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from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XIX 

translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
 “‘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.  The 

three are one, yet all are empty names and have no real existence.  For the true man of the 

Way, from moment to moment mind is not interrupted.’ 

 From the time the great teacher Bodhidharma came from the western land he just 

sought for a man who would not accept the deluded views of others.  Later he met the second 

patriarch, who, having understood at Bodhidharma’s one word for the first time realized that 

hitherto he had been futilely engaged in striving. 

 As for my understanding today it is not different than that of the patriarch-Buddhas.  He 

who attains at the first statement becomes the teacher of patriarch-Buddhas.  He who attains at 

the second statement becomes the teacher of men and devas.  He who attains at the third 

statement cannot save even himself. ’ ” 

 

 I think I spoke yesterday about the question, “What is Buddha?  What is 

God?  What is the true Buddha, and what is the teaching of the Buddha?”  

Whenever there is a teaching then there must also be the putting into practice of 

that teaching.  And likewise, if a teaching is not practicable, if it is not possible to 

put a teaching into practice, then that teaching is just delusion, that teaching is 

not the true teaching.  What Buddhism says very clearly is that anything that can 

be called a teaching, because that teaching is practiced by people that is what 

makes it a teaching.   

 As I said I’ve been speaking about what Buddha is, and what Buddha’s 

teaching is, but of course it should go without saying that the teaching of Buddha 

is the teaching about the very nature of a Buddha.  If you ask what the teaching 

of God is, God’s teaching must be something that we have to put into practice.  

Even the teaching of Buddha or God must evolve together with our evolution.  
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We are things which evolve and advance, and so the teachings of God and 

Buddha must evolve too.  These teachings evolve with us.  As we walk the path 

of our lives the teachings are also evolving and changing.  That’s why we call 

them living teachings.  They are not dead, they’re alive, they’re not fixated, 

they’re alive.  So what I’m taking up here is the fact that any true teaching is a 

living teaching, in other words any true teaching is not fixated. 

 Earlier in the Rinzai Roku there is a very famous phrase that says that you 

must be the master in every situation.  Wherever your home is, wherever you 

reside you have to become the master of that place you reside in or it is not really 

living, it isn’t your real home.  All of us are doing the activity of living.  When 

we say “activity of living” we mean the activity of residing, the activity of making a 

home, and if there is any separation between the place and the person then it is 

no longer Zen practice.   

 And I’ve been telling you that we are doing the activity of living, the activity 

of making a home, but inevitably we will arrive at the limit of that activity.  

Inevitably we will arrive at the place where we no longer need to do living.  And 

the moment we arrive at no longer needing to do living oppositely we’ll turn 

around and do dying.  You might think that having arrived at no longer needing 

to do living means you don’t have to do anything, but that’s not true.  You have 

to do dying then.  And when you do that then also inevitably the self will be 

manifest that no longer needs to die.  If you can’t see how amazing, how 

interesting that is, then nothing in this entire world could be interesting to you.  

Living is interesting, but then we arrive at the place we no longer need to do 

living, and then we do the activity of dying, and then the self is manifest that no 

longer needs to do dying.  This process is what is really interesting.   

 And Rinzai is giving us this very amazing way of expressing this, and saying 

that the place we live in, our place of residence, our home, is never obstructed by 

anything.  Whether it is being used as the place to do living in, or being used as 

the place to do dying in, it is always manifest, and it is never obstructed.  Rinzai 

is praising this home of ours, praising this place we live in, and calling it the very 

greatest place, because there is nothing that can ever harm this place, there is 
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nothing that can ever tie this place up.  The place we live in and the place we die 

in never can have any obstructions in it.  That’s what the phrase “Your very 

mind just as it is, is the place of practice” means.  Your very mind, just as it is, is 

heaven.  Your very mind, just as it is, is your dojo.  There is no heaven apart 

from this place.   

 The very first thing Rinzai speaks about is what is Buddha.  He says that 

Buddha is the mind’s purity.  This pure activity of mind that has absolutely no 

obstructions, no hindrances in it.  That is the first thing he speaks about, but also 

when talking about our activity of residing, and the place we reside in, those 

things as well are not in any way apart from the Buddha.   

 When we try to make it easier to understand in our teaching we say that 

Buddha is simply that condition in which everything has been unified into one 

point.  And from ancient times that unifying everything together into one point 

has been called Zen, or dhyana.  But that condition of having gathered 

everything into one point is not fixated.  Without fail the one point which has 

everything gathered into it will oppositely disperse, or scatter.   

