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from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XVIII 

translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
 “ Followers of the way, true Buddha has no figure, true way has no substance, true 

dharma has no form. These three are fused together harmoniously united into one. Just because 

you can’t understand this you are called, ‘sentient beings with unlimited karmic consciousness.’ 

 ‘Someone asked, “What about the true Buddha, the true dharma, and the true Way?  

We beg of you to disclose this for us.’  The master said, ‘Buddha is the mind’s purity; Dharma 

is the mind’s radiance; the Way is the pure light pervading everywhere without hindrance.’ ” 

 

 Yesterday during teisho I got to the part in the text where it talks about the 

inevitability of the three worlds becoming one, and then the one world again 

becoming three.  Rinzai is saying this as if his life depended on it, because it is so 

difficult, it seems, for people to really believe it, or have faith in it.  The reason 

he is able to speak in this way is of course because he has absolutely no doubt 

himself about the truth of this.   

 And of course when we speak about three worlds we mean the worlds of 

past, present, and future, and according to Tathagata Zen the present is the self.  

Even though I talk about this over and over again I guess it’s because you weren’t 

brought up learning about Buddhism, but for some reason or another it just 

seems impossible for you to really understand this.  Even though maybe you 

understand it intellectually, somehow you don’t really understand this principle 

that the self is something that appears and disappears over and over again.  

Even if you intellectually can understand the principle, when I place you on the 

stage of actual practice, of actually doing it, it seems as if it’s impossible for you to 

get rid of the kind of thinking that attaches to your self as the present, and looks 

at past and future as something other than your self.   
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 As I spoke about yesterday you need to be able to manifest the wisdom for 

yourself that knows that when you manifest the condition which transcends this 

world of form, and I know that transcend is not really the best word to use, but 

anyway, we use it temporarily and say there is a condition which transcends this 

world of form, and in that condition all three incomplete worlds of past, present, 

and future have completely been made your content.  And we call that the 

manifestation of true love.  It seems when you hear the words “true love” 

immediately you look at the world of love as an object, but any world of love that 

is an object is not the true love.  When you manifest true love that is the 

condition in which we say that you are completely saved, or completely liberated.  

There is nothing for you to seek when you manifest that.   

 When you manifest what we can variously call One True nature, or true 

reality, or true love, when you manifest that condition then you are saved.  We 

can read in the newspapers sometimes people’s testimonials.  They don’t seem 

at all embarrassed, they don’t seem to be blushing when they say it, they just 

very honestly say they have been saved by God or saved by Buddha, but I don’t 

think that is real salvation.  It’s really just talking about human desire.  It’s 

really just talking about being affirmed by something, and if that something which 

recognizes your fixated self and then affirms that fixated self is God then that is a 

ridiculous kind of religion, don’t you think?  I wonder, could God or Buddha have 

that kind of power to save us?  Does God or Buddha have the strength to save 

us?  If God were that strong then why does God, why does Buddha make wars 

occur?  We would have to ask that question.  We come to want to say that God 

doesn’t seem to do one single thing to help bring peace to this world.   

 What I’m telling you here is to manifest the wisdom for yourself that clearly 

knows what is being pointed to when words like “salvation” or “liberation” are 

used.  But there seems to be a lot of people who don’t understand anything 

about this principle, and just go around unthinkingly saying that they were saved 

by God, or that because they believed in God they got rich, or because they 

believed in God they were able to live a comfortable life.  Among those people 

there are probably some who didn’t do anything of themselves, didn’t make any 
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effort, and just got a bunch of money or a bunch of wealth form their parents and 

are living comfortably on that.  That is in no way thanks to God.  It has nothing 

to do with God or Buddha.  That isn’t the deed or that act of God.  These 

people are simply living off of the efforts of their father or their grandfather, and 

through those human beings efforts they are living a comfortable life.  True 

salvation only comes through your own efforts.  God or Buddha can’t save you.   

 It is only when you yourself manifest yourself as the condition which has 

transcended this world of form that you will be saved.  God or Buddha cannot 

do that for you.  When you read this text you have to see that Rinzai is shouting 

in a very sharp way at us all.  Rinzai is very clearly uncovering the truth of the 

situation here, and he calls the kind of people who do not have the wisdom that 

knows how to transcend this material world of form, but who do instead  

believe in the divine grace of God or Buddha “sentient beings with unlimited 

karmic consciousness.”  This means they are sentient beings who are running 

around saying  “I’m busy, I’m busy,” and all the while  are being controlled by 

the activity of karma.  What you have to do here is some how or another 

manifest the wisdom for yourself that understands what the true Buddha is or the 

true God is.   

 And then immediately Rinzai asks himself a question, and then answers it.  

He puts himself in the position of the student.  Even though in your translation it 

says, “Someone asked” it is actually Rinzai himself who is asking himself.  

