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Translator: Shinzen Young 

 

from The Rinzai Roku, Chapter XXII 

       translated by  Ruth F. Sasaki 
  

 “Virtuous monks!  Don't spend your days drifting along.  In the past when I had as yet 

no understanding all about me was utter darkness.  But I wasn’t one to waste time.  So with 
a burning belly and a turbulent mind I ran around inquiring about the Way.  Later, however, I 
got some help, and finally today I can talk to you like this.  I advise all you followers of the Way 
not to live for food and clothes.  Look!  The world passes swiftly away, and meeting a good 
teacher as rare as the flowering of the Udumbara tree. 
 Hearing everywhere of old an Lin-chi, you come here intending to bait me with difficult 
questions and make it impossible for me to answer.  Face with a demonstration of the activity 

of my whole body, you students just stare blankly and can't move your mouths at all; you’re at 

such a loss you don’t know to answer me.  I tell you that asses can’’t bear being trampled on 

by a dragon-elephant.” 
 You go around everywhere thumping your own chests and whacking your own ribs, 
saying, ‘I understand  Ch’an!  I understand the way!’  But let two or three of you come here 
and you can’t do a thing.  Bah!  Carrying that body and mind of yours, you go around 
everywhere flapping your lips like winnowing fans and deceiving villagers.  The day will come 
when you’ll be flogged with iron rods.  You’re not [true ] renouncers of home.  You’ll all be 
herded together in the realm of the asuras.” 

 
 
 Until yesterday, I was talking about how the young man Prince Siddhartha, according to 

the tradition that has been passed on to me, was in his youth enlightened into the fact that this 

whole world is impermanent.  This is the Siddhartha that later became the Buddha and is the 

founder of Buddhism.  And certainly it is true; whoever is born will inevitably die.  What is 
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born inevitably goes through a process of development and maturation, manifests a complete 

self, and then passes.  What Buddhism says is that we participate in this dynamic process 

every day of our lives.  So it is said that all things are impermanent and all phenomena are 

without self.  Everybody says, “I am,” but that “I am-ness” that we all claim is not real 

existence.   

 So then what is real existence?  The world in which we appear and disappear has as its 

very content the pure doing of appearing and disappearing, therefore there is no doing to be 

found outside of this pure activity.  This world has as its content the two activities:  the 

activity of going and coming, or plus and minus; in other words appearing and disappearing.  

Therefore, these activities will never change, will never disappear, that world of impermanence 

is eternal.  According to the oral traditions of Tathagata Zen, the Buddha taught that what is 

meant to be an existing thing means to have as one’s content these two doings.  So it doesn’t 

matter how rich or poor you are, how strong or how weak, it doesn’t matter if you’re a man or 

a woman. According to Rinzai, every existence has as its content this double doing.   

 But as I mentioned yesterday, when something first comes into existence, it never has 

the complete activity of plus and minus, all of plus and minus, as its content.  What Buddhism 

affirms is that absolutely inevitably that which appears goes through a process of maturation, 

which means that it will inevitably appear as that having the complete activity ofplus and minus 

as its content.  There is no activity making the world other than this activity, this most noble of 

activities, and we all have this divine doing as our content, therefore we are also of the utmost 

nobility.   

 People go to church, they go to Buddhist temple every week; what are they seeking?  

What Tathagata Zen requires of us is that we splash some cold water on our face and wake up 

to what we really are!  Why do people go to church, why do people go to temple?  It’s 

because, of course, we’re incomplete,  we don’t yet have the complete activity of plus and 

minus as our very essence, and therefore as a by-product we suffer, and therefore we go to 

church or temple. 
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 I’ve been talking these several days about how it is that when the state of completeness 

goes to manifesting a new state of completeness in the interval between those two 

completenesses an individual, personal self arises.  And it is an incomplete self which is 

destined to completeness.  So I’ve been explaining how Buddhism explains to us that we’re 

always manifesting an incomplete self between states of completeness, and how we’re also 

always dissolving that self back into completeness.    

 I want you to see the vitality, the energy of Rinzai, how he expresses himself in today's 

reading, probably because  he gave this talk, this dharma preaching late in his life, thinking 

perhaps he would die tomorrow or the next day.  What’s the source of that energy and 

vitality?  It is his clarity of wisdom, understand clearly the activity that gives birth and the 

activity that gives death and not attached to birth or death.  He stands before you, riding on 

that power.   

 We are born from the source and we disappear back into a new manifestation of the 

source.  What is the source?  It is, of course, the universe.  We’re born from the universe 

and then we manifest a new universe.  When one first comes into existence, one has to 

consider that they are incomplete and that their surroundings are also not yet complete.  And 

that’s as it should be.  It’s fine to contemplate one’s incompleteness, but Rinzai reminds us 

that if you forget that you are born in the universe,  then you will be subject to suffering.  

