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THE CASE 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

Whenever Hyakujo delivered a sermon, a certain old man was 

always there listening to it together with the monks; when they left the 

Hall, he left also.  One day, however, he remained behind, and 

Hyakujo said to him, “Who may you be?”  The old man replied, 

“Yes, I am not a human being.  In the far distant past, in the time of 

Kasho Buddha, I was the head monk here.” 

 

 The activity which brings the entire universe into being we call 

the dharma activity.  This activity doesn’t ever take a vacation.  The 

activity which brings everything into being through doing the activity 

of appearing and hiding, appearing and hiding over and over again 

never takes a break and never says anything like, “My ass hurts,” or 

“My eyes hurt,” or “My belly button hurts so I have to take a 

vacation.” 

 The translator has energy.  Anyway, he IS my translator. 

 Every single thing which is born already has its place of living, 

its residence when it is born.  Just ask an infant:  “Where is your 

home?”  Instantly that baby will answer, “WAAA!!!”  That kind of 

language isn’t the usual kind of language, we could call it the demon’s 

language.  You have to become a demon-child yourself.  You have 

to become a kind of person with a strong will, who acts with that 

strong will. 

 All we, every single existent thing, does its own activity, and on 

the one hand we can say that activity is the same as the dharma 

activity, and on the other hand we can say that as we do the dharma 

activity we are also doing an activity that is different than the dharma 

activity. 

 The teaching of the enlightened ones concerning the dharma 

activity is to say that whether it’s a plant or a mosquito or an ant or a 
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lice or a dog or a fish or a bird, all of these existences will inevitably 

manifest the complete self.  And whether it’s a mosquito or an ant or 

a fish or a bird or a beast or a dog or a human being, when that 

existence manifests its complete self, all of those complete selves are 

equal, because they are complete. 

 But we also have times in our lives which are incomplete times, 

and those times are the times where we must do the activity of living, 

or must do the activity of dying. 

 That is what we call the sentient world.  In this world of 

sentient beings when we meet up with the activity of appearance we 

have to do the activity of living, and when we meet up with the 

activity of being hidden we must do the activity of dying.   

 And yesterday I told you that when you are doing the activity of 

living, inevitably that activity of living will get the help of the dying 

activity, in other words the man will get the help of the woman, and 

through receiving that help will complete the living activity.  A man 

who believes he is living without getting helped by woman, who 

doesn’t realize he is being helped by woman, when such a man loses 

his woman he will, without fail, fall in to love sickness.   

 And oppositely, every existent being when they meet up with 

the dying activity without fail they will eventually manifest the 

condition in which they no longer need to do the dying activity.  And 

as I’ve been telling you over the last couple of days, of course, it 

should go without saying that that condition of no longer needing to 

do dying is the manifestation of the complete self. 

 And so you can see that we have been describing two different 

worlds; the sentient world where you must do living, and you must do 

dying, the world of life and death, and the world where you no longer 

need to do living and no longer need to do dying anymore, and we can 

call that, maybe, the world of liberation, or the holy, or the world of 

“muni” the world of silent holiness.  But if I say the English word 

“holy” then it’s not quite right.  What I’m really trying to say is 

“no-holiness.”  We can say that the two worlds are, on the one hand 

the world of “no-holiness,” and on the other hand the human, sentient 

world in which we make an ideal of holiness.   

 When we use the word muni which comes from the historical 

Buddha Shakyamuni’s name, it means to shut up, it means to not say 

anything, and that world of no language I guess we could call the holy 

world.  If there is any desire, if you have any ideals, then that is the 

human world where you might make an ideal or a goal out of holiness, 
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but the world where there is absolutely no desire, no ambition, and no 

ideals, that is beyond the human world, that is muni, that is true 

holiness. 

 Yesterday I spoke a little bit about the Bible and the old 

testament, and about how in the old testament they do talk about 

holiness and emptiness.  In the old testament they talk a lot about 

emptiness, and describe it as  this condition in which everything 

passes away, even all of us pass away.  And those people of old who 

were creating the bible way back then, they must have really suffered 

trying to escape from this kind of emptiness.  That’s why it seems to 

me that they are preaching the necessity of having a strong will.  But 

no matter how strong a will you have, it isn’t possible to negate the 

activity of emptiness.  There’s no way around it you will have to 

meet up with love sickness. 

 But those old people in the old testament it seems to me didn’t 

give up, and they felt like, “We have to fight the activity of emptiness 

until we can vanquish it,” and they strengthened their wills even 

further.   

