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THE CASE 

 In the evening Hyakujo ascended the rostrum in the Hall and told the monks the whole story.  
Obaku thereupon asked the following question: “This old man made a mistake in his answer, and 
suffered reincarnation as a fox five hundred times, you say.  But suppose every time he answered he 
had not made a mistake, what would have happened then?”  Hyakujo replied, “Just come here to me, 
and I’ll tell you the answer!”  Obaku then went up to Hyakujo-and boxed his ears.  Hyakujo, clapping 
his hands and laughing, exclaimed, “I thought the barbarian had a red beard, but here is another one 
with a red beard!” 
  

     Finally the scene of this play in this theatre has changed.  We have a new scene.  But this 

scene is very difficult to understand.  I think that you all are probably quite perplexed about what is 

actually going on here.  If one can speak in a way that can be understood about this, then it would 

seem that one could speak about Zen in a way that can be understood.  But, saying that you might 

then think that Zen is something you cannot speak about.  If Zen was something you couldn't speak 

about then, I guess, it would be irrelevant to our human world.  I don't know about other roshis, but 

for me, to think about how it is best to give teisho about this part puts me in a very difficult situation. 

  The first part of the scene is in the evening Hyakujo ascending the  

 rostrum, taking the high seat, and telling the story about what had happened.  So I have to talk 
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about that first.  When we come to this part, unless we recognize the two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities, we cannot really have a sensible discussion about what is happening.   

  As I've told you over and over again, this teaching called Buddhism is  

born standing straightly right upon these two fundamental mutually opposing  

activities.  Among the people who have come here recently for the first time maybe for some of you 

this is the first time you have studied Zen at all, and maybe some of you have studied Zen some other 

place before you came here.  But what I would like to tell all of you is that this style of Zen that we 

practice here called Tathagata Zen starts with the investigation of the two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities, and asks you to see to the bottom, appealing to your actually practice, through 

your spiritual training, to see to the bottom of the questions of why the self is born, and then how that 

born self then disappears.   

 Tathagata Zen repeats over and over again that no matter which of  

the innumerable different situations you are experiencing, all of these different situations, anytime 

something arises, anytime you hear a sound, anytime you smell a smell, Tathagata Zen asks you to see 

clearly that it is  

always the case, without fail, that all of those situations are formed through the functioning of the two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities.  For those who have come here, and have studied Zen 

elsewhere first, if the Zen you studied previously also was based on the investigation of these two 

fundamental mutually opposing activities then I think immediately you will realize, “Good, I studied 

something that is at once applicable here too.”  But, actually, oppositely it seems as if the majority of 

people simply unconditionally, uncritically accept that self which says, “I am,” and go around saying this 

or that.   

 If you go to elementary school, or middle school, or even college, it is accepted as a valid way of 

studying to uncritically fixate the “I am” self, and from that perspective study this and that as an object, 

and if you have studied Zen at a place that teaches in that same way then you might as well have just 

gone to those other kinds of schools.  The Zen education you received was the same as the education 

you would get at any ordinary school.   

  Tathagata Zen teaches very severely that if you unconditionally fixate and recognize and accept 
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your “I am” self, and then study from that perspective it is possible to become a very clever, intellectual 

person, but isn't possible to solve the problem of your self.  All sorts of various problems and 

questions such as “What does it mean to not understand?  What does it mean to understand?  What 

does happiness mean?  What is suffering?”  All those questions arise because you uncritically accept 

your “I am” self as your true self.  But if your intention is clearly to see to the very bottom of the way 

of being of that “I am” self, then whenever something that you don't understand appears, immediately 

you will be able to resolve that situation by thinking, “The reason why this question or problem has 

appeared which I cannot understand, the reason why this mistaken way of thinking has appeared is 

because I haven't yet gotten to the bottom of the very nature, the very way of being of my self.  

When you haven't seen clearly into the “I am” self then that is definitely because you are as yet 

imperfect, and in the position of needing to do further investigation.  That kind of thinking, which 

knows clearly that whenever a problem arises it is because further investigation is needed into the 

nature of the self, will arise if you are practicing clearly.  But, oppositely, when infants encounter 

something uncomfortable, or something they don't understand they just cry, “WAAAA,” and begin 

thrashing wildly about.  And some people are just like this.  But we are different, really, then infants. 

