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About Tathagata Zen

The practitioners of Tathagata Zen have transmitted the idea
that the first person to refer to “Buddha teachings” was Sak-
yamuni. In Japan the word Butsu is generally used to refer to
Buddha; Butsu translates literally as “awakened one.” Now,
what is the meaning of “awakening”—called Satori in Japa-
nese? It refers to the state* in which the self, formerly asleep,
“wakes up.” Of course, one does not speak of awakening to
describe the state of being asleep. To describe the unawak-
ened state, we speak of delusion. Does it follow that delusion
indicates the state of being asleep? I think that no one would
confuse being asleep with delusion.3

When the state of being asleep dissipates, the existing
entity called a person arises. This person sometimes becomes

a saint, sometimes an ordinary being. For this reason, it
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is necessary to investigate which kind of sleep is the sleep
from which an awakened being is born. Needless to say, this
problem is rather difficult. The Tathagata Zen approach is to
understand Buddha as meaning an awakened person, and the
Buddha teachings as the teachings given by such an awakened
person. Accordingly, if an awakened person appears—who-
ever he or she may be—and this person delivers teachings,
it follows that these teachings constitute Buddha teachings.
Such a designation is not restricted to the teachings given by
the individual called Sakyamuni. This is how Tathagata Zen
understands Buddha teachings.

Since sleep means that an existing entity is resting, one
could say that this is a feature of all living things, includ-
ing plants. When an existing person—namely, one’s self—is
manifesting* the condition called sleep, I think that we may
consider that no self exists apart from the sleeping condi-
tion. Why is it so? Because it is possible to view the sleeping
condition as the manifestation of a complete state involv-
ing the whole existence of the self. Obviously, while the
self is manifesting the condition of being asleep it can also
be experiencing dreams. In this case, we could say that the
self is not manifesting the activity of perfect sleep. Why
is it so? Because if we characterize the sleeping condition
as total stillness, we need to admit that the dreaming con-
dition does not manifest total stillness. After all, to speak
of dreaming implies that the self is seeing something,
and unless this seeing self appears, dreams cannot come into

existence.>
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We also need to consider the case when the self, wanting
to see something, has appeared, but this something does not
exist. In this case the self is dreaming about something inex-
istent: they are totally dreams. There is also the case when the
self sees a dream in which he flees while being chased, but the
identity of the person chasing him is unclear. Nevertheless,
something is chasing him. Then, in order to escape, the self is
dreaming about running away with all his might. In spite of
this, the self cannot ever escape. The self then awakes while
still in the midst of this pursuit. Sometimes, when it knows
what it is seeking, the self runs or flies toward the thing being
sought. It then wakes up while still doing this.

I believe that almost everyone experienced such dreams
during childhood. Once we grow up and develop, the content
of our dreams tends to change. We may see dreams involving
a woman we have never seen before. Although it seems pos-
sible we might meet, we do not succeed in meeting her. Our
dearest wish is that she look our way, but she does not turn
toward us. And we wake up in the midst of this. Once we pass
the age of eighty, the dreams change again. While still con-
vinced we have had a dream, we tend to forget which kind of
dream it was. Be it as a child, as a teenager, during the prime
of one’s life, as an older adult, or as an elderly person, every-
one dreams. But there are also times that we don’t dream.
When this occurs we tend to say, “I slept well!” or “Oh, I feel
refreshed!” as if we have woken up with a new self. Based on
this type of experience we can all recognize the importance

of the resting interval we call sleep. We may say that those
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who can recognize the wisdom of having manifested a new
self every morning are happy. Thus, it wouldn’t be exces-
sive to state that those who have had such an experience are
people who appear to have been reborn, or one could even
say, resurrected.®

Students of Tathagata Zen are fond of saying that the study
of Zen entails learning to manifest a reborn self. They also
teach that without fail one comes back to life. For this to
occur, it is imperative to truly rest without dreams. On the
other hand, some Zen practitioners claim in good faith that
this type of learning and practice’ manifesting total stillness
is what is called Zen. It cannot be denied that this claim may
contain some truth. If one studies and learns Zen without
manifesting the self of total stillness it cannot be called Zen.
Proper Zen occurs only when it makes the manifestation of
the self of total stillness possible. In that case, which type of
Zen is the one that makes the manifestation of the self of total
stillness possible?

Some ancients posited® that manual labor (samu) was an
approximation, while others claimed that movement was Zen.
Essentially, they described stillness as opposed to movement.
These two aspects called stillness and movement represent
opposite activities.? By saying that they represent opposite
activities, does it mean that it is within their mutual relation
that true Zen is born? It does not seem to be the case. Stillness
is a world that emerges as the result of movement, and the con-
tent of this world emerges when both desire and will have dis-

appeared. This constitutes the essence of stillness. Movement
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is what occurs after we manifest the condition in which these
mutually opposing activities have become unified; this is the
activity that manifests the condition of separation. Stillness
is the condition that manifests when the mutually opposite
activities have become one. Thus, one can say that stillness is
the essence that appears as the result of movement.

This discussion about how mutually opposite activities may
become one, or conversely how this unity separates, is rather
difficult. Why is it so? It is difficult because it deals with the
manifestation of activities that are paradoxical.* Yet it should
be easily understandable if it were described as the activity of
an opposition devoid of intention or desire. In other words, it
is because everyone can understand if one explains that when
“plus” and “minus” come together the result is zero. On the
other hand, it is hard to follow the opposite reasoning, saying
that when zero splits into two it results in “plus” and “minus.”
Why is it so? Because most people instantly think of cutting
the very essence™ of zero into two pieces with a knife. Yet zero
does not separate into two pieces by borrowing some external
power. Whether or not it is labeled “self power,” this entity
(jibun)* becomes zero in an instant and divides itself into two
as a result of its spontaneous activity. Namely, it is both plus
and minus. In other words, it separates itself into two oppo-
site activities: being (u) and nonbeing (mu). Alternatively, it
may be easier to understand if we say that zero separates into
the two activities of life and death.

For all that, when we envision this from the perspective of

the functioning of consciousness, the idea that the self exists
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as a person who must perform the activity of living makes
it extremely difficult to conceive of the fact that this self
becomes one with the activity of death; namely, that it mani-
fests zero or the condition of absolute stillness. One could say
that it appears impossible. Yet once the self becomes aware
that the person whose activity is devoid of will or desire is the
self, this self can easily establish a relation with the activity of
death and manifest oneness with it. Our rejection of the activ-
ity of death disappears. In contrast, if you ask, “What should
the self do?” or tell yourself, “I must perform the activity of
living,” then it becomes difficult to establish sincere relations
with others. The self is keen to establish relations with those
who affirm its existence, but when it encounters people who
negate its existence, then the self rejects them.™

We have mentioned that the learning and practice that
manifest total stillness can be called Zen, but what is Zen?
Since you have gained some understanding through this
explanation, I think that it should be fairly clear. Zen prac-
titioners should know that Zen is the manifestation of an
activity negating the self built on an incomplete functioning
consciousness, and cultivating the self manifesting a com-
plete functioning consciousness.’s Additionally, Zen practi-
tioners may nod in agreement when told that the result of the
activity of movement is stillness, an activity without will or
desire, and that this stillness is a cognitive acuity'® manifest-
ing complete wisdom."

