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Discourse XVIII

“Followers of the Way, the view of the Ch’an School is that the sequence of
death and life is orderly.  The student of Ch’an must examine this most carefully.

“When host and guest meet they vie with one another in discussion.  At times, in
response to something they may manifest a form; at times they may act with their whole
body; or they may, by picking up a tricky device, make a display of joy or anger; or they
may reveal the half of the body; or again they may ride upon a lion or mount upon a
lordly elephant.”

A true student gives a shout, and to with holds out a sticky lacquer tray.  The
teacher, not discerning that this is an objective circumstance, goes after it and performs
a lot of antics with it.  The student again shouts but still the teacher is unwilling to let go.
This is a disease of the vitals which no doctoring can cure: it is a called  “the guest
examines the host.”

This temple, “Rinzai-Ji” was founded thirty five (really twenty nine, Roshi’s error)
years ago on April twenty first, and so to celebrate this every year we have a sesshin
starting on April twenty first to celebrate the beginning of Rinzai-Ji.

I really detest celebrating birthdays. So when you become a monk I tell you not to
celebrate your birthday, throw out your personal birthdays, and even though I tell all of
my students that it seems that even at Mount Baldy they still are celebrating people’s
personal birthdays.  

Even though you may be able to look up at city hall your birth certificate and
know what your birthday is, or hear from your mother or your father what the day of your
birth was, if you are a true practitioner you don’t celebrate your own personal birthday.
And the reason that I  say this is that if  you are a true practitioner of  Buddhism, in
Buddhism we say that there is no way you can escape from the activity of living or the
activity of dying.  It is upon this foundation that I am speaking.  I you do a birthday
ceremony still attached to the ideas or the activities of living or dying then you are not a
true practitioner.  So even after I die I guess I won’t be able to do anything about it, but I
imagine that people will still be hankering after celebrating their personal birthdays, but
I’m telling you now that it is strictly forbidden after you have entered the temple, after
you have become a member of the dojo.  

Here  in  the  text  Rinzai  is  saying,  “All  of  you!   All  of  you who are  practicing
together with me.”  Followers of the Way it says in your translation.  And then he says in
the text, “In the Zen school.  In the Ch’an school.  In the Zen sect,” but if I were to spend
time in teisho and try to explain exactly what is meant by the Zen school it would take
too long so I won’t.  But if we use this word Zen in our translation then I guess we do
have to explain what it is.  What is Zen?  If we look at this question in an historical way
we see that there were many process’s that were passed through in order to come up
with the usage of the word Zen as we use it now.  It’s not as if we are only speaking
from the perspective of the Sanskrit word dhyana when we mean Zen.  Traditionally the
word dhyana was used to mean the focusing of the world of turmoil and confusion, the
world of disturbances into one point.  This focusing of confusion into one point was what
was meant by dhyana.  
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And to try to explain it in a simple way at least one way that Buddhism tries to
formulate the nature of the human being is to say that our content is the activity of
heart/mind, kokoro in Japanese.  This thing, this nature that we call heart/mind is the
being that is our very content.  When a person’s kokoro does the activity of confusion or
disturbance, then this condition we call a confused condition arises.  India is a very hot
country,  so  on  a  very  hot,  humid  day  it’s  natural  to  imagine  that  one’s  activity  of
heart/mind becomes disturbed.  But when one focuses this disturbed activity of kokoro
to one point then the condition of an undisturbed, unconfused mind appears.  

And I guess you can say that it seems like the people of ancient times (in India)
thought that when one has manifested this complete activity of mind, this perfected,
undisturbed activity of mind, that was equated to meeting the God Brahma.  To the
people, then, who felt that one could only find true happiness when one had met with
the God Brahma, then of course this practice of dhyana was very important, and they
developed a unique kind of sitting posture to take in order to practice dhyana, and to
meet the God Brahma.   

But we’re told that at this time a revolutionary figure, a voice of resistance to this
idea rose up, and he was the historical Buddha, Siddhartha, and he said that that kind
of thinking was a one sided, crippled sort of way of practicing.  What he said was that
although the activity of mind does do this activity of concentrating everything together
into  one  point,  the  activity  of  kokoro  also  does  an  activity  in  which  it  manifests
everything.  It does an activity in which it scatters (disperses) everything out again.  The
repetitive activity of on the one hand integrating everything, unifying everything into one
point, and on the other hand scattering everything out, distributing everything back out
again into the myriad things, over and over again, that is what Siddhartha said was the
true activity of kokoro.  This is the tradition which is handed down to us.  

What he taught is that the activity of kokoro is never a single activity.  As I’ve said
often up until now, the historical Buddha came up with this formulation to describe the
activity of heart/mind and said that the activity of kokoro is made up of two mutually
opposing  activities  called  tatha-gata,  thus-going,  and  tatha-agata,  thus-coming,  or
simply  plus  and  minus.   And  we’re  told  that  later  the  historical  Buddha  taught  his
disciples  that  this  activity  which  has  as  its  content  these  two  mutually  opposing
activities, he named it the dharma activity.  And he taught his disciples that the dharma
activity is what manifests this whole world which is our home, our place of residence,
and also at the same time manifests the way of being, the very nature of all  of the
selves in this world.  And because all existent things, at least from the perspective of a
thinking  human  being,  all  existent  things  have  some  kind  of  character  and  so  the
Buddha also gave a character, or gave a personified form to the dharma activity and
called the dharma activity in its personified form the activity of heart/mind, the activity of
kokoro.  