 Actually what I’m explaining to you now comes from my 

reading of the bible a long time ago.  If I read it again now I might 

interpret it in a different way, but it seems like someone ran off with 

my copy of the bible and so I think the translator should buy me a new 

copy and read it to me.  The one that I had, before it got stolen, was a 

really good translation of the bible into very beautiful Japanese.   

 The old testament, as I remember it, seems to very beautifully 

express two different sides of life.  One side of life where people 

muster up their wills as strongly as they can in order to conquer the 

activity of impermanence, and the other side of life in which they 

have totally given up and are in utter defeat and despair having been 

vanquished by the activity of impermanence into nervous collapse. 

 It’s definitely true that as long as we are human beings we have 

to have strong wills. 

 And from my perspective anyway there is a difference in this 

regard between the new and the old testaments.  Anyway, one thing 

that you can really clearly understand if you read the old testament is 

that those old guys back then really took life seriously, and fought 

hard to really live an authentic human life. 

 And I also think that that kind of expression is very similar to 

the vedic poetry that you can read that was written before the 

appearance of Buddhism in India.  And the historical Buddha, 
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Shakyamuni, also, when he first began his training was tied up by the 

problem of impermanence, anicca, emptiness, and wondered how best 

to deal with it.  But it’s impossible to escape from the activity of 

emptiness.   

 It was the Buddha therefore that finally concluded that the only 

thing for us to do is to manifest a self which does the activity of 

emptiness itself.  What I’m saying is that your true self is the self 

which does the activity of emptiness.  But it’s a difficult thing. 

 So the conclusion of this koan of Hyakujo’s fox is a 

commandment asking you to yourself manifest the activity of 

emptiness.  And in order to do that you need a strong will.   

 But to say strong will, then immediately that has a weak will in 

contrast to it. 

 And so from my point of view it seems as if this Hyakujo’s fox 

case is saying that at the beginning you need a strong will, but in the 

end you must be able to manifest the activity of emptiness no longer 

needing will.  Rinzai was Hyakujo’s grandson in terms of the 

dharma.  And I think it’s fair to say that Rinzai was the one who 

really emphasized that if you want to be a true Zen practitioner you 

need that strong will to manifest the activity of emptiness.  But 

Rinzai also in the end said that finally you must graduate from having 

that strong will, and be able to live a perfectly natural human life 

following the activity of emptiness. 

 “Together with the monks when they left the hall he left also.”  

This leaving together with the monks.  No matter how many times I 

read it I’m always impressed by this phrase.  You can really see here 

how this old man manifested himself exactly following the dharma 

activity. 

 But then suddenly one day he violated the dharma activity, and 

when everybody else left after teisho he stayed behind and stood 

straight up in front of Hyakujo.  Do you understand?  I won’t permit 

you to say you understand unless you can really grasp what this is.  

Here the old man has violated, turned his back on the dharma activity, 

and instead chose to stand up right in front of Hyakujo.  So how 

about your sanzen?  I ring the bell, but even after I’ve rung the bell 

you’re still sitting there, “Uh, uh Roshi I have a question.”  What’s 

up with that?!  What’s wrong with you?  You’re doing your sanzen 

just like this old man who suddenly one day stayed behind.   

 Hyakujo, the Zen master, then takes up this old man who has 

not left with everybody else, and in doing that has violated the dharma 
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activity.  If you’ve been practicing zazen for five or six years then 

you should be able to really grasp the heart of this situation.   

 Hyakujo then asks, “Who is this standing in front of me?”  

How would you answer? 

 And how does the old man answer?  “Yes, I am not a human 

being.”  This is a great answer.  But, actually we have to say that 

he’s an idiot old man.  If he really wasn’t a human being, if he really 

wasn’t an existent thing, then why would he have any need to stand 

there and say “I’m not a human being, I’m not an existent thing?”   

 We have this word “ghost” and I guess this is a good word to 

describe this old man here who is standing there saying that he’s not a 

human being, so I guess we have to listen to this sleep talk, this 

talking in his sleep of this ghost.    

 Although he’s a ghost he’s a very great ghost.  I just called him 

a stupid idiot, but also we have to say that he’s a wonderfully great 

ghost. 

 He says, “In the far distant past, in the time of Kasho Buddha I 

was the head monk here,” and I’ll explain to you in a minute when 

this time of Kasho Buddha was, but what he’s saying here is that from 

that time until this time he has been living on Hyakujo Mountain.   