On the other hand, the self that considers incomplete wis-

dom as itself, where does it emerge from? It is because this
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incomplete self has been born that one has to learn how to
manifest the complete self, but where does this incomplete
self come from? It appears when zero has split into two. This
issue is difficult to understand unless one investigates it in
the most meticulous way; but since an understanding of this
issue is necessary to answer the question “What is Zen?” I will
discuss it first.

In order to roughly distinguish groups of mutually oppos-
ing activities, one could list many examples such as life and
death, good and evil, expansion and contraction, or the activ-
ity of existence versus the activity of nonexistence, being and
nonbeing, or light and darkness. Yet, for the sake of investi-
gating these various facets and ceaselessly refining ourselves,
the Tathagata Zen approach designates as “guest” all positive
modes of activity such as life, expansion, and being, whereas
it designates as “host” the opposite modes such as death, con-
traction, and nonbeing.* The content of this scheme illustrat-
ing the two opposite activities reveals how all phenomena in
the universe manifest in its fold; on the other hand, it also
shows how the universe performs the activity of inducing
existing entities toward the realm of obliteration.>

The practitioners of Tathagata Zen have handed down
the idea that the young Gautama Siddhartha actualized this
vision—which had hitherto been unheard-of. Moreover, he
implicitly recognized> that the activity of impermanence,
through the movement of the progressively increasing guest,
develops into the separation between guest and host.>> Next,

this movement manifests the unification of guest and host,
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expanding as far as motionless stars, silent stars, and the
North Star, which were regarded as the limit. It was also taught
that Gautama Siddhartha became absorbed in the practice
of dhyana while thinking deeply about how, conversely, the
activity of the host occurs through its being anchored in the
standpoint of the source (kongen no tachiba),?s and how this
also constitutes the activity of impermanence.

In other words, it tells us how during his youth Gautama
Siddhartha deepened his learning by studying with all sorts
of contemporary Indian scholars and itinerant monks. We
can assume that he studied the worldview and the different
approaches to human life held by learned scholars but also
by politicians and astronomers. In those days India possessed
a flourishing culture, which made this land fit for the emer-
gence of the sage later known as Sakyamuni. No matter how
exceptional Sakyamuni was, even in his undeniable creation
of the philosophical principle according to which the activity
of emptiness devoid of will and desire produces everything
and, conversely, induces everything toward annihilation,* we
should consider that the preparation for this was done by rely-
ing on the exceptional sages who preceded him.

The activity of karma had already been discovered by the
ancient Indians. They developed the idea that nobody and
nothing can escape the law of karma. This is why it can be
said that karma represents an absolute activity. Human
wisdom advanced, and various divinities started to appear
on Indian soil. Eventually, Brahman was revered as a divin-

ity with human features. Brahman occupied the central
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position of the Creator. It was understood that this divinity
with human features presided over karma. We could say that
when this divinity with human features, having created every-
thing, appeared in front of us human beings, it was a blessing.
But will this omnipotent being provide humanity with com-
plete salvation? It is reasonable to say that regarding what the
self wants and regarding what the self would like to avoid, no
deity will provide a complete guarantee of salvation.

It appears that a divinity with human features is attached
to life and hates death, like human beings. In that case, this
deity cannot preside over karma. An omnipotent being should
be a being whose existence encompasses both the activity of
life and the activity of death. If there is anything that it tries
to avoid, then this is no omnipotent being. As mentioned
above, as long as the self exists as a being who must perform
the activity of living, this self is avoiding death. Namely, it is
a self who is avoiding the opposite activities of life and death,
which are shaping everything. It means that this self is one-
sided and not the true self.>s That is to say, it is a conscious-
ness that is functioning incompletely. It is a self that considers
incomplete consciousness as its true self. Tathagata Zen has
handed down the idea that the one who apprehended this self
and designated it as the atman was the Buddha.

In China, Buddhist translators used the word “I” (wo in
Chinese; ga in Japanese) to indicate this one-sided self. In this
way, when it is manifested as a self biased toward only one
type of activity and asserts itself, this self-assertion is what

we call self-centeredness. Because this self-centered self con-
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siders the incomplete consciousness as “I,” it does not under-
stand where the true self exists; this self evades its grasp. As
explained below the self includes both the guest or “servant”
on the outside, which corresponds to the activity of life, and
the host or “master” on the inside, which is the activity of
death. Thus it is taught in Tathagata Zen: return to the stand-
point of the “I am” self and produce the awareness that you
are enveloped by the guest outside and by the host inside!
When the self dissolves the “I am” perspective and takes its
original standpoint, because it has dissolved the incomplete
self, the incomplete self is now standing in the position of the
original self and its abode has disappeared as an object of Zen
study-examination. However, standing in the position of the
incomplete self, because it is enveloped by the luminous one-
sided Brahman on the outside and the darkened one-sided
Brahman on the inside, the situation of incomplete wisdom is
evident. Since this is the case, because of both the activity of
karma and Brahman, the self will not become free. Freedom
is attained by the true self when that self manifests the condi-
tion in which the host inside and the guest outside are its con-
tent; it will then become free from both karma and Brahman.

It is said that when the Buddha was still Siddhartha he
identified this function of karma as the activity of imperma-
nence. Although Siddhartha had obtained the wisdom accord-
ing to which one must return to the standpoint of the original
self (honrai no jiko)*S after having eliminated attachment to
the atman, he still could not attain the wisdom that would

allow him to teach people a way to understand the activity of
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impermanence. Yet he was convinced that there is no truth
aside from the activity of impermanence. This is why he made
strenuous efforts to attain®” the wisdom that would allow him
to teach the law of impermanence.

The more someone is burning with a strong belief, the
more that belief gets reinforced. There is nothing as excruciat-
ing as when this belief consists in the wish to obtain the wis-
dom to explain a certain law and this wisdom does not even
begin to emerge. Siddhartha experienced such agony. He was
wondering why he could not obtain the wisdom to explain a
certain law that he personally believed. This was because the
self who was currently living had not experienced truly run-
ning into death. He was blessed with the affection of a wife
and a child, and was also leading a blessed life. Thus, he had
never run into the negation of affection, and never run into
a destitute life. It is told that he thought this was the reason
why his self could not obtain the true wisdom to understand
the activity of impermanence. Accordingly, he made the reso-
lution that through whatever means, he had to experience the
activity of impermanence. It is told that this is how he decided
to become an itinerant monk.>® Be that as it may, he probably
would not have become an itinerant monk only for this rea-
son. I think that he must have had a much stronger reason.
In any case, the Tathagata Zen approach has handed down
the narrative that he became an itinerant monk, and after
having spent approximately six years absorbed in practice, he

achieved the wisdom to explain the activity of impermanence.
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The Buddha teachings include a teaching called the five aggre-
gates, or skandhas.? In Tathagata Zen this is considered one
of the fundamental teachings. Although the Buddha teach-
ings are the teachings of an awakened person, what people
generally mean when they use the word bukkyo is Buddhism
as taught by the Buddha. After Sakyamuni—the founder of
Buddhism—passed away, numerous traditions unfolded.3 I
must warn that the explanation of the five aggregates given
by these traditions is not necessarily identical to the interpre-
tation provided by Tathagata Zen. The reason for this is that
in Tathagata Zen the teaching of the five aggregates, how one
envisions human life, and one’s worldview are all understood
as teachings revealed by Sakyamuni.

