea of death.  We 

merely hide in the universe.   

 What Buddhism says is that while we’re alive we should 

experience with crystal clarity an understanding, an understanding in 

total detail of exactly how it is, the process by which we are born 

from space, and the process by which we disappear, melt, and hide 

back again in the universe.  If one is able to manifest the wisdom 

that understands the process by which one is born from space then 

an inevitable consequence of that is that one understands that one 

doesn’t really die, one merely melts back, one hides in space.  

That’s why to really study Buddhism, to really practice Zen is a 

sweaty affair.  If you really want to practice, you have to work until 

the sweat comes pouring out.  If one fixates the self, however much 

one may do Zen practice, it’s all going to go wrong.   

 Self arises, this cannot be denied.  Self does arise, and so we 

have to acknowledge self in that sense, but the self is not a fixated 

thing.  The error comes through the fixation.  So, since the time of 

Rinzai we can see that people have attempted to fathom the nature 
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of reality, to fathom the fundamental principle of things based on a 

fixated self, standing in a fixated self they seek truth, they seek 

enlightenment.  And they write their understandings down in 

books, their musings, their musings affirm the affirmed ego.  So 

Rinzai explains why practice doesn’t work for some people, it doesn’t 

work because they attempt to practice while fixating a self.  They 

affirm the fixated self.   

 So one may hear about salvation, one may hear about 

liberation, and think “Oh, that’s great,” and write all about it, but 

one has written about is just a fixated self, a dead old guy.  So 

everything that Buddhist scholars write, everything that Zen monks 

write is based on an “I am” self.  Even if you write about the 

dissolution of the self, if you are writing from the perspective of the 

fixated self, then it isn’t the real thing.  Actually, whatever you write 

is not the real thing. Rinzai points out what’s wrong with preserving 

the words that have been left to one.  People even go so far as to 

claim that these writings about the deep and mysterious principle of 

things have the status of sutra, holy writ, scripture. We could 

say that Rinzai is negating even the scriptures of Buddhism itself.  

         So, what is Buddhism? What Buddhism teaches is that 

there is no fixated thing; there is no fixated good or bad in Buddhism. 

What Buddhism teaches is that from that effortless doing , from 

thence is where the self arises.  In essence, when one manifests a 

will-less self, that is self that is in continence with the teachings of 

Buddhism.  We see Rinzai standing in front of us, negating 
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Buddhism, negating even the scriptures. 

         I want you to remember that the first koan that you get, 

“where do you come from and where do you go to?” is also the final 

koan. Some people might say, “Who cares, anyway? The fact is, here 

we are, so let’s do what makes us feel good.”  

         “BLIND IDIOTS!”, that’s what he says. Rinzai knocks 

people over with his censoring voice. What Rinzai is saying is,  

“Nothing  to seek, nothing to avoid, DROP DEAD! What are you 

seeking in these dead, old, dried bones?”. That is what Rinzai is 

telling us. But the fact is, everybody seeks to avoid what is 

uncomfortable and wants what is pleasurable.             What 

we mean by Buddhism is that which acknowledges the effortless, 

spontaneous activity. The will-less activity. As I always point out, this 

will-less activity is the activity of the thus-going and the thus-coming, 

the tatha-gata and the tatha-agata, participating in their oscillating 

process.  

         Let’s talk a bit about this activity of thus-coming and 

thus-going.  As I always point out, the going and the coming, the 

tatha-gata and the tatha-agata, are oppositely directed; they’re 

antithetical, antipodal activities. What Buddhism says is that unless 

we acknowledge two principles like this, we’ll never be able to 

explain this world or ourselves. We are at the mercy, right now, of 

these two activities, they control us. But we can also manifest a state 

wherein  we have made both of these activities our content. 

Whenever we manifest a complete self, we are no longer at the 
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mercy of going and coming. But whenever we manifest a self that 

does not have the totality of going and coming as its content, when 

we have this incomplete activity as our content, then we are at the 

mercy of going and coming and we are subject to horrendous 

sufferings and sadness.  

        When I say ‘thus-going’ and ‘thus-coming’, this is plus and 

minus, positive and negative, or put alternatively, that activity that 

forms male and that activity that forms female. I explained how it is 

that these two contrasting activities oscillate back and forth between 

two states, a state wherein they unite, and a state wherein they 

come into contrast. The state wherein the going and coming 

completely unite is what is called samadhi. And as I always point out, 

that state can be spoken of in human terms as ‘true love’.  

         There is only one universe, the universe is unique, 

therefore the plus and minus act in the same place. And because the 

plus and minus occupy the same universe, the same place, even 

though they stand in contrast to each other, they inevitably will 

contact each other. Inevitably, the plus and minus will contact, will 

come together. But when we’re immature, when we haven’t grown 

up yet, we look upon plus and minus as being fundamentally alien to 

each other, we can’t conceive of their coming together; in fact when 

we’re little children, we’re afraid of the opposite gender. The idea of 

a boy being together with a girl, a girl being together with a boy, is 

scary. But when one is really little, just a little child, a baby, maybe 

three or four, there’s nothing frightening at all about the other 
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gender. But around fourteen or fifteen our consciousness develops 

to a point where we come to think, “I am a man” or  “I am a 

woman” and, interestingly enough, we are both attracted to and 

frightened by the opposite gender. In any event, because plus and 

minus operate within the same space, they will inevitably come 

together.  What Zen practice asks is the following: when they come 

together, do they stay in that state or not? Do they fixate their state 

of encounter or not? Of course, what I’m describing now is the 

activity of the source itself, so we’re talking about complete plus and 

complete minus coming together.  The point to bear in mind here is 

that because we’re talking about complete plus and complete minus, 

they’re totally unconcerned, they don’t do the activity called making 

an discrimination between uniting and coming apart. Their coming 

together is a consequence of the effortless nature of things, that’s 

all.  