We are  

adults, and so it isn't enough to just go wildly thrashing about.  But some people seem to be satisfied 

just to drink a lot of beer or sake, and then go out and behave wildly.  But that isn't the end of it, not 

just that.  These same kinds of people then go on to try to satisfy their personal ambitions by 

resorting to violence.  This is what Buddhism means by the birth of the conquering mentality.   

  Therefore, you can see that there is nothing more frightening than a human culture which is 

based on fixating the affirmed, unconditionally accepted “I am” self. 

  For we people, it seems as if religion is necessary.  But if there are religions out there that are 

based on fixating the affirmed “I am” self, and then trying to satisfy that “I am” self, then the conclusion 

that Buddhism reaches is that those kinds of religions are the religions that cause wars, religious wars. 

  When we call somebody a religious believer, everybody thinks that thatﾕs a very great, 

wonderful thing, a magnificent thing to be.  But actually, if you unconditionally affirm and fixate your 

“I am” self, and from that position say many grand things, it is actually the most frightening kind of 
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person. 

  People have various ways of suffering.  And it seems as if, in order to escape from those 

sufferings, one way people strive to escape from them is to fight each other. 

  The human world has advanced greatly.  We even, using an enormous amount of money, have 

come to be able to fly to the moon, fly to world of Mars.  We can say that we've opened the wisdom 

to go to those far worlds, but really, if you have that kind of money, don't you think that it would be 

better for governments to use it to build some more hospitals, or at least to a certain level, improve 

the life-style of really poor people so that they don't have to live in such a poor life?   To see it from 

the Buddhist perspective, it seems as if people are completely ignoring the true plight of 

poverty-stricken people.  It seems as if people think it’s fine for other people to have absolutely 

nothing, and just fly off to the world of the moon or to Mars.  (I'm sorry, the translator made an error 

when he said galaxies before - to Mars).  And it seems like one example of a really lopsided way of 

thinking. 

  But if we don't do that kind of scientific research, then well be left behind maybe, and end up 

poor people ourselves.  That’s why this human world is so difficult. 

  What I'm saying is that the human world becomes difficult or not difficult according to the 

political situation.  But, actually, although there are many problems within this human world, 

Buddhism says that fundamentally politicians cannot solve those problems.  And so, if you become a 

monk, you shouldn't hang out too much with politicians.  But without government, this advanced 

human culture could not be formed. 

  So, even if you could be called a religious person.  Somehow or another you end up getting 

pulled into political problems.  In ancient times Buddhist monks, clearly had no relationship with the 

political world, but it seems as if even Buddhist monks cannot exist these days without making some 

kind of relationship with the political world.  But if politicians say that religious people don't have to 

participate in wars, then thatﾕs different.  Even from ancient times, it has often been said that politics 

and the actual practice of the Dharma activity - to put these two things together is extremely difficult. 

  This place that we read today in the text is a scene which very clearly sings about this 

advancement of the human being without having relationship to politics.  But no matter from what 
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angle you try to think about it, it’s a very difficult scene.  But, as I just said, you cannot really solve this 

scene in this koan by looking at it from a political perspective.  Buddhism's perspective is to see peace 

in the human world as a problem  that can only be solved through wisdom.  You have to interpret 

the meeting here between Hyakujo and Obaku, the meeting that we read about today, in terms of 

“How can you manifest complete knowledge?  How can you manifest the perfect activity of wisdom?” 

  I said that this koan was about wisdom, about perfect knowledge, but actually if at first you 

can't manifest the wisdom that clearly knows why the self is born and why and in what way the self 

disappears; what kind of a world it is the self is born from and what kind of a world the self disappears 

into - then you can't get at this koan. 

  A teacher facing students that are unconditionally accepting the “I am” self must find some way 

to try to help them manifest the wisdom that knows how the self is born and how the self disappears. 