The teaching of the five aggregates was imparted from
teacher to disciple in Tathagata Zen. Whether it was treated as
a secret teaching®' out of concern that other traditions might
criticize it, I don’t know, but today it is openly discussed. I
think that this should be further advanced through exposure
to criticism from scholars. It must be stated clearly, without
hiding anything. Nevertheless, there are elements that those
unused to such terminology will find difficult to grasp—so
many difficult elements arise when speaking of the Buddha
teachings. In this case, the difficulty in understanding may
increase because the teachings are generally envisioned from
the perspective of the first person (“I am”). Please pay close
attention to what follows.

The five aggregates indicate five skandhas or bundles: the

skandha of consciousness, the skandha of volitional forma-
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tions, the skandha of perception, the skandha of sensation,
and the skandha of form.3> The Chinese character pro-
nounced un in Japanese corresponds to skandha in Sanskrit.
It has been handed down that this school of thought or doc-
trine revolving around the skandhas was transmitted among
the members of the Ksatriya or warrior class in ancient India,
who constituted the ruling nobility. The Chinese character un
means “to bundle up”33 and it seems to have been used either
as a noun or as a verb. Further, when the activity of the mind
is chaotic,3* “bundling” can also be used to mean the activity
of unifying the mind to a single point. That is, in Tathagatha
Zen, if one fully embraces3s the thing that is scattering, the
opposite of scattering must be happening. Because when
the mind is scattered the activity of “bundling” is possible,
learning to practice® the opposite activity must also be done;
this implies learning to practice unification, the opposite of
the commonly held meaning of “a bundle.” This is how it is
understood in Tathagata Zen, which emphasizes practical
learning,3” but I don’t think that other traditions mention this
explanation.

In other words, Tathagata Zen considers that the skandhas
concentrate their own scattered condition in one point and,
conversely, that the skandhas also mean the activity of scat-
tering this condition of single-pointed concentration. This is
why one could say that the activity of the skandhas is identical
to how Tathagata Zen envisions the activity known as Zen.
Yet if we assume that the skandhas result from a teaching

transmitted among the Ksatriyas or members of the nobility—
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because it implies that this teaching was only necessary to the
noble class—we can assume that the word skandha emerged
much more recently than the word dhyana.

The word dhyana can be regarded as the spiritual legacy
of the Aryans, the aboriginal people of India who have disap-
peared.?® An indication that seems to substantiate this view
is that the term dhyana refers to a unique religious tech-
nique3® used for spiritual cultivation, which was destined to
be learned and practiced even by those belonging to the slave
class. Dhyana is a word translated into Chinese as “undis-
turbed cogitation.”+ It refers to how the condition of a scat-
tered mind gets concentrated into a single point, and it can
also refer to how this is learned and practiced.

Now, even with dhyana, if one only trained in concentrat-
ing the scattered mind’s condition into a single point, this
would not be the equivalent of training to bring the self to
completion.# If training consisted only of single-pointed con-
centration, then this would be a one-sided cultivation
method. Why is it so? Because it would restrain the activity of
the scattered mind. Since even the scattered mind is an activ-
ity of the mind, one also has to learn the activity of the scat-
tered mind—that is, the activity of the distracted mind.+* In
other words, the condition of the mind concentrated in a sin-
gle point needs to be reversed, in the opposite direction of an
activity characterized by scattering. It is precisely by learning
and practicing this way that the complete range of the activi-
ties of the mind can be understood. Because such a dynamic

meaning was needed for true dhyana and because the original
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(one-sided) dhyana had to be called simply “dhyana,” the
special term of “thus coming and thus going dhyana”
(Tathagata Zen) came to be formulated.

This is why Tathagata Zen has handed down the idea that
while Buddha was in this world he told his disciples, “The Zen
that I teach is not simply Zen (namely, one-sided Zen). It is
‘thus coming and thus going Zen,” in other words, Tathagata
Zen.” Depending on how it is pronounced, the word Tathagata
expresses up to four or five meanings associated with differ-
ent conditions. “Thus coming” and “thus going” denote
two opposite activities. These opposite activities show that
Tathagata alone is manifesting. Namely, it refers to “Tatha-
agata,”#3 which means encompassing all opposing activities,
such as life and annihilation, being and nonbeing, or light
and darkness. Thus Tatha-agata is the vibrant activity* that
encompasses everything as its content. It is for this reason
that the meaning of Tatha-agata has been translated into Chi-
nese as “the All Victorious One.”# This All Victorious One is
simply called “Tathagata” (nyorai). I believe you have now
understood what kind of Zen is meant by speaking of “thus
coming and thus going Zen,” or Tathagata Zen.

It has been handed down that Sakyamuni turned to his
disciples and called himself the All Victorious One and the
Tathagata. It is necessary to understand the meaning of these
two expressions to study Zen. The six years of practice Sid-
dhartha spent in the woods were dedicated to the practice of
Tatha-agata. Once he had gained the wisdom allowing him to

know Tatha-agata, as mentioned above, Siddhartha succeeded
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in expressing in words the activity of Tathagata. Namely, the
fundamental essence# of everything is the essence of the
ultimate silence (ultimate manifestation) appearing when
the light and darkness of the Tathagata become one—in
other words, it is the essence of the Tathagata. This is the
silent self who appears once the thinking self or the “I” (ga)
has vanished. Because this is the Tathagata, and because
this corresponds to the manifestation of the essence of
the Tathagata that produces the activity of emptiness, it is
called the manifestation of the “empty essence” (kitai).+
No one can see the empty essence. When the discursive self+
appears and considers the empty essence as an object,
it sees the empty essence as “form.” Hence, it is designated
as “form.”