 The function which forms this one point is the activity of mind which 

gathers everything together into one point.  That mind of Buddha which forms 

Buddha we call the Dharma, the activity of mind, the activity of Buddha’s mind is 

the Dharma activity, and that activity is comprised of plus and minus.  In other 

words the activity of Buddha which forms Buddha, the activity of mind, the 

activity of Dharma is comprised of the two mutually opposing activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And in general this activity of mind is called the 

Dharma activity, or simply the Dharma.  And here I am personifying that Dharma 

activity which forms Buddha and forms everything, and calling it the activity of 

mind, or the activity of the human heart.   

 And the activity that plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata do is an 

activity in which sometimes they actually separate from each other, and when 

they do that they bring into being the world of past, present, and future, and 

sometimes they make that past, present, and future disappear.  I’ve spoken 

about this before in detail.  Sometimes plus and minus are contrasting with each 
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other, or facing each other, and in that case there are only two activities, just plus 

and minus.  And that facing becomes unification.  And there is a famous phrase 

which expresses this condition of facing and unifying over and over, and we say, 

“Not one not two, not two not one.”  And that activity takes place without any 

function of consciousness or will.  That’s the Dharma activity.   

 And then that condition separates.  In other words plus and minus, 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from each other, and then right in the middle 

of that activity of the Dharma, right in the middle of that activity of mind the 

three worlds of past, present, and future are manifest.  The teaching that 

teaches that is called the Dharma.  And that teaching is of course being actually 

done, being actually put into practice without will.  This second statement of 

Rinzai’s about the Dharma is a very difficult.  It is a very difficult thing to really 

be able to manifest the wisdom that knows that statement.  To really be able to 

manifest the wisdom that knows the principle that this one condition of mind, this 

one heart, when it divides itself in two the three worlds of past, present, and 

future appear is very difficult.  And I’ve told you over and over that within the 

three worlds the world of the present is the self, in other words the world of the 

present is the very basis for any existent thing.  I know I have told you about this 

in great detail, un-mistakenly over and over again, and so I’m hoping that you’ll 

be able to contemplate it in great detail for yourself.  The very position of Zen 

practice is to take this one phrase, “Dharma is the mind’s radiance,” and to really 

carefully and in great detail practice that, train yourself to do that.   

 Both because there are some new students here, and also because this is 

the last sesshin of seichu I feel like I should really explain this in detail, and as you 

know, when the self appears, when the self is born, it appears because it receives 

both plus and minus, and it appears as the present moment.  When you are 

born you receive equal parts of mother and father, but actually we can’t even say 

that mother and father are existing yet, so we should just simply say that you 

receive equally from the activities of plus and minus, and that’s how this self 

which says “I am” appears.  And I’ve told you over and over that plus and minus 

both give one tiny fraction, one trillionth of themselves in order to give birth to 
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the child, and because they have given of themselves then they themselves 

become no longer pure, no longer complete.  Plus is still plus.  Plus still does 

the plus activity, but it is no longer the complete activity of plus, and minus also 

still does the minus activity, but not the complete activity of minus, and these 

incomplete manifestations of plus and minus are what we call father and mother.  

I’m asking you to please contemplate this for yourself, that plus will always be 

plus, and minus will always be minus, but because they’ve given this one trillionth 

of their power in order to birth this child then they have become no longer the 

complete activities of plus and minus.  And we say that those no longer pure 

activities of plus and minus manifest themselves in the material world as 

substance, as matter.  Even in philosophy I think the question of what material, 

what matter is, and what non-material is, is a fundamental question.  And in 

physics also it is a very perplexing and thorny problem to actually define what is 

material and what is not material.  I think that ever since human beings 

appeared on this planet, and I don’t know how many millions of years, perhaps, 

we’ve been here, but we always have been grappling with this same question.  

And through different and various fields of study people have investigated this 

question. 

 Modern scholars say that before the birth of Buddhism in India there were 

already six very strong, clear, distinct schools of philosophy.  And all of them 

took very seriously the question of why matter appears, and also why matter 

disappears.  And Buddhism took all of the existing philosophies and studied 

them, and came up with its own way of explaining matter and non-matter.  

Buddhism said that when material things are manifest, when matter is manifest, 

that is the incomplete activity of plus and minus, and when it is the complete 

activity of plus and minus then that’s complete, that’s perfect, and so it’s not 

matter.  There is no seeing or being seen being done in that condition of 

not-matter.   