 We can think of the time of Kasho Buddha as the first time that 

human beings appeared on this earth.  In Buddhism we say that 

before the appearance of Shakyamuni Buddha there were seven 

previous enlightened Buddhas.  And we can say fairly I think that it 

isn’t until an enlightened human being appears that a true human 

being appears, so this appearance of Kasho Buddha can be said to be 

the first appearance of a human being. 

 This is the time where I really should speak in some detail 

about the problem of past, present, and future, but anyway, if you talk 

about the time of Kasho Buddha it’s a long, long time ago, more than 

one or two kalpas ago.  In other words there is a past to the past as 

well.  And there is a past to (behind) that past.  And before that there 

is another past.  And before that there is another past.  And when we 

start thinking in those terms then we come to this conclusion that there 

were seven great eras in which these seven great Buddhas appeared, 

and the first one was the appearance of the very first enlightened 

person. 

 The first enlightened Buddha is embraced by the number two 

enlightened Buddha.  And the number two Buddha is then again 

embraced by the number three Buddha.  And the number four 
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Buddha is simultaneously embracing the previous Buddhas and being 

embraced by the number five Buddha.  And the number five Buddha, 

together with his embracing of the number four Buddha is being 

embraced by the number six Buddha.  And the number six Buddha is 

embracing the number five Buddha, but oppositely is also being 

embraced by the number seven Buddha.  And Buddhism is such a 

skillful teaching it says that this number seven Buddha is the absolute 

Buddha, the Great Buddha, the Buddha of the absolute expanse, 

which was Shakyamuni.  But Shakyamuni is not the only 

Shakyamuni (shikashiShakyamuniDakegaShakyamunijanainoda).  

Each one of you, when you become the Buddha which has everything 

as its content, then you also are Shakyamuni.   

 So having heard that you should understand clearly I hope what 

this world is that we live in, and what is the nature of those existences 

which live here with us. 

 In other words the world of stones is embraced by the world of 

plants.  And the world of plants is embraced by the mosquito world.  

And the mosquito world is embraced by a more advanced insect 

world.  But birds embrace all of those insect worlds.  And the birds 

are embraced by the animals.  And the animals are embraced by we 

people.  And people are embraced by the Great Buddha which has 

everything as its content and is the complete self. 

 And so this old man says that ever since human beings first 

appeared on this earth, that is ever since the time of Kasho Buddha, all 

of that time up until now I’ve been living here on Mount Hyakujo.  

What he is saying here is that every time I was born I have, in that 

birth experienced the experience of the complete self that embraces 

everything. 

 As I always say, when you are in a position of leadership you 

must have the strong will to make yourself nothingness, to do the 

activity of no-self, to dissolve yourself into silence. 

 But then here comes the problem, because one time this old 

man was asked a question by a student, a practitioner.  And for those 

of you here who are wearing the monks robe which we call the 

koromo, I think sometimes you are asked questions by people, so 

please pay attention and practice this part in the case carefully.   

 What kind of a question did the questioner, the student ask this 

old man? 

 This old man was asked a very difficult question by the 

questioner.  The question was “Can an enlightened man fall again 
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under the chain of cause and effect, or not?”  This enlightened man in 

the original, “DaiShugyoTei, a great practitioner,” that means an 

enlightened person, the question is taking up the law of cause and 

effect; the cause always manifests the effect, and the effect always 

then becomes the next cause, without any break, without any pause, 

cause becomes effect and effect becomes cause over and over again.  

That is the dharma activity, but this question is asking “Is an 

enlightened person tied up by that?”  That’s what this “falling into” 

means, or does the enlightened person transcend that law of cause and 

effect? 

 Many people say, and even in Buddhism some people say, and 

definitely before the birth of Buddhism the teaching of karma was that 

you can never escape the activity of karma, and if you do something 

bad then eternally you will be tied up by the God of evil, and you will 

never be able to escape the world of suffering. 

 This is exactly what it seems to say in the old testament as well.  

That you can never escape the activity of karma, and that therefore 

you can never escape the world of suffering.  But not really being 

capable of always living in the world of suffering it is natural for then 

the thought to come up that we must manifest a strong will to try to 

escape from this world of suffering.  Whether it is the people of the 

old testament, or the ancient Indian people of the vedic culture, it’s 

incredible how strong a will they tried to manifest in order to escape 

this activity of karma, or we could call it just as well the activity of 

emptiness.  So I think we can say that whether it’s the middle east or 

India, in those old days there were a lot of similarities.  You have to 

really taste this for yourself. 