What is “matter”? The world considered as object in dis-
cursive consciousness® constitutes the material world. The
realm of emptiness appears when the self establishes a rela-
tionship with the material world. If the realm of emptiness
does not appear, it means that this self has not yet become
part of the “world behind the scenes.”s* This is why the realm
of emptiness does not appear. When establishing a relation-
ship with that world behind the scenes, the realm of emp-
tiness also appears. Thus, the manifestation of this realm of
emptiness is also called the manifestation of Tatha-agata. This
is also called the manifestation of the complete self. The self
that appears when the discursive self—also called incomplete
self—vanishes is the complete self. It also is the manifestation

of complete wisdom.
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For this reason it is said that the manifestation of the
silent and still Tathagata and the manifestation of the com-
plete self are both in the same way the embodiment of the
unity of the impermanent activity of guest and host. Nothing
exists outside the embodiment of the unity of guest and host.
That is, this is fundamental embodiment.s> When the various
selves saying “I have to,” “I shouldn’t,” “It’s hopeless,” or “It’s
good,” are totally eliminated, what appears is the manifesta-
tion of the complete self. This is a condition where the two
opposite activities—namely life and death—have manifested
their oneness: it constitutes the manifestation of a condition
where there is absolutely no need for each one to display a
distinctive character. In Tathagata Zen this is described as
the manifestation of the activity without will and desire. It
constitutes the activity of emptiness and the manifestation
of silence. In other words, this is the manifestation of release
from language and discursive thinking.s3

In the condition in which the opposing activities of guest
and host are manifesting emptiness, the manifestation of
the unification of guest and host is the ultimate manifesta-
tion of the empty essence.>* Tathagata Zen calls this the fun-
damental embodiment. Because the one contemplating this
empty essence has vanished—namely because the self has
vanished—there is no need to contemplate anything. Although
the self resulting from the split between guest and host
keeps contemplating both the guest and the host, what
appears as the activity of the self completely adopting both
guest and host is the complete self that is both empty and
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embodied. This complete self is the manifestation of that
which is appearing as the content of the activity of emptiness
that is manifesting as the unification of guest and host. There-
fore, it manifests the same thing as the manifestation of the
empty essence, whose essence is the activity of life manifesting
unification of guest and host. They are the same but Tathagata
Zen understands this as “form” when it speaks as the subject
envisioning the standpoint of the existing entity—also called
the self.

This is why the extremely large complete self is called the
extremely large essence of form. Additionally, the extremely
large empty essence is called the fundamental embodiment
of emptiness. Conversely, when the extremely large contracts,
it manifests the extremely small essence of impermanence—
in other words, the extremely small empty essence.5 This is
called the fundamental essence of infinitesimal emptiness. It
is also called the material essence of infinitesimal emptiness.
I believe that this may have alleviated the doubts of those
thinking that maybe the condition of the source (kongen)
is not form but emptiness. Hence, concerning the source’s
material essence, it is not a material essence. The same thing
can be said of the empty essence: concerning the source’s
empty essence, it is not an empty essence. (Please carefully
consider this during zazen practice!) While being the mate-
rial essence that cuts off particular objects, it is not different
from the empty essence. It is called the aggregate of form
based upon the understanding that it is the material form that

exhaustively gathers the forms of the five aggregates. This is
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why in Tathagata Zen it is taught that zazen in the full lotus
position is the manifestation of this material essence.

The breathing Zen technique of Tathagata Zen begins with
the explosion of this material essence, namely with the explo-
sion of the full lotus position. Thus, if practitioners want to
meticulously investigate the teaching of the five aggregates,
unless they start with the breathing Zen technique advocated
in Tathagata Zen it is unlikely they will gain any understand-
ing. Now, there is no time for this, however. This is because
there was a request for Dharma instructions (teisho) on Linji’s
Four Conditions.>® Rather than speaking of Dharma instruc-
tions I think that it would be better to mention lectures. For
this purpose, one way or another, without meticulously exam-
ining the logic of the five aggregates and without gaining the
ability to freely manifest the teaching of the five aggregates,
it will likely lead to reducing these Four Conditions to mere
toys, nothing more than children’s toys. It is because I am
afraid of this that before giving a lecture on the Four Condi-
tions I will explain the five aggregates.

Regarding the meaning of “form,” followers of Tathagata
Zen say, “For those who cannot hear the sound of this form
called the one point appearing where everything has been
exhaustively gathered, enter within a body of form and lis-
ten!” It is something difficult. Yet Zen practitioners claim that
nothing is difficult. Through its own power, form gives shape
to all things in the universe, and then through its own power
manifests one infinitesimal point. This is why Zen practi-

tioners claim that nothing is difficult. What on earth is this
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power called “own power”? It is the power of life and annihi-
lation. In other words, form has the power of life and annihi-
lation as its content, and dwells within a body of form. This
could be described as the power of expansion and contraction.
In other words, the activity of thus coming and thus going.
That’s frightening! The self known as “form” is dividing itself
into two pieces. Its content is made of the opposite activi-
ties of expansion and contraction or life and death. But one
should not be afraid. The reason is that the power of life and
the power of death have distinctive characters, but in regard
to their respective power—in other words their potency—both
are equal and they peacefully rest within the body of the self
called “form.”

Nonetheless, since the ultimate place where the activity
of annihilation—namely death—resides is the infinitesimal
universe, this activity tends to constantly manifest the infin-
itesimal universe. Conversely, expansion—namely the activ-
ity of life—tends to manifest the ultimate condition of the
extremely large. This is the place where life resides. Because
the self identified as “form” is made of these two opposing
and troublesome activities of annihilation and life, it is some-
times called “frightening.”

We can consider that human beings and animals, all exist-
ing entities have desires. It is possible to say that they grow up
and develop because these desires exist. Even so, some entity
may deny it and say, “Don’t produce desire!” This indicates
the opposite activity of the mind. Thus, the activities of life

and death can be viewed as the activities of the self’s mind,
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denying itself or approving itself. In any case, the self called
“form” has the activity of giving shape to form as its content.
Obviously, such activity consists of two opposite activities.
In Tathagata Zen it has been handed down that Siddhartha
formulated the expressions “Tathagata” and “Tatha-agata” to
describe them.

In spite of that, the Tathagata performs the two activities of
“thus coming” and “thus going.” In a similar way, this “form”
performs two activities: whether we want to call it “the mind”
or “the Tathagata,” it has this activity as its content and gives
shape to form. For instance, there is the case when the self
called “form” performs the activity of denying itself, thus
manifesting the standpoint of the infinitesimal and manifest-
ing its dwelling. Obviously, this corresponds to the activity
of contraction becoming positively active, which manifests
the entirety of the infinitesimal universe by manifesting the
dwelling of “form.” In this case, it manifests the dwelling
of the infinitesimal by rejoicing at the activity of the self-
approving expansion, while being subordinate to the activity
of denial—corresponding to death. There, the host—namely
the activity of death—suspends the activity of death. The
activity of the guest who was subordinate to the activity of
death—namely the activity of life—is also suspended.