Suffering and struggling to live, suffering and afraid to die.  But there’s nothing to fear in 

death, death merely means that you melt back into the universe, it merely means that you 

manifest a new state of completeness.  You don’t have to drive yourself crazy.   

 In point of fact, when you take the initiative to dissolve yourself, that state of the 

universe, that state of completeness which is realized at that time is spoken of in human terms 

in Buddhism as the manifestation of True Love.  So make no mistake about it - what is meant 

by true love is a manifestation of a complete universe, that is to say a complete self, that is to 

say a state wherein there is no need to claim “I exist.”   

 Rinzai says, “Make no mistake about it.”  First he spoke about the impermanent 
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essence of all things, then he spoke about what we call annata.  First he spoke about anicca, 

the impermanence, then he spoke of annata - no self.  That is to say, inevitably one dissolves 

oneself and manifests a state of the complete universe, make no mistake about it.    

 Then Rinzai goes on to ask, “Those of you that come here seeking me, what are you 

asking, what are you seeking standing here in front of me?”  Rinzai is introducing himself to 

the student, saying ‘I come into existence simply because I have encountered the activity called 

life and there’s no further this-or-that about it.’  He also claims boldly that he manifests a 

complete self by encountering the activity of death and dissolving.  So Rinzai stands right in 

our face with alot of energy.  What is the student going to ask of Rinzai?  What is the 

question that will be asked?   

 We have quite a few guests today.  Maybe it’s the first time you’ve heard me give a 

talk, and you’re thinking, “Hmph, I came here to be yelled at by this Roshi?”  but I don’t yell at 

anybody, I don’t put anybody down, I don’t praise anybody.   

 Encountering the activity that gives birth to all things, encountering the activity that 

murders all things, in other words doing the activity of existence, doing the activity of 

non-existence, participating in plus, participating in minus; this is what Rinzai calls, “My whole 

body activity. But it’s not limited to Rinzai.  Everybody grows up by doing the complete being, 

the complete body activity.  To really get the wisdom that would allow oneself to do this 

so-called whole body activity is not something that can come easily, not in just five or six years 

of practice.  Everyone in their personal evolution, down to the very plants and rocks 

themselves, participate in this so-called whole body activity, that’s how they grow.   

 The reason that we think we can’t  participate in this activity is because we are 

attached to the self that believes it exists.  But however attached a baby may be, it does grow, 

it does mature.  And the same is true for all of us, for all of you.  No matter how much you 

may be attached, you still will grow and mature.  There is, after all, a limit to the activity of 

life.  When we reach that natural limit point, we encounter the activity of death.  So even 

when we encounter the activity of life, we will inevitably manifest a self that no longer needs to 
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live any further.  And likewise, when one does the activity of death, however much one may 

do the activity of death, inevitably, according to Buddhism, one will come to the point where 

there is no need to die any further.  This appearance of a self that doesn’t need to live or die 

in Buddhism is referred to as suchness or reality.  In other words, by following the activity of 

life until there is no need to live anymore one manifests what we might call the suchness, the 

shinyo in Japanese, and by doing the activity of death until there is no need to die anymore one 

manifests what we call jisai, which means reality itself.  Suchness and reality, two aspects of 

True Love.  

 One speaks of True Love, but according to Buddhism there are two kinds of True Love.  

There’s the True Love that comes about through the man taking the initiative and there is the 

True Love that comes about through the woman taking the initiative.  I mentioned that to 

manifest the wisdom that understands this most fundamental of principles is no easy matter.  

But really it’s not difficult at all because everybody’s already doing it anyway.   

 That doing that has the two activities as its content that goes and comes, that is positive 

and negative, that total doing is what Rinzai refers to as “Whole body activity.”  But when I tell 

people that they have both of these activities as their very content, people are stunned, they 

don’t know what to make of itthey just look at me with their eyes wide open, blankly not 

comprehending.   

 We speak of  anapana Zen practice, breath Zen.  That is another way of describing 

the complete body activity.  I’ve spoken many times about this so-called anapana practice, 

this Zen of breath which you can read about in scholastic works like the Abhidharmakosha.  

But the way that anapana or breath practice is described in those scholastic works like the 

Abhidharmakosha is quite different then our Zen way of practicing.  The kind of breath 

practice that is spoken of in the scholastic works is elementary school practice given to little 

children.  The way we do Zen practice, according to  Zen, is we breathe in and out at exactly 

the same time.  In other words, Zen breathing is complete body activity.  But because people 

in elementary school can’t understand what the heck we’re talking about, we can give them 
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more elementary practices:  you breathe in, then you breathe out, then you breathe in again, 

but that’s not Zen breath.  Hearing this way of describing Tathagata Zen breath, many people 

will no doubt say, “That’s ridiculous!”   