         We have this word, used in various academic disciplines, 

ri 理 in Japanese, which means a fundamental, underlying principle. 

Plus and minus owe their activity to the principle of things, it’s just in 

the nature of things that they be that way. When these two 

encounter, they interpenetrate, they break through each other. For 

example, the minus seeks to experience the path that was traversed 

by plus. And likewise, plus manifests himself through experiencing 

the world of minus. Each helps the other to simultaneously 

experience the respective sources of each other. And by that, 

through that, plus and minus are able to both experience the totality 
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of their world, to hold the totality of their space. 

         What we mean by samadhi is when both plus and minus 

experience both the totality of their world. That’s the manifestation 

of true love. When plus reaches the source of minus and minus 

reaches the source of plus, then they both hold the one space that 

they occupy, and that is what we mean by samadhi. And when each 

arrives at the source of the other then they both rest. They rest their 

respective activities. That state of simultaneous rest that comes 

about when they touch each other’s source, this is not something 

that they preserve through an intention, it breaks up as part of the 

basic principle of things. The very instant after they have manifested 

the state of source, plus turns around and makes an object out of 

minus; minus also turns around and makes an object out of plus. 

          It sounds difficult, but there’s nothing difficult to 

understand about what I’m saying. When you come to the pinnacle 

of the mountain, the pinnacle of the mountain disappears for you. 

There’s nothing to do but turn around and look down at where you 

came from. Plus, having reached the source of minus, turns 180 

degrees, does the activity of minus, and looks back at its past. Both 

must turn around, because once the source has been reached, the 

source disappears, and there’s nothing to do but look back, look back 

at one’s past as an object. We move forward into the future, but 

when we reach the source of the future,we turn around and gaze at 

the past. Of course, it’s just you, looking alone at your past; your 

future, your past.  
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         According to Buddhism, no existing being can avoid this 

activity of self gazing upon self. For the self that says “I am”, there is 

not merely the activity of going forward into the future, inevitably, 

there must be the activity of gazing upon the past. So we can see that 

this thing we call the self is a wondrous thing, a miraculous thing.  

         According to Tathagata Zen what we mean by the self is 

that which does the activity of gazing upon future until there is no 

need to gaze upon future anymore, and gazes upon past until there is 

no need to gaze upon past anymore. And that’s why it’s a mistake to 

fixate a self. What we mean when we say  that the self is not a 

fixated thing means that it can go through a fantastic transformation, 

it looks at the future but it can also look at the past. Something that 

can go through a miraculous, strange transformation like this we 

technically call a nirmana, an apparition. In English you must have 

this word, to be a phantom or  an apparition. The thing that we call 

the self is this apparitional activity. So one is able to experience the 

source of the opposite gender, one is able to undergo a miraculous 

transformation and return to one’s own source. That which has 

future as its source, after having experienced the source of past, is 

able to transform into something different, transform into its 

opposite, and return to its source in the future. According to the 

prajna wisdom perspective, self is not self, and in the same way man 

is not man, woman is not woman, future is not future, past is not 

past.  

         Because we fixate the incomplete self we think that 
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future and past are things. That’s why Rinzai says, “BLIND IDIOTS!” 

with respect to people who, because they fixate themselves, can’t go 

to the future and can’t go to the past. The activity of emptiness is an 

activity without a self, you can’t find any self inside that doing. The 

person that does the activity of emptiness is  the activity of 

emptiness, there is no need to seek a self therein. But, an incomplete 

self, born from emptiness, looks upon emptiness as an object. The 

activity of emptiness is like dry bamboo, you’re not going to be able 

to find any juice, any ego, inside it. But Zen practice is to exactly to 

squeeze juice out of dry bamboo and produce a human with it! How 

can we become a complete person, then? 

         So, there is no juice in bamboo. How should we seek the 

activity of emptiness? A complete self is going to appear by us giving 

ourselves to the bamboo, surrendering ourselves to the activity of 

the void. So Rinzai is asking us, telling us, understand this principle: 

to give is to grasp and to get something is surrendering. When plus 

gives itself to minus, at that very instant simultaneously plus is 

embraced by minus, and there is no imperfection, no complaint. No 

words, samadhi only. The activity of samadhi, therefore, is that 

wherein there is no will, no desire. This no desire, no ambition is 

what we call true love or the great samadhi.  

        But if you fixate the self, you’re going to get love-sick, 

you’re going to lose weight. If you become love-sick, I encourage you 

to practice intensely. Practice so you will be able to understand how 

you get by giving.   
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