Yet the dwelling of the infinitesimal is not the original
dwelling of the activity of expansion—namely the activity of
life. It immediately wakes up, and starts becoming active with
the aim of constructing its original dwelling. Then the host—

namely contraction—wakes up as well and becomes active.
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At this point a locus of opposition appears. Eventually, the
guest and the host oppose each other and split. This is called
the activity of form dividing itself into two—namely the man-
ifestation of guest and host splitting. To say that the guest and
the host split implies the creation of an empty space between
the host and the guest. If it was not for the emergence of an
empty space between the guest and the host, there would be
no split between them. Well, this is the proper place to ask
where the empty space came from. Needless to say that guest
and host created this space by abandoning together the greater
space in which they existed.s In this case the empty space that
surfaced between guest and host also produced their individual
natures. In other words, it evokes a scene where fifty people
are opposing fifty other people playing a tug of war, when
smoke comes from the middle of the rope and it creates flames
that sever the rope. Similarly, when the empty space of “being”
that belongs to the guest and the empty space of “being” that
belongs to the host are divided, this empty space appears
as a fireball. The existing entity uses this empty space as its
essence, thus giving shape to its self.s

The existing entity gives shape to its self by using as its
“essence” the empty space generated thanks to the separa-
tion between guest and host; but in regard to the situation
when the existing entity (the self) is born, this self emerges
by breaking off its relation with both guest and host. If this
born existing entity (child) continued its relation with either
the guest or the host, it would mean that it was still unborn.

For instance, if because the guest was too powerful the child
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to be were to establish a relation with the guest, it could not
be born. The same thing can be said about the relation with
the host inside. The existing entity born thanks to the separa-
tion between guest and host necessarily has to be born after
breaking off with guest and host. Thus, it means that when
the child is born it does so from a standpoint where it has no
affiliation, neither with the guest nor with the host.

The self is born as a luminous entity. This light appears as
the essence of the self. Tathagata Zen has handed down the
idea that the “empty essence”—the essence resulting from the
oneness® between guest and host when the “thus gone” and
the “thus come” become one—namely, what corresponds to
emptiness—is the light appearing when the emptiness of this
very essence separates into two. This is why the arisen self
must avoid extinguishing the light, by establishing a relation
with the guest and the host. Tathagata Zen understands such
“light” as the food needed by the arisen self.

The self, which arose thanks to the separation between
the guest and the host, necessarily receives the distinctive
character of the guest who is positively active and is subor-
dinate to the guest. This is where the self procures the empty
space belonging to the guest and produces light. In this case
the self is avoiding the standpoint of the host. If it were to
be subordinate to the host, the completion of the separa-
tion between guest and host could not occur. Thus, the self
is born and once it has acquired a relation characterized by
breaking off with guest and host, the self avoids the host and

becomes subordinate to the guest. Even when speaking of the
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self becoming subordinate to the guest, of course, the self still
has not fully acquired a cognitive function, and not even a
sensory function.

In the case where the self was born thanks to the activ-
ity of separation between guest and host, I say that it is born
after having adopted a distinctive emotion that can be char-
acterized as fervor and also after having adopted the empty
space formative of the self. But this only means that it was
born as an activity full of such fervor, and it obviously does
not have the least capability for cognitive function. In the lan-
guage of the five aggregates, the activity of this fervor is called
sensation.® Some contemporary Buddhist scholars have been
influenced by philosophy, interpreting sensation as “the oper-
ation of impressions.” Well, what does it refer to, then?

In the activity of the separation between guest and host,
without fail a limit arises. The opposition between guest and
host is characterized by aggressiveness, which pushes the guest
toward remaining active until it has manifested the guest’s
apex and whose activity opposes the host’s. Having received the
influence of their mutual opposition, the guest and the host
never manifest the separation between the extremely large
and the extremely small. Without fail when the activity of sep-
aration reaches a limit, a temporary moment of rest is mani-
fested. Waking up from this moment of rest, a new opposition
between guest and host arises. In other words an activity arises
in which guest and host are unified in that they continue the
activity of the separation between guest and host. One has to

recognize that these are completely paradoxical activities.
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It is because if one views the activity of separation as rea-
sonable, then the activity of manifesting oneness is an activity
that can be considered unreasonable.® In other words, if the
host’s activity of contraction does not expand, the oneness
between guest and host cannot happen. Since the activity of
expansion tends to manifest as the apex of expansion, obvi-
ously, it will not return to the source (kongen) of the infinitesi-
mal. If expansion were to turn back, this would also constitute
a paradoxical activity, an activity that does not conform to rea-
son. How should we understand such paradoxical activities? If
one adopts the position of a practitioner who must be crying,
then the problem results precisely from having adopted such
a position. On the other hand, if one does not consider the
paradox as a paradox but rather as an obvious principle, then
one breaks through the paradox and one manifests the unity
of guest and host. In this way, through countless and incal-
culable replications of these processes of the guest and host
being separated and then becoming one again, the activity of
expansion manifests its apex. This constitutes the aggregate
of consciousness, listed among the five aggregates.

While repeating the separation between guest and host,
the activity of attachment® develops into the activity known
as perception.® In other words, each time a new separation
between guest and host unfolds, the self who is born anew
creates the experience of avoiding the host and being subordi-
nate to the guest. Practitioners will have had such an experi-
ence thousands of times. It creates a strong cognitive function

based on the awareness that one has to avoid the host and be
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subordinate to the guest. This is what was described above as
the atman or the “I.” Needless to say, from the Zen perspec-

RH:

tive this discovery of the “I” should not be made. Isn’t it clear
that the stronger the affirmation of this ego’s standpoint, the
more inevitable it becomes that it will encounter agony when
facing the locus of oneness between guest and host?%

Why is it that the self must be wiped out? Through its
practice in the world of separation between guest and host,
the self performs a type of practice enabling it to completely
procure the standpoint of the guest. Why should such a self
be wiped out, then? One could say that the answer to this
question is extremely simple. As long as it has something to
avoid, the self is being wiped out because of the one it was
trying to avoid. What the self has to avoid is what opposes
the self. For the self, having a world that protects it is reassur-
ing. From the perspective of such a world of the self or from
the perspective of a group, avoiding opponents may appear
preferable. Yet opponents will not disappear. And as long as
there are opponents, one cannot find inner peace. Upon care-
ful reflection, the opponents that one was trying to avoid were
living together with the self: they were friends, they were one’s
mother. Once it has become aware of this, the self will happily
proceed onto the path where it will be wiped out. Namely, it
will reverse® the path trodden by the self by spontaneously
proceeding to walk the path where it becomes the content of
the person it has tried to avoid.

This has been exposed by Sakyamuni, who explained it
as engaging on the path of selflessness. This is nothing but
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wiping out the atman. At this stage, the understanding of the
atman in the Buddha teachings and the understanding of the
self are probably becoming clear. The issue of the atman needs
to be raised®® in an affirmative way within the context of the
world of separation between guest and host. If the affirmation
of the atman were to become supreme, it would forever stand
apart from the activity of opposition. But if by affirming the
atman the seeing eye® does not open to the thoughts it was
trying to avoid, it means that one has become captive to the
idea of the atman. In that case, one cannot become cognizant
of impermanence.

Through added repetitions of division and unification of
guest and host, the self has acquired the strong determination
that it must engage on the path of selflessness. The action of
engaging on the path of selflessness with a strong determina-
tion corresponds to the “volitional formations”® explained in
the five aggregates. This strong determination is called bodhi-

citta, or awakening resolve.