Actually the translation of “Zen Shu 禅宗 ,” from the original, to “Zen school,” is
not a good translation, but we have to deal with it, and if we are going to describe what
is meant by the Zen school I guess we can say that the Zen school is that teaching
which treads firmly on the understanding of this dharma activity.  So anyway the way I
want you all to grasp it now is to grasp the dharma activity as the activity of kokoro.  

Rinzai  is  now  speaking  from  the  perspective  of  looking  upon  the  activity  of
dharma as the activity of kokoro which brings the entire world into being.  What he
means is that those people who are studying Zen are studying Tathagata Zen, and
Tathagata Zen means we are studying these two mutually opposing activities of tatha-
gata and tatha-agata.  And what Rinzai says next is that the nature of the Zen school is
an incredibly clear way of being.  And Rinzai here is speaking in terms of tatha-gata the
thus-going activity  being  the  living  activity,  and tatha-agata  the  thus-coming activity
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being the activity of dying.  We can also call these two mutually opposing activities, we
can name the tatha-gata activity the thus going  activity the plus activity or the activity
which forms man, and the tatha-agata activity the thus-coming activity the minus activity
or the activity which forms woman.  And then in the text he says, “The sequence of
death and life is orderly,” and this translation of the original “junzentari  ”  順然たり to
mean orderly is a very difficult thing to translate.  I’m not sure about this translation of it.
These words are words that were used in ancient China.  They have a lot of history in
them,  they  have  a  lot  of  meaning  in  them  and  therefore  they  are  very  difficult  to
interpret.  But although it might be difficult it’s not to mean that it is not possible to
explain their meaning.  

In order to explain it in a way that’s easy for you to understand let’s just say in the
beginning anyway that what he is meaning is that these activities of living and dying are
following the natural principle.  They are activities which are obvious.  They are simply
doing the activity that they were meant to do, nothing more. 

So we must investigate here what kind of activity tatha-gata and what kind of
activity tatha-agata are doing.   And this is a subject that I’ve talked about many times in
the past.  And even though I repeat this same topic over and over again it seems like it
is very difficult for you to grasp.  In fact it’s probably fair to say that none of my students
have really grasped this talk clearly.  

It is the perspective of Buddhism to say that there are no other activities outside
of the activities of plus and minus, which brings everything into being.  And all existent
things, at the moment that they come into existence, already they have a home, already
they have a place of residence.  And of course all things, when they appear they appear
having both activities, both the activity of living and the activity of dying as their content.
And it goes without saying that this great universe itself also has both the activity of
living and the activity of dying as its content.  Without learning this principle clearly you
could study Zen for a hundred years and it would be an impossible task for you ever to
become a true person of  Zen.   What you need to  study then is  the way to  clearly
manifest the wisdom that knows this principle.  

Another  way  to  look  at  this  is  to  say  that  when  plus  and  minus  completely
become one that is when the condition of zero appears.  That is the complete condition.
The complete perfect condition is the true appearance of the condition of Zen or the
dharma  activity.    The  imperfect,  incomplete  condition,  in  contrast  to  the  perfect
condition is the condition in which the self appears which has plus and minus, tatha-
gata and tatha-agata, incompletely as its content.  To practice this principle and learn
this principle, to manifest the wisdom that clearly grasps this principle, there’s no way
that you could say that it’s an easy thing.  

There are many different styles of Zen that are popular, and I guess that the
reason  why  they  are  popular  is  that  every  different  style  has  something  to  offer,
something profitable to the people that study it.  And so there is no necessity to reject
and kind of Zen.  Any style is okay.  But the goal of Zen is to manifest the perfect
condition of zero, and so it isn’t real Zen unless it’s founded on the principle that the
perfect condition, the complete condition is this total zero condition.  

But then we have to ask is the perfect complete condition a fixated condition?
And of course it is never a fixated condition.  We are all here now appearing as existent
beings, and if we ask where is it that we have come from, it is this condition of zero.
This condition of zero is our origin, our source, our foundation.  And so you can see that
the complete condition is never a fixated condition.  All of us, all existent things have
come from the same condition of the origin.  

But things which have appeared here, existent things, are not perfect, complete
beings, as I always say all existent things are incomplete.  But as I always say although

3



Teisho April 21, 1997

we are all incomplete we all appear with plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata
equally as our content.  If  you come to a place where you can clearly manifest the
wisdom which grasps this principle then you will really know what I mean by your self
being  an  incomplete  being.   It’s  Buddhism  which  stands  upon  the  position  that
inevitably, without fail  this incomplete self  will  manifest a self  that has the complete
activities of plus and minus, the complete activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its
content.   And  when  you  arrive  at  this  condition,  because  it’s  the  perfect  complete
condition there’s no need to say anything.  And because this is the condition which
integrates everything, which has everything as its content, it’s not necessary to reject or
push anything away.  That’s why we say it’s the condition in which it’s not necessary to
see or to be seen.  It’s the condition in which it’s not necessary to seek anything, and it’s
not necessary to reject anything, that’s also a way to describe the perfect condition.  