  For the people who are beginning students, I feel that pretty soon, you're on the verge of really 

understanding this principle that Zen practice is to come to manifest the wisdom that knows why the 

self appears and why the self vanishes.  But, I think that I shall need to pile yet another explanation 

on to the previous ones in order to help you understand. 

  It is really hard to give teisho on this koan. 

  Evening came, and Hyakujo decided to have an evening teisho called bansan, and so he 

organized this evening teisho.  And when we ask what he spoke about, he spoke about the story of 

the old man and Hyakujo.  In other words he spoke about the story of his previous understanding - his 

understanding as a younger person or a younger practitioner of what the nature of the human self is - 

meeting with his present understanding of that. 

  We all have pasts and futures.  If you really grasp the past world, then you will really 

understand your past self.  If you can manifest the wisdom that truly understands the activity that 

forms future, then you will also be able to grasp your future self.  I think it is fair to say that all of you, 

who are so smart, already know that if you don't fixate your “I am” present moment self, then at once 

you can  grasp the wisdom that understands past and future.  You are appearing here now having 

already done that. 

  And here comes Obaku who, later on, was described as a great, great Zen master.  About 
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Obaku it was said, “There was no Obaku before Obaku, and no Obaku after Obaku.”  This Obaku was 

someone who became even greater than his teacher Hyakujo was.  There are a lot of stories, you can 

say, even rumors, about Obaku, because he was so great.  It is natural for all kinds of stories and 

rumors to crop up about this person because he was the one who manifested the wisdom that really 

grasped the nature of his past and future self. 

  If you attach to your “I am” self, there’s no way that you can do anything like, let's say, fly in the 

heavens with a bird.  Not being able to fly in the heavens with a bird, well that’s one thing, but if you 

fixate your “I am” self, you wont be able to even run across the great earth with a dog.  But according 

to Tathagata Zen, all you have to do is not attach to your “I am” self, and then easily you can run across 

the great earth with a dog, fly in the sky with a bird or swim in the ocean with a fish.  But if you do 

attach to your “I am” self, of course you wont be able to fly around in the great sky or walk underwater 

in the great oceans.  You wont even be able to run on the earth with a dog.  In Tathagata Zen, we 

say that an enlightened person has six jinzu 神通, usually translated supernatural powers; six God-like 

powers.  If you get enlightened then, freely with no problem you can fly in the sky or walk 

underwater in the great oceans. 

  Obaku, listening to Hyakujo's teisho, immediately says, “I have a  

 question.”  And what kind of question did he have?  The first word that he says is “kojin 古人” 

which means an ancient person, but here is pointing to the old man in the story. 

  An enlightened person, when we talk about the Dharma activity, to be enlightened means that 

you are doing the Dharma activity.  But, you have to interpret here that the old man mistakenly has 

answered in terms of the Dharma activity.  And because of his mistaken understanding of the Dharma 

activity, for 500 lives he was reborn as a fox.  I talked a little bit before about this expression - 500 

lives - and how there is a whole field of scholarship around the measuring of numbers of lives, but I 

wont get into that now.  It doesn't matter - five hundred or a thousand lives.  The true meaning here 

is that whenever he was manifest, he was stuck in manifesting his imperfect self. 

  But be careful here, it is not being said (Or, “The old man is not saying”) that the old man made 

a mistaken explanation of the Dharma activity.  It's Obaku who is saying that the old man mistakenly 
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explained the Dharma activity.  You can see the brightness, the sharpness of Obaku's question.  You 

can see the clarity of Obaku's understanding in this question.  His question was, because the old man 

mistakenly understood the Dharma activity, he was reborn 500 times as a fox. 

  So to really understand what‘s happening here, again I need to explain  

 this Dharma activity which forms the world and this Dharma activity which forms all of us.  I think it's 

fair to say that without really practicing Zen for ten or fifteen years, it can't be expected that you can 

understand this part of the koan.  But for the really great ones among you, immediately you can 

understand for yourselves that it isn't that the old man himself said that he answered mistakenly 

concerning the Dharma activity - it's that Obaku is the one who is asking the question in terms of the 

old man mistakenly answering. 