This is a translation of Nyoraizen ni tsuite HIZRARICHENT
by Sasaki Josha Roshi 124 R EHli, received on May 25,
2013, from Myoren Yasukawa, the Roshi’s Inji, at Rinzai-ji

Zen Center in Los Angeles.
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Notes

Although bukkys {L\#{ is usually translated as “Buddhism” or “Buddhist teach-
ings,” this passage emphasizes the literal meaning of “teachings [given by] an
awakened being” and downplays any association with a particular religion.

Jotai IRHE is one of the key words used throughout this text. It is translated as
” “condition,
In this opening section Josh@i Roshi is using the contrast between sleeping and
waking on three levels: 1) the common understanding; 2) as a metaphor for the
states of ignorance and enlightenment; and 3) as a metaphor for the complete
unification of nonduality in contrast to dualistic consciousness.

The key Buddhist expression genzen suru Biiiii9"% is translated as “to manifest.”
(The noun genzen means “manifestation” or “actualization.”) The closely related
verb arawareru B141% has been translated as “to appear.”

The Japanese expression for “dreaming” literally means “seeing dreams” (yume
miru %' 51%). To make the explanation intelligible in English, the literal construc-
tion of the sentence has been retained.

The Japanese verb for “coming back to life” (yomigaeru # %) literally means “to be
reborn.” This language should not be confused with Christian terminology.

The translation “learning and practice” has been used for the Japanese compound
&+, read shujii as a Buddhist term and shiishi as a common noun. Here, it seems
to have been used as a common noun. When used as a Buddhist term, translations
” “training,” and “study.” Those who engage in practice are
simply “practitioners” (shujiisha {£737). When used as a verb (shujii suru {83
%), it has been translated as “to cultivate.”

» «

“state, situation,” or “circumstances.”

include “cultivation,
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The verb translated as “to posit” (hyosen i) is a term used in Buddhist logic, where
it refers to making a statement.

In Buddhist and pre-Buddhist Chinese texts the term translated as “activity” or
“activities” (hataraki f]¥) is often written with the Chinese character /|, also read
hataraki. In Japanese, this evokes “work” or “labor” because the verb hataraku means
“to work.” Alternative translations would be “way(s) of functioning” or “working(s).”
Josht Roshi’s text alludes to the “essence-function” or “embodiment-manifestation”
(taiyi #3M]) paradigm, which dates back to the third-century Profound Learning
(xuanxue %%*) movement in China, or Neo-Daoism.

The Japanese expression mujun shita 7°Jf L7z can be understood as either “contra-
dictory” or “paradoxical,” but the latter makes more sense in this context.

The translation “very essence” (totai 24{A) attempts to convey how the essential
nature becomes present and tangible.

Although jibun F1%7 can refer simply to “oneself,” it is used here in an impersonal way
to indicate one’s true nature.

The translation “functioning of consciousness” corresponds to the Japanese ishiki
sayo Fak{’EF, which is also often rendered as the “operation of consciousness,” in
the sense of the functioning of the mind. The compound sayo is closely related to the
key word “activity” (hataraki) used throughout this text.

The idea here is that when a self is trying to do what the Tathagata activity is spon-
taneously doing, then it becomes difficult to relate to others in a genuine fashion.
Personal will and desire are overlaid onto an activity that has none, and this causes all
kinds of preferences.

This distinction between “incomplete” (fukanzen ~7¢4%) and “complete” (kanzen
5E4%) could also be translated as “imperfect” and “perfect.”

The Chinese character £ (chi), which we translate here as “cognitive acuity,” is often
used in Sino-Japanese sources to convey prajia.

Complete wisdom (kanzen chi 742 1) refers to perceiving things as they are and not
to “knowledge.”

Joshi Roshi coined this expression, translated here as “ceaselessly refining ourselves”
(todomaru koto naku kashii suru %% L/5<H & T 3). The first clause literally
means “without stopping”; the second section can be understood in various ways. The
verb koshit suru H{&9 % means “to refine” in the sense of seeking improvement by
correcting oneself.

After several sangha members pointed out that, in the first edition, this line contained
a contradiction to Josh@i Roshi’s usual teaching that “guest” was outside and “host”
was inside, we re-examined the original handwritten manuscript and corrected this
mistake. We wish to thank Jodo John Candy for first calling our attention to this
problem.

The Chinese compound translated as “obliteration” (inmetsu BRJ&) includes
the nuances of hiding as well as annihilation and disappearance. The second char-
acter is also translated as “cessation,” especially when it corresponds to the Sanskrit
nirodha.

This implicit recognition is expressed by the clause an’anri ni shochi shite ita I /< #4
AL Tz, which could also be translated as “he was tacitly aware”
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. The terms “guest and host” first appear in the ninth-century Zen classic, Rinzai
roku, published in English as The Record of Linji, translated by Ruth Fuller Sasaki
and edited by Thomas Ytho Kirchner (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press,
2009), 133—34. Often understood to mean “objective and subjective,” these terms
can also imply the contrast between incomplete and complete manifestation, as
they do in section IV, 132-33.

The “standpoint of the source” (kongen no tachiba AR 745) is a phrase that
Joshii Roshi often uses to communicate the experience of being grounded com-
pletely in the activity of impermanence, the underlying activity of the cosmos and
of consciousness.

The verb translated here as “to produce” (zosa suru i&{F) refers to the creative pro-
cess. The word “annihilation” (metsu i) can also refer to “cessation,” for example
in the Four Noble Truths, or may simply indicate death.

Interestingly, the Chinese compound translated as “one-sided” (katawa }y i)
literally means “crippled” and indicates defective “wheels,” with only one side
functioning.

The phrase the “original self” (honrai no jiko ARDHEC) recalls the famous
phrase from Case 23 of the classic koan collection, the Mumonkan, in which the
newly minted Sixth Patriarch Eno (Huineng) suddenly asks a monk who has been
chasing him, “What is your original face (honrai no mimoku A% HIfi)?” It is
one of many epithets for the constantly changing activity of impermanence. Josht
Roshi’s phrase emphasizes how this is not an abstract concept but is grounded in
our moment-to-moment experience.

The verb translated as “to attain” (kachieru 5. %515%) carries the nuance of some-
thing that has been obtained at great cost, as in a victory won against an opponent
or overcoming adversity.

The Japanese expression (shamon 79["]) corresponds to the Sanskrit sramana,
originally indicating religious practitioners who renounced their worldly life to
strive for liberation and usually lived as mendicants.

The standard translation for the five skandhas (goun Tif#) is “five aggregates”; the
five categories describe how the fabricated self is constructed.

The word translated as “traditions” (kyoha #(f) literally indicates “teaching fac-
tions or branches.” If may refer to different Buddhist schools or to different schools
of thought within a single tradition such as Zen.

The word translated as “secret” (hiketsu $ik) usually refers to a “secret formula”
or key to understanding something, while the expression rendered as “imparted
from teacher to disciple” (denju {5#%) indicates a process of direct initiation and
transmission.