And in Zen practice we also call this condition of perfection or completion the
condition in which tatha-gata and tatha-agata, or we can say the subject and the object
have become.  And we say that the plus activity, the male activity, the tatha-gata activity
is the object.  And in Zen practice we say that the tatha-agata activity, the thus-coming
activity, the female activity, the contracting activity, the activity of dying is the subject.  

But  we say,  and I  know it’s  a  difficult  way of  teaching,  but  we say that  the
condition in which tatha-gata and tatha-agata have become one is actually a condition
in which these two mutually opposing activities are doing a repetitive activity of facing
one another and then becoming unified with one another repetitively over and over
again.  

The position of Zen is this very difficult position to understand, it says that the
place in which tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus are doing their activity of
facing one another and unifying with one another over and over again, this place is a
unique place,  is a single home, there are no two places.  For people who are just
listening for the first time I know there are a lot of weird words that we’re using here that
you don’t understand, but just listen anyway.  What I’m saying is that the activity of on
the one hand becoming completely unified, and on the other hand the subject and the
object being in contrast to one anther, or facing one another, this is the activity of true
love.  And this repetitive activity of unification and facing over and over again is an
activity that happens without will and without desire.  This world is the world of no will.
That’s why we call it the manifestation of the activity of zero.  And in Buddhism we call
an activity of no will the activity of emptiness.  When I mention the activity of emptiness
everybody will start conjuring up their own theories, their own ways of logically grasping
this, but what I’m telling you is that the activity of emptiness is an activity of no will.
What I want you to clearly grasp here is that true love is the activity of zero, the activity
of emptiness, the activity which has no will.  

And we are told that on the stage of history the historical Buddha is the one, the
character who appeared on this stage, and experienced this activity of emptiness, this
activity of true love for himself.  What we say is that this person who was born into the
Shakya tribe, or the Shakya clan in India was the person who experienced for himself
the condition of  the root  source,  the condition of  the origin  of  everything.   And the
experience of the condition of the origin means to manifest the activity of the condition
of the origin your self, and this manifestation of the activity of the repetitive cycling of
unification and facing of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, to do that activity, in Sanskrit we
call  that  experience  “muni”  or  silent  holiness.   So  that’s  why  we  call  the  historical
Buddha Shakyamuni Nyorai, Shakyamuni Buddha.  He was the youth, the young man
who was born into the Shakya tribe who experienced silent holiness.  

The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that the way you have to think is that
now you are all doing zazen.  If you can do a kind of zazen which has no will then you
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will be do the exact same zazen as Shakyamuni.  You will be experiencing muni, silent
holiness for your self.  That is the condition of the source.  And as I always say this
manifestation of the condition of the origin is the manifestation of the complete condition
in which plus and minus, man and woman, tatha-gata and tatha-agata are functioning
within a single place, a single room you could even say.  And although Zen is a difficult
practice in the beginning we just tell you, “Take your zazen posture firmly and sit there
without any thought.”  If you think anything, whatever you think, it’s already separate
from the true Tathagata Zen.  

What Rinzai is saying here is that from the perspective of Tathagata Zen the
activity  of  living  and  the  activity  of  dying,  the  very  essence  of  those  activities  are
absolutely obvious, completely clear.  

And going back to something that I said just previously, the condition of muni, the
condition of silent holiness is not a condition which can continue on forever, it is not a
fixated condition.  Without fail the two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and
minus, the activity which forms male, the activity which forms female, will separate from
one another.  This separation of the two activities is a distinct, different condition than
when they are simply facing one another.  And as I always say, when the condition of
separation appears that is when within this one room, within this one cosmos the worlds
of past, present, and future appear.

The activity of tatha-gata, thus-going loses its original shape, its original form,
and appears  as  the  activity  of  future.   And tatha-agata,  thus-coming loses its  pure
condition of tatha-agata and appears as the world of the past, as the condition we call
past.  The world that we call the present is appearing in between the worlds of past and
future, and it has both the activity of tatha-gata and the activity of tatha-agata as its
content.  It  has both the future and past as its content.  We use these words past,
present, and future, we use the word, “the self,” but for people who are studying Zen
from the very start you have to investigate where do these things come from?  Where
does the self come from?  Where do the worlds of past, present, and future come from?

To try to study Zen without knowing the principle behind why past, present, and
future appear, why the self appears, it’s an impossible task, you could never do it.   

Everybody is the same.  If you see a beautiful woman you think, “:Ah, I like her,”
or if you see a handsome guy you think, “He’s cute, “ but no matter how many years you
study Zen it won’t become the real study of Zen until you truly can grasp why the world
of man appears, and why the world of woman appears.  

What Rinzai is saying here is that if you really can grasp the definition of what the
Zen school is, then you will truly be able to grasp what living activity is, and what the
dying activity is.  We’ve come to the end of our time so we should stop here.
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