 And I told you yesterday that although mother and father appear, or we 

could say are born, exactly simultaneously with the birth of the child that born 

child is not able to know or to see the true form or condition of mother and 
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father.  Actually we can say that the child can see mother and father, because it 

does appear simultaneously with them, but what the child cannot see no matter 

how much it tries to, no matter how much it investigates it, what the child cannot 

see is the true origin of mother and father.  But it can experience the origin of 

mother and father.  It is only when the self dissolves itself that the self can do an 

activity which is different than seeing or hearing or the ordinary way of knowing, 

that the self can actually experience, actually catch, grab the experience for itself 

of the origin of mother and father.  When we say “experience” in Zen it only 

becomes really what we mean by experience when the entire body of the self 

vanishes, when your self is completely gone, that is when we say you have 

experienced.  And when that happens where does your self vanish to?  And of 

course the plus activity which the self has is given back to father.  And the 

moment you give back the plus activity to father then the moment father gets 

that plus activity back he isn’t father anymore, he’s become the complete activity 

of plus.  And when the self dissolves the self also loses its minus activity, but 

where does it lose it to?  It doesn’t really lose it to anywhere, it just simply gives 

it back to mother where it had gotten it from in the first place, and the moment 

that mother gets back the minus activity she had given, at once she returns to her 

origin.  Immediately mother loses the form of so called mother, and becomes 

the perfect, complete activity of minus.  This is very difficult, and I don’t really 

expect beginning students to understand it at all, but if you have been practicing 

zazen seriously for five, or six, or ten years I’m asking you to try to contemplate 

this correctly for yourself. 

 And what kind of condition is manifest when we simply have only plus and 

minus acting?  Of course that is the condition of the origin, in other words the 

origin of everything, the activity which brings everything into being.  Buddhism 

in general always talks about the way of no self, because it is only through the 

Way of no-self, through dissolving yourself, that the complete self is manifest.  

Buddhism says that originally there is no self, and to actually put that way of 

thinking into practice is Zen practice.  When the “I am” self vanishes, is 

completely gone, then all that is left is the absolutely pure and clear activities of 
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plus and minus, the complete activities of plus and minus.  And of course when 

that condition is manifest that is the origin.  There have been some people, and 

one person in particular, who came from Germany who was really worried, and 

he worried himself until he was absolutely sick, worrying that if his self were to 

disappear then nothing will ever come into being, everything will be lost.  So 

please don’t make that mistake, please really take it to heart that when you are 

capable of actually practicing the Way of no-self, and you manifest your self as no 

self then you are manifesting your self as the activity, as the condition which 

brings absolutely everything into being.  But some of you probably don’t care at 

all about, have no interest in this kind of talk.  And some people say, “I’m just 

not capable of understanding this kind of talk.”  Well, if that’s the way it is, I 

guess that’s the way it is.  But if you get stuck in those ways of thinking you will 

not only never be able to transcend the material world, you also will never be 

able to have the wisdom that can manifest this material world either.  These 

thoughts; “I can’t do it,” or “I just can’t understand,” they are both based upon 

fixating your “I am” self. 

 The reason why I’m talking about them so much is because these two lines 

of the Rinzai Roku, “Dharma is the mind’s radiance.  The Way is the pure light 

pervading everywhere without hindrance” have always been known to be very 

important for anyone actually trying to practice Zen.  This is really important.  I 

think some of you actually are now working on the koan which says, “When you 

actually do no-self you simultaneously make relationship with mother and father, 

and through that you dissolve the self, but when you dissolve your self what will 

happen?”  I’m talking to you.   

 And here comes this phrase that I always use, “The three are one.”  That 

means past, present, and future appear when plus and minus separate, and they 

appear right in this one and only singular unique world.  There is no other place 

for them to be manifest.  Although we use the words past, present, and future 

what I’m trying to emphasize to you is that originally none of those things are 

fixated things.  The three worlds of past, present, and future inevitably will 

appear, but they are not fixated.  And that is exactly what Rinzai is saying.  He 
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says, “They have no real existence.”  But I think everybody wants to shout out 

here, “But there is a real existence!”  What is the real existence?  What we 

mean by something which has a real existence is something that doesn’t change, 

and no matter how much the activity of mind changes that place in which the 

activity of mind acts doesn’t change.  That place that plus and minus act in is the 

one place, the singular place, and so if you want to call something true, or 

something which is truly existing that place is what you have to be talking about.  

But when you really grasp that one place then the subject and the object both 

vanish.  What I’m saying is that the play of consciousness, the dream of 

consciousness doesn’t just continue forever.   