According to certain books it seems as if some other person appears and asks 

Rinzai a question, but when you really get into the Rinzai Roku then you can see 

for yourself that it is Rinzai himself who appears as himself and asks himself a 

question.  It is as if Rinzai is presenting the topic of conversation, the subject, the 

problem that is going to be discussed first before he himself discusses it.  This is 

a very common way to speak, as you know.  Rinzai is standing up and asking 

everybody to try to apply this teaching to the actual world of practice, to actually 

try to do what the true Buddha is, what the activity of the true Buddha is, in other 

words the activity of the dharma.  But there are, as I just said, books that 

interpret the questioner here as a student.  And I guess that’s okay.  Either way 
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is okay.  But what I’m saying is that I want you to be able to interpret it as Rinzai 

saying, “Now I am going to ask all of you a question.”   

 So, what is Buddha?  Of course Buddha is Buddha, or the historical 

Buddha was a Buddha.  We define a Buddha as someone who has attained 

enlightenment.  And we also can explain what a Buddha is as a human 

personality who stands up having everything as his or her content, and the 

historical Buddha was such a person.  Buddhism says that a person who stands 

up having all of the plus and minus, the tatha-gata and tatha-agata activities, all of 

the activity which forms everything as his or her content is One True Nature.  

And when we personify One True Nature we call it Buddha.   

 But Tathagata Zen is very severe in its teaching and says that although, yes 

this condition of Buddha, One True Nature will inevitably appear, it is never 

fixated.  And Tathagata Zen goes on to say that inevitably that Buddha will 

dissolve itself, and in dissolving itself it will give rise to the sentient world, the 

living world.  But if you listen to this talk just letting the words go in one ear and 

out the other it doesn’t matter how many times you listen to teisho, or how many 

times you do sanzen, you won’t be practicing Zen.   

 When you make all of plus and minus your content then there is neither 

plus nor minus on your outside or your inside.  The reason for that is because 

the thinking self, the self which is the present moment, and the future, and the 

past have all disappeared.  But some people insist upon keeping on with their 

thinking.  They think, “But isn’t there really still past and future, inside and 

outside?”  But we very strictly criticize you and say, “It is only because your 

thinking self is manifest that you are thinking that.”  If you sit there asking a 

question from the standpoint of trying to figure something out, trying to use 

some kind of logic to figure it out, it is only because you are attached to your 

thinking self that those kind of questions come up for you in the first place.  So I 

want you to think about why you are doing that kind of thinking!  (The translator 

said it loudly, and it is just the way he said it.)   

 When you manifest true love, or One True Nature then your self is 

completely gone.  Where did it go?  The “I am” self has melted  completely 
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into the activity of true love, and is manifesting true love.  There is no need to 

figure anything out.  The self has completely melted into the activity of true 

love.  There is no self apart form this true love.  Therefore there is no need to 

say anything, or figure anything out.   

 When Rinzai talks about the Dharma what he is talking about is the dharma 

activity.  That is to say the activity which brings everything into being, the 

activity which brings you into being, and your world into being.  The activity 

which manifests you, in other words manifests the present moment, and also 

manifests the objective world, in other words the past and the future worlds, also 

that same dharma activity manifests the condition which makes all of that 

completely its content.   

 When the dharma activity dissolves itself, when it takes itself apart, 

dismantles itself (解体 kaitai), and manifests the world of past, present, and 

future it does that manifesting without any will.  And when the world of past, 

present, and future again meets up with the dharma activity, in meeting up with 

the dharma activity again it will be dissolved into One True Nature, one true 

reality, and that turning three worlds into one world is also done without will.   

 And in Tathagata Zen at least as an expedient way of teaching we personify 

the dharma activity and call it the activity of mind.  And that activity on the one 

hand manifests everything, and on the other hand gathers everything together 

into one point.  Because the dharma activity acts without will we also say that 

the dharma activity is an activity which has no thinking, or no logic to it.  

Without will and without desire the dharma activity, the activity of mind 

alternatingly manifests the material world, and then oppositely dissolves the 

material world, in other words gathers the material world together into one 

point.  It is always acting without will.  There is no activity of brightness and 

light apart from this will-less activity, and that is what Rinzai means here by the 

activity of the mind’s radiance, the mind’s light.   

 So hopefully, from listening up to now you have come to some 

understanding at least of what is meant by true Buddha, and what is meant by the 

activity of true Buddha, or the activity of true God.   
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 It talks about how the dharma activity manifests the world of past, present, 

and future, and there are things living in this world of past, present, and future, 

and those things are sentient beings, they are existent beings.  But it is a very 

hard thing to understand.  Actually for people who have studied Zen deeply it is 

a completely obvious thing, but for people who are just beginning their study it is 

probably difficult.  An existent thing that is manifest, in other words an existent 

thing that is born, as I’ve been telling you over over and over again, the true 

existent thing is that which comes into being having both plus and minus as its 

content.  Whether we’re talking about a stone or clod of earth or a plant or a 

caterpillar or a fish or a bird or an animal, or of course a human being, all these 

things can be called existent things which have been manifest.  And Buddhism 

says all of those things, starting right down with the earth and the stones all of 

them have plus and minus both as their content.  And as I say all the time there 

is absolutely a difference between these things.  Stones are different than earth 

which is different than mosquitoes which are different than fish which are 

different than birds which are different than animals which are different than 

people.  They are all different.  But Buddhism says they all are similar in that all 

existent things, even human beings, at the moment of their manifestation they 

receive equally from plus and minus.   