 If you had to cut a big, thick tree, two people could do it by holding onto the blade of a 

saw from both sides; they’re doing contrasting activities, aren’t they?  “Vmmph, vmmph,” 

back and forth.  That “vmmph” is plus giving itself to minus.  And at the very instant when 

plus gives itself to minus, minus takes plus; that’s another, “Vmmph!”  Of course, the reverse 

also takes place.  Minus gives itself to plus and plus takes minus.  

 So although the activity of one truth has these two activities within them, these 

activities are part of that one truth, so they are one.  Because there is giving and receiving.  

We speak about this very ordinary thing in Tathagata Zen, giving and receiving, but people 

make it into something complicated.  If we attach to the self that believes that it exists, that 

claims “I am,” then we can’t cut the tree.  And it’s the same with breathing.   If you can’t 

breathe out, you can’t breathe in.  All breath ceases.   

 This whole body doing is true action, true working.  Rinzai says that, ‘When I manifest 

this whole bodyactivity in front of the student, the student is dumb-struck, they can’t respond 

at all.’  So Rinzai metaphorically describes this situation as being like the relationship between 

an ass, a donkey and the incredibly powerful animals likethe dragon, who according to the 

Chinese is this heavenly, mythic  being and the elephant,who is the most powerful of animals 

on earth.  There is no way that a donkey can hope to reach the activity of a dragon or an 

elephant.  

  Rinzai, in great kindness and consideration, gives us all sorts of metaphors, helping us 

to understand.  For example, Rinzai describes to us how people who stand in a sense of 

existing, who are attached to the “I am” self won’t be able to teach true teachings.  Instead, 

of course, they’ll teach what people want to hear.  They’ll tell people what good believers 

they are, what good students they are, how good their practice is and so forth.  And so they’ll 

hoodwink people.   
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 In Buddhism, we have a special word for the so-called world.  We don’t use the 

normal, secular word for world.  Rather, we use this word loka, which means this realm where 

people have various goals, have intentions.  The problem is, is that people’s goals are 

different.  So it’s okay to affirm our individual selves, but if we fixate our individual selves then 

our conflicting goals will lead to problems, we won’t be able to live as happy human beings 

together.  When one fixates one’s “I am-ness” then, according to Buddhism, we’re talking 

about the world of distinctions, discriminations.  Fixating “I am-ness” leads to the world of 

rocks, plants, insects, animals, birds and so forth.   

 What has evolved beyond all of these worlds is the world of the human.  According to 

Buddhism, human being means the most evolved of the creatures.  In other words, according 

to Buddhism the way that the different evolutionary levels come about is that the rock limits its 

life activity, affirms itself as a rock saying, “I don’t need to be anything more than a rock.”  A 

plant limits the life activity to plant, says, “I’m fine with plant,” affirms plantness, and so on 

down the line.  But every one of these levels, in its own way, also inevitably manifests a 

complete self.  According to Buddhism, the rock manifests a complete rock, the plant 

manifests a complete plant, the insect manifests a complete insect, the fish manifests a 

complete fish,  the bird manifests a complete bird, the beast manifests a complete beast. 

 The teaching of the awakened ones which we call Buddhism talks about this world being 

created by the two activities of plus and minus, which is to say the activity of expansion and 

contraction.  And so flowing with the activity of expansion level after level of evolution is 

produced until finally the ultimate, expansive product, the human being, is born.  The world of 

the human eventually evolves, and it is characteristic of the world of the human to have a 

highly evolved consciousness and therefore the human being can decide to take the initiative, 

to finish the process of expansion by reaching that state where there is no need to expand any 

further.  So, while you’re young and strong, manifest that wisdom that clearly comprehends 

the principle whereby you are able to achieve a state wherein there is no need to live, to 

expand, anymore.   
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 When one manifests a state wherein there is  no need to live any further, then one is 

saved.  What is salvation?  Well, the wealthy person has made the money they want to 

make, the farmer has brought in the crops in fall.  But if you think that’s the end of the 

process, you’re gravely mistaken.  If you get fixated there, then you’re really no better then 

the rocks or the plants.  If  you think that all there is is to experience the world of grace and 

salvation, when  you have achieved the ultimate of the activity of life, then you’re in error.  If 

you fixate there, then, as Rinzai says, you’ll be like those run-of-the-mill spiritual teachers who 

are able to make a pretty good living deceiving the faithful.  “The day will come,” he says, 

“when you’ll fall into hell and be tortured by demons flailing you with iron rods.”  Why?  

Because you have not yet experienced the activity of death.  So if you stop at the point where 

you no longer need to live, you’ve gone all the way with life, then you’re going to get attached, 

you’re going to say, like everyone, “My religion is the best!  No, my religion is the best,” and 

there will be no end to conflict.  The problem is that you’ve manifested one side of True Love 

and gotten attached to it.   

 This is a deep point, but the bell just rang so I will be going into this further in 

tomorrow’s talk. 

  

終 

the end 