  And if all of you can stand with Obaku, and say that the old man answered mistakenly, then you 

will have grasped this part of the koan. 

  I just said that I need to explain more about the Dharma activity at this point in order to get the 

koan, but if I did that it would take a whole other hour.  And so today, even though it would probably 

be best to do this for the sake of the new students, I wont. 

  And Obaku continues his question, “What if every single time, one after the next, there was no 

mistake.  Then what would happen?  What if someone completely followed the Dharma activity 

without any mistake?  What would happen to that self?” 

  The reason why Obaku is capable of asking that question is because he really knows the 

Dharma activity.  And then the teacher, Hyakujo says, “Come close to me.”  This is the real problem, 

when he says, “Come here.” 

 Everything ‘comes here‘.   

 If we have ‘A‘ and ‘B‘, if ‘A‘ and ‘B‘ don't make relationship with each other, then the complete, 

perfect self cannot be manifest.  Because man and woman make relationship with each other, that is 

why they are capable of manifesting the Dharma activity - the complete self. 

  What kind of a situation is it that can be called ‘solving the Dharma activity?‘  As I said, it is 

because ‘A‘ and ‘B‘ actually form (a) relationship,  

that it can be solved. 
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  But before that, actually, we have to ask, “What about the world where ‘A‘ and ‘B‘ are 

separate?  What about the world of the separation of subject and object?  What is the foundation of 

that world?  Where does it come from?”  This is the principle upon which Hyakujo is clearly standing 

- the principle of the Dharma activity.  In other words, sometimes the Dharma activity manifests the 

activity of the separation of subject and object, and sometimes the Dharma activity manifests the 

activity of the unification of subject and object. 

  Because Hyakujo truly knows this principle, he is able to clearly say,  

 “KinZenRai 近前来”- “Close to me come - come here.” 

  So, the next line is “KareNoTameNiIwan 伊が興に道わん”and it actually means for ‘his‘ sake.  

So who is this ‘he‘ - who is this third person?  In the condition of the origin, it's simply Tatha-gata and 

Tatha-agata, thus-coming and thus-going, subject and object.  And, as I always say, that’s a condition 

which is acting without will.  But, as I always tell you, there will always be times when Tatha-gata and 

Tatha-agata, separate. And when that separation happens, then one tiny fraction, one hundred 

millionth or billionth of both Tatha-gata and Tatha-agata, both plus and minus is given in order to form 

the present moment in between those two activities.  And that present moment which is then 

manifest is what is meant by “kare”, “he”, the third person here.   

 Where it's translated, “I'll tell you the answer,” in the original it's really, “For the sake of him or 

her, I will now speak.”  It should go without saying that the he or she is the person of the present 

moment.  Here there are three positions manifest: I, and you, and the third person, he or she.  The 

three worlds of past, present and future have been manifest, but the world which from its self, which 

takes the initiative and says “I am” is the present world.   

 And now, Hyakujo is interpreting that “I am” self and calling it “he” or “she”.  If Obaku had not 

had the ability to manifest the wisdom that knew that this third person, this he or she, this “kare,” was 

the self that says “I am”, then how could he answer?  But Obaku was able to immediately understand 

that when his teacher Hyakujo said, “I will speak for the sake of ‘him‘,” that that ‘him‘ in Hyakujo’s 

utterance is not other than him, is the “I am,” is the present moment self, and that present moment 

self is what Hyakujo is referring to when he says, “For his sake.”. 
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  I think the translator is having a very hard time with this teisho because he's never really heard 

this before. 

  Obaku is able to answer here clearly because he had the ability to understand the “him” in 

Hyakujo's phrase to be nothing outside of himself - to be not at all separate from or apart from himself. 

  So then immediately, without hesitation, Obaku goes up to Hyakujo - goes right up and stands 

before Hyakujo.  And this is another problem.  Is it possible really for Obaku to simply stand 

unconditionally, unquestioningly in front of Hyakujo?  This is the question.  Even doing zazen for five 

or ten years, I think it's difficult to understand this part. 

  But we've gone past time, so I should continue tomorrow. 

 

終 

the end 

  