Here, the Sanskrit riipa (shiki ) is translated as “form”; it is often translated as
“material form.”

The Japanese verb used here (tabaneru %12%) is written in the katakana syllabary
for emphasis. It means to bundle something up, or to tie something up in a bundle.
Translated as “chaotic” here, the word midareru {iL41% implies confusion and
disorder. In this context it refers to how the mind scatters in many directions, as
indicated by the verb sanran shite #{#LL T, which means “to scatter.”
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Josha Roshi provides parenthetical glosses to explain the implications of his use of the
verb usually translated as “to hold” (hajii suru fl1{19°%), which in modern Japanese
implies “to seize.” He suggests “to hold” (tsukamu D75) and “to envelop” (hdyo Tl
%), hence the translation “embrace.”

Here the expression “learning to practice” (shiishi &%) refers to learning the prac-
tice of zazen, which unifies a scattered mind.

Usually the expression translated as “practical learning” (jisshii 923%) simply refers
to the practical application of what has been learned through teachings. It is some-
times simply translated as “practice” but we need to differentiate this from “practice”
(shugyo 1&17), understood as cultivation. A similar expression, jitsugaku 7, is also
often translated as “practical learning.”

This passage seems to be based on the Indo-Aryan migration hypothesis, popular in
the early twentieth century, which posited that a wave of immigration from Indo-
Aryans contributed to the demise of the earlier Indus civilization and coincided with
the emergence of Vedic culture. It is now more common to speak of Proto-Indo-
Iranians but the term Aryans has been kept in the translation to reflect the terminol-
ogy used in the original Japanese text.

The translation “religious technique” (shitho 7i%{%) is an approximation for a method
based on a certain principle, regardless of the misleading nuances conveyed by
the English word “religious.” The expression translated as “cultivation” (shityo &%)
conveys a nuance that is slightly different from the other expressions encountered so
far, in the sense that it includes both the idea of practice and of “raising” or “nour-
ishing” someone.

The expression “undisturbed cogitation” is a translation for the Chinese compound
pronounced joryo #i#5& in Japanese, which could also be translated literally as “quiet
thinking”

To “bring to completion” (kanzen ni shiageru 5S¢4 {1 L1F%) refers to realization.
The word translated as “training” (shiiren {&##) is another instance of “practice,” in
this instance based on the metaphor of a blacksmith melting and hammering a piece
of iron.

This “activity of the distracted mind” (kokoro no sanman suru hataraki O
58 ¥) suggests random thoughts and a mental condition characterized by its lack
of focus.

The spelling of “Tatha-agata” follows the entry in Kasetsu bukkyago daijiten |t #(
FEKHHML, edited by Nakamura Hajime HR 7T (Tokyo: Tokyd shoseki, 2001), 1,146,
entry Z B {JIFE. Joshi Roshi wrote it in katakana (% % —7" 77 %), which would cor-
respond to “Tatha-agata.”

The phrase katsudo 13 (literally “living movement”) is often translated as “activity.”
In order to differentiate it from the translation “activity” or “activities” corresponding
to hataraki in this text, we have translated it as “vibrant activity.”

The translation “all victorious” (issai no shosha —YJDW;#) reflects one nuance of
this expression where the accent is put on the idea of the “victor,” whereas the second
part of the Chinese translation often simply refers to “the most excellent.”

The idea of a “fundamental essence” (kongentai H{/C{A) is unusual in Buddhist
terminology. It should be noted that the expression “become one” (ittai —{£) also
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includes the same Chinese character for body that has been translated as “essence.”
In Chinese this literally means to form one body with something, or to embody it.
The translation “empty essence” (kiitai Z%{K) preserves the symmetry with
“material essence” (shikitai {{A). When speaking of “emptiness,” keep in mind
Nagarjuna’s precise definition of siinyata as the “absence of intrinsic or indepen-
dent existence” (svabhava); in other words, it is an expression of the fundamental
interrelatedness of all things and experiences.

The “discursive self” (funbetsu jiko 777!/ ) indicates the dualistic self that ana-
lyzes and discriminates between opposites.

Here funbetsu shiki 73 Hl|z{ (discursive mode) is translated as 775!J&#% (discursive
consciousness); that is, the dualistic consciousness in the world of self and other.
In this context emphasis is placed on the contrast between physical reality (the
material world) and emptiness, so the expression “realm of emptiness” has been
chosen to translate kitkai Z255¢. It should be noted, however, that in Chinese
Buddhist literature this expression often merely indicates “the realm of space” or
“open space.”

. This is an unusual phrase in Josh@i Roshi’s teaching. Three notes to keep in mind:

1) The “realm of emptiness” is not a physical space: it is a mode of cognition in
which the empty activity of the self and Tathagata are experienced together; 2) If
it does not appear, this is the common experience we normally have of the world:
it is the exclusively dualistic material world; 3) If this realm has not yet appeared,
the self has not yet (mada A72) experienced the “world behind the scenes” of the
material world—that is, the “host” behind the “guest.”

Ritai P is a challenging term to translate. “Principle” or “pattern” (ri) is
dynamic, not static; tai, which philosophically means “essence,” phenomenologi-
cally means “to embody.” Josht Roshi uses this term to describe deep experience:
ritai indicates an embodied or experienced dynamic principle, thus it is translated
as “fundamental embodiment.”

The translation “release from language and discursive thinking” (zetsugon zetsuryo
# 5 #{5&) literally means “cutting off words, cutting off discursive thinking.” In
classic Buddhist literature the same idea is also conveyed by the four characters
meaning “freed from language and discursive thinking” (rigon zetsuryo fff = f{i5&).
“Empty essence” (kutai 2%f#) also carries the connotation of “the embodiment of
emptiness.”

The “extremely large”(gyokudai %K) and the “extremely small”(gyokusho f]v)
are the zenith of expansion and the nadir of contraction, respectively. They are
constantly alternating to generate our spheres of experience.

The Four Conditions (shiryoken PUfH®) taught by Rinzai Zen have also been
translated as Four Classifications or Four Alternatives. See The Record of Linji,
150-53. An interpretive paraphrasing is: 1) Taking away the person (the subjective
world) but not the surroundings (the objective world); 2) Taking away the objec-
tive but not the subjective; 3) Taking away both subjective and objective; 4) Taking
away neither subjective nor objective.

The verb “to abandon” (horidasu XY H19") implies giving up or throwing out
something.
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. It is through this process that the momentary self we experience all the time arises.

Through this struggle between the activities of expansion and contraction—guest
and host—the discursive self arises and manifests our daily worlds or spheres or
experience.

The expression translated throughout this text as “oneness” or “to become one” (ittai
—1{K) literally means “one body” or “one essence.” Hence, the passage rendered as
“the essence resulting from the oneness” literally corresponds to “the ‘body’ in [the
expression] ‘one body.”