 And then Rinzai talks about the true person of the Way.  That means that 

we can name this person who can actually enforce, we could say, or put into 

practice the teaching of the Dharma, “The true person of the Way.”  In other 

words the self itself appears with plus and minus as its content.  But not even 

one thing ever appears, when it first appears, having all of the plus and minus as 

its content.  The situation the self is in when it first appears is to be looking at 

mother and father, past and future.  Mother and father have become slightly 

aged, because they have given of themselves when they gave birth to the child, 

but at the very beginning when the self only has one trillionth of both plus and 

minus, then I guess mother and father are still pretty young, they still have a lot of 

energy.  And the child sees its young, healthy mother and father, but then as the 

child grows up and gets older and older the child sees its parents getting more 

and more decrepit.  And finally when the self makes all of plus and minus its 

content then its parents have completely disappeared.  And this is when you 

finally can experience for yourself, you finally can arrive at being able to manifest 

the position of muganodonin 無我の道人, the person who practices the Way of 

no self, or perhaps better, the selfless person of the Way.  This is when you can 

finally completely dissolve your self.  

 The last part of this when Rinzai says, “From moment to moment mind is 

not interrupted” is very difficult, but the way we explain it is to say that the 

activity of mind which makes plus and minus its content never stops even for  a 
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moment.  Even between one instant and the next, even in  this short amount 

of time that it takes to make the sound “PON!”  even in this short amount of 

time the activity of mind never stops, in this (“PON”  hits fan) moment without 

having any time to rest the self does the activity of making plus and minus its 

content.  Without ceasing it does the activity of making plus and minus its 

content.  That is the Dharma activity.  But when you violate the Dharma 

activity and end up thinking, “What should I do?  What should I do with my 

self?”  Then you have fixated your “I am” self, and Rinzai is saying that is the 

basic mistake.  Originally, Rinzai is saying, the self is freely following the Dharma 

activity.  Originally the self never ceases doing the activity of making plus and 

minus its content.  The original activity of the self is the activity of mind never 

being interrupted.  But the moment you fixate your self you can’t do the 

Dharma activity anymore, so that is why you should know clearly that self fixation 

is the fundamental error.  The wisdom which clearly can understand this part in 

the Rinzai Roku in a flash which says, “Yes!  That’s right!  It’s just the way he 

says it is!” will never be manifest if you are trying to listen to teisho and sleep at 

the same time.   

 If you just think in a self centered, selfish way, if you just fixate your self, 

and then start trying to find what is most convenient and comfortable for your 

self, then it will be completely impossible for you to make all of the plus and all of 

the minus activities your content.   

 What I’m saying is that if you can manifest the wisdom which clearly knows 

that the true way of being of a self is to make the dharma activity its content, 

make all of plus and minus its content, then also you will clearly know that you 

have been making sins, committing sins which are (really) not sins.  If you can 

truly manifest real wisdom you will know that you are not really sinning, that 

originally there is no sin, you will think that you are not fixating yourself, but in 

the end, even as you do your activity of making plus and minus your content, you 

will find there is no escaping the fact that sometimes you are bringing 

unhappiness to your friends, you are giving a feeling of unhappiness to your 

friends who are walking the Way together with you.  This kind of thing will 
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always happen.  Although it might be the opposite of your expectation, the 

more deeply you practice the more deeply, piercingly you will feel sinful.  

There’s nothing we can do about this.  You might definitely be moving forward, 

doing the activity of dissolving the self, but without even knowing how it happens 

it seems as if there is no getting around the fact that people will appear who hate 

you, people will come to hate you.  In other words, people who are attached to 

themselves when they see a practitioner who is making all of plus and minus his 

or her content, to see this tends to have the reverse effect on them and make 

them unhappy.  If you are a believer in a certain religion, and you truly are 

practicing and making plus and minus your content, then that is the true way of 

being of a religious person or a practitioner .  You have become a true 

practitioner or religious person, or person of the Way.  But even though you 

might be doing that truly magnificent practice, for people who are fixating 

themselves and looking at you from the standpoint of the fixated self, they will 

feel bad.  Your good practice will bring them unhappiness.  So even if you are 

doing the dharma activity with no-mind, even if you are doing the dharma activity 

with no will there will still be miserable, unhappy people appearing in this world.  

And the more you practice the more deeply you’ll feel that unhappiness.  

Hearing that you’ll think, “Well what’s the point of this practice anyway?  It’s 

better not to practice!”  But if you don’t practice you’ll never be able to make all 

of plus and minus your content.  Everyone just encourages us to “Practice!  

Practice!”  But this world of practice is very difficult.  There are a lot of troubles 

in it.  But we can’t escape this world.  No matter how much we practice we 

can’t escape.  So what should we do?  And that’s why Buddhism teaches the 

practice of “sange,” and I think the best English translation is repentance, the life 

of repentance.  The life of repentance really is the true way of being of making 

the plus and minus activities your content.  

 But the bell rang a long time ago so we should stop.    