 But what Buddhism says is that this law of cause and effect 

means that the origin, the cause inevitably will manifest the effect, 

and that effect inevitably will then become the cause, and return to the 

original root, origin, source, and then manifest a new result, a new 

effect over and over again, and that activity according to Buddhism is 

a will-less, empty activity.  Originally will-less. 

 But who is it that does the activity of karma?  There is no one 

other than you that can do it.  There is no one other than you that can 

do the activity of emptiness. 

 If you really understand for yourself, can manifest the wisdom 

that knows for yourself the principle of the complete self, then there is 

no need to be controlled by emptiness, or controlled by karma. 

 But the moment that you attach to your "I am" self then it is not 
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possible for you to really understand that your true job is to follow the 

activity of emptiness, to do the activity of karma, and therefore you 

are controlled by karma, and the activity of emptiness.  (This is what 

he means by not being a human being).  If you have been listening 

carefully up until now, then even without hearing the story of this old 

man, you should be able to grasp for yourself what a person really is.   

 When you are manifesting the "I am" proclaiming self, then 

inevitably you will be controlled by karma, by the activity of 

emptiness.  But if the wisdom comes up for you that the self is a 

thing which itself does the activity of emptiness, manifests the activity 

of karma then you won’t be controlled by karma or by emptiness. 

 If you understand this then you can understand what the 

enlightened one meant when he said that enlightened people don’t 

need to be controlled by karma or by the activity of emptiness.  But 

he also said, just as I said now, that if you attach to your "I am" self 

then you must be controlled by the activity of emptiness and karma.   

 And the enlightened one also taught that whether you call the 

activity karma, or dharma, or the activity of emptiness, none of these 

activities can escape from, can veer away from this law of cause and 

effect.   

 But if you can freely follow the activity of dharma, the activity 

of karma, the activity of emptiness, without attaching to your "I am" 

self, then that is freedom from suffering.   

 But the "I am" self does comes up.  Of course the "I am" self 

comes up.  If the "I am" self didn’t appear then the human world 

would also not appear.   

 But that "I am" self, when it grows and develops and makes all 

of the plus and minus activities, all of the activity which forms man 

and the activity which forms woman its content, then it in no way is 

controlled by these things that we call the activity of karma, or 

dharma, or emptiness. 

 And this is the very question that the student asks the old man, 

is an enlightened person under the control of the activity of the law of 

cause and effect, the activity of emptiness, the activity of karma or 

not?  Is an enlightened person controlled by that or not? 

 And how did the old man answer?  In the original he answered, 

“FuRakuInGa, not falling into cause and effect.”  This means that the 

enlightened person doesn’t fall in to these things called the world of 

the origin or the world of the result.  His answer is, “the enlightened 

person does not fall in to the world of the cause or the world of the 
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result.”  So what do you think?  There is really no way to deal with 

this other than getting into it through your own experience.  Is there a 

mistake in the old man’s answer or not? 

 Everybody does the activities of meeting up with the living 

activity and doing living, and then meeting up with the dying activity 

and doing dying.  Everybody does that.  We can’t escape that.  But 

actually we do completely escape that, because we do manifest the 

condition of no longer needing to do living and no longer needing to 

do dying. 

 You, if you are really practicing Zen, have to decide for 

yourself whether there’s a mistake in the old man’s answer or not. 

 Although the old man when he answered answered with great 

confidence, then what do you think happened to him?  When he 

resurrected after that, when he opened up his eyes after that he found 

that he was in the body of a fox.  You could say that he found himself 

in the world incarnated into this body of a fox for five hundred 

lifetimes.  Every single time he incarnated he was in the fox world 

meeting up with past, present, and future. 

 When you sleep at night you can really find peace in your sleep, 

can’t you?  You can completely be released from this world of past, 

present, and future, and you your very self manifest emptiness, and 

sleep in utter peace.  But how about when that bell, “ching ching!” 

rings, and you wake up, and you open your eyes, what do you think?  

“Oh, not again!  Another day of sanzen!”  Here is this world of past, 

present, and future.  In fact the world of your very self is the world of 

past, present, and future.  I guess that is what human life is (this kind 

of sleeping and waking up). 

 But it is time to stop for today, so tomorrow I’ll talk about the 

next question the old man asks Hyakujo. 
 