 But the human standpoint is an advanced, evolved standpoint, different 

than a rock.  The position of human being is a position that has the position of 

animal as its content.  It is a manifestation which has evolved from being an 

animal.  And the animal world has been manifest from not being fixated in the 

world of birds, but instead evolving from the world of birds, and becoming the 

position of animal.  And birds have evolved from let’s say the world of insects, or 

the world of caterpillars.  And the mosquito world, even the mosquito world is a 

world which evolved on land, it is a world based on the land, but there is also the 

world of living things in the water, in the ocean, and those things climbed up on 

land and evolved.  And fish have evolved from the world of plants, or the world 

of plants which live in the water.  Everybody knows that in the water there is a 

world of plants just like the world of plants that exists on land.  And plants as 
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well wouldn’t have appeared if it weren’t for earth and stones.  Plants have 

evolved from the world of earth and stones.  Earth and stones exist everywhere.  

They exist under the water, and also on land. 

 But then of course you’re wondering what was there in existence before 

earth and stones?  It was the activity of plus and minus simply facing and 

unifying over and over.  And I know I’ve explained this activity of the unification 

and facing of plus and minus many times before, but it’s very difficult really to 

grasp it.  That activity is called the condition of the source, or the condition of 

the origin, the condition that gives birth to absolutely everything, which forms 

everything. 

 And what we call a human being is an existence that has passed through 

and gone beyond many different kinds of existences.  From the very first 

existence that appears from the condition of the origin through the worlds of 

plants and insects and fish and birds and animals, and finally arrives at being a 

human being.  Buddhism says the moment an existence appears it is inevitable 

that existence will manifest the complete existent being.  A stone, as a stone, 

will manifest the complete condition.  A plant, as a plant, will manifest the 

complete condition.  And a mosquito will manifest the complete condition as a 

mosquito.  Inevitably whether it’s a fish or a bird or an animal, they all will 

manifest the complete condition.  And the human being has passed through this 

process, but even the human being will inevitably manifest the complete 

condition. 

 Among people there are people that die even when they are still in their 

mother’s bellies.  And there are some people who die immediately after they 

are born.  And of course there are also people that die after only growing a little, 

before they can manifest the complete self.  But it is really difficult to get into all 

of these special, particular examples, and so even though it is important I’ll leave 

off talking about them until later.   

 Anyway, it is the position of Buddhism to say that a human being, just in 

the same way as a bird or an animal will inevitably manifest the complete self.  

Buddhism says that every single existence that is born will manifest the complete 
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condition, and having manifested the complete condition, oppositely it will then 

do the activity of dying until it manifests the condition in which dying no longer 

needs to be done.  In other words an existence appears, and completely does 

the activity of appearing until it manifests a condition in which it no longer needs 

to do living.  And then it meets the activity of dying, and here is when it must do 

dying.  This must be frightening.  But for someone who has truly experienced 

being a mother they know about this great feeling of a compassionate heart, this 

feeling that they must, until the moment they die, be there for their child, be 

nurturing their child.  It is because you have the wisdom of no longer needing to 

die that you can manifest the heart of great compassion.  Even from the old days 

we’ve always said that women are superior to men, because women have this 

ability to manifest the wisdom of no longer needing to die, women, through being 

able to stand up in the natural experience of being a mother have the mind of 

great compassion.  That’s why we praise the women and say that the women 

are the superior ones.  Look, that is why they are residing in heaven, that’s why 

the angels are women.  

 But even woman need men.  Without the help of men a woman can’t 

become a true woman.  And also for men it is not possible to become the true 

man without getting the help of women.  I’ve said this many times, but anyway, 

a man can’t complete the activity of living without the help of a woman.  And a 

woman can’t complete the true activity of woman without the help of man. 

 But anyway, any existent thing that comes to be born not only will 

complete the activity of living, but also will complete the activity of dying.  And 

when you are able to manifest the wisdom of completing the living activity and 

completing the dying activity then you will have transcended living and dying, and 

then you’ll see that an existent thing is not something that necessarily must be 

controlled by the dharma activity, but that instead an existent being can actually 

be the dharma activity itself.  But this is very difficult so please carefully 

contemplate it in your zazen. 

 What I’m talking about is that it is inevitable that an existent being, once it 

is born, will complete the activities of living and dying.  And in Chinese Zen they 
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called this “do, 道, the Way.  The Way means the way of acting, the way of 

working in which you complete both the living and the dying activities.  This is 

important.  If you can really catch this then you will know that the very way of 

being of your self is the Way.  The true nature of being a human being is the 

Way.   

 The bell rang so no matter how much I really want to keep on talking I have 

to obey the rules of the dojo, and stop talking now.  Some people hearing that 

might think I’m being tricky, and think, “The Roshi is just saying that because he 

really wants to stop talking,”  But, no matter what, I’m going to stop here. 