“Sensation” is a standard translation for the Sanskrit vedana-skandha, sometimes
translated as “feeling.” It was translated into Chinese as shou 32 (Japanese ju), which
conveys the nuance of “reception” and indicates the “taste” of each experience: pleas-
ant, unpleasant, or neutral.

That is, if one thinks the activity of separation is reasonable, that it can occur, one also
tends to think that it is not reasonable or possible for separation and unification to
both be able to happen within the same sphere of our experience.

The word translated as “attachment” (ai %) is a Buddhist term with negative conno-
tations. It should not be confused with the modern Japanese meaning of “love.” In
some cases, as above, it can also be translated as “affection.”

The aggregate translated as “perception” (so ) corresponds to the Sanskrit samjiid,
which is often translated as “ideation,” referring to thoughts that surface together.
The word samyfia includes the nuance of “mutual agreement” and “sharing the same
opinion,” which translates into associative thoughts.

This is a complicated passage that could be interpreted as follows: The host or master
is the ground of our experience, with which we are one at all times. It is experience
without self-objectification. It is what could be called “no-person” experience: sponta-
neous experience without self-identification or attachment. The “guest” is what takes
this no-person experience as its object. The personal self arises when the guest and
host separate and the guest takes the host as its object. This forms the ego or the “I”
or the atman—all three terms mean the same thing. The ego is in agony when facing
the locus of the oneness of guest and host because it is realizing its own apparent
separation from this experience of unity.

The verb “to reverse” or “to transform” (tenzuru #59°%) conveys the literal sense of
the revolution of a wheel. Here it implies a complete reversal of the normal activity
of the incomplete self. It calls to mind a phrase from the Lankavatara Sutra: asraya-
paravrtti, “a turning around of the base of consciousness,” the result of intense med-
itation practice, which destroys the impurities (klesas) and recognizes the emptiness
of all things and experiences. See Charles Prebish, Buddhism: A Modern Perspective
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1975), 115-16.

Here the verb “to raise” (sodate ageru i C_F:1F%) is used in the sense of “raising” or
“nursing” a child.

The “seeing eye” (miru me 5% H) suggests an awakened perspective.

The translation “volitional formations” or “formations” (gyo 1T) corresponds to the
Sanskrit samskara. It is also translated as “constructional activities” and includes
states that initiate action, such as volition (cetana).

Afterword

In June we held a workshop on the Diamond Sutra at the
Rinzai-ji Zen Center in Los Angeles. Roshi was feeling weak
at the beginning of the weekend: after all, he turned 107
in April. Although he was not taking part in the workshop,
we hoped that he might get the “vibe” from the thirty-five
active participants. Sure enough, vibe or not, by the end of
the weekend Roshi was giving a group sanzen (semi-private
koan interviews) to a few monks and students who had
stayed at the Zen Center after the workshop. Two days later
he decided to take a road trip to Phoenix to be present when
his disciple Sokai Geoffrey Barrett ordained his successor
at the Haku-un-ji Zen Center. He had not left California in
two and a half years due to failing health, which had also

prevented him from teaching.
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Why would a 107-year-old Zen Master take an eight-hour road
trip? This sounds like a koan, but it’s actually a simple question
with a straightforward answer. Roshi is completely devoted to
teaching and to his students. That’s why this is the first autho-
rized publication to come from Roshi’s hand. While from time
to time his Dharma talks (teisho) have been published, in his
fifty-two years of teaching in the West he has never before pub-
lished a book. (An unauthorized volume of Dharma talks from a
1973 Lama Foundation sesshin was published as Buddha Is the
Center of Gravity, but the translations are uneven.) His com-
plete attention has been focused on the more than eight hundred
sesshins, five thousand Dharma talks, and two hundred and fifty
thousand sanzens that he has offered to his students.

Roshi used to tell us that his teacher, Joten Soko, had once
told him that if you teach a thousand students and get one
good student from that group, then you will have succeeded.
Roshi apparently took this to heart. In sesshin after sesshin
he manifested the unique form of Rinzai teaching he came to
call Tathagata (Nyorai) Zen, a teaching that is experientially
grounded, philosophically dense, and singularly innovative
within the Mahayana Buddhist tradition. Hinting at a secret
lineage and—in the tradition of Confucius—implying that he
“did not create, only transmit,” Roshi spun out his philosophy
in a myriad of talks, including the hundreds of lectures he gave
at the thirty-seven Seminars on the Sutras—annual events that
began in 1977. These were all oral teachings.

Over the years during visits over tea, I would find Roshi

writing in tiny Japanese characters on narrow-lined notebook
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paper. When I asked him what he was writing, he would
reply, “Roshi’s writing a book,” and then place the sheet of
paper on which he was writing into a cardboard box, where it
joined what seemed like hundreds of others. With no sign of
the manuscript for a long while, one afternoon five years ago,
while having tea after sesshin, I asked him what had happened
to his “book.” Looking up with his characteristic mischievous
grin, he snapped out in perfect English, “Roshi burned it!”

The words that have found their way into this volume may
be all that’s left of this “book”; maybe they’re not. Maybe
they’re not even related. They were discovered in a plastic bin
underneath Roshi’s bed when he was hospitalized in January
2012 with what most thought would be his final illness. There
are no dates on this manuscript, which was written in the
same tiny characters as his “book.” They were transcribed into
a computer file by Myoren Yasukawa, his Inji (attendant). To
ensure accuracy, she went over each character with Roshi and
also consulted an earlier version of the same manuscript that
contained Roshi’s own detailed notes. This meticulous pro-
cess took many months.

Roshi handed me the manuscript in May 2013 with the
request that I translate and publish it. Realizing it was beyond
my own skills, I enlisted the assistance of Michel Mohr, a pro-
fessor at the University of Hawaii, whose erudite and clear
translation informs this publication. Wherever there was a
need for clarifications based on idiosyncratic turns of phrase
or relatively obscure details of Roshi’s teaching, I attempted

to bring the student’s touch to the translation. For the most
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challenging passages, I sought the advice of Victor Sogen Hori
of McGill University. Another friend and colleague, Paula Arai
of Louisiana State University, working with Kai Chan, reviewed
the Japanese text, as did Professor Mohr. Any mistakes that may
have entered either the Japanese text or the English translation

are my responsibility.

We present this book to Josht Roshi on the occasion of the fifty-
second anniversary of his coming to America. With Roshi no
longer actively teaching, this book is the first publication of
the many materials that will constitute part of the legacy of his

unique form of Rinzai Zen in the Western world.

Kendo Hal Roth

July 21, 2014
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Note on the Second Edition

This second edition was published to mark the one-year memo-
rial for Joshti Sasaki Roshi on July 28, 2015. We have taken the
opportunity to correct a few errors in the first edition.

On the very day in July 2014 that we presented About
Tathagatha Zen to Sasaki Roshi, he was rushed to the hospi-
tal, where he spent his final week. This book encapsulates the
essence of his teachings and is an important part of his legacy
and the legacy of his lineage of Zen. It is very much a distilla-
tion; we must add the water of practice in order to realize the

innate wisdom contained herein.
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