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Preface

Zen entered Japan at the time of the Southern Sung dynasty in
China. Dogen (1200-1251) began to promulgate his version of
Zen, which, although it came to be called Soto (the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese Ts'ao-tung), is in fact Dogen's own
Japanese Zen, which grew and developed around his main work,
the Shobogenzo. The Rinzai sect, also introduced in the thirteenth
century, brought to Japan the system and traditions of the Southern
Sung Lin-chi school. Beyond that, it did not develop any characteristic Zen thought of its own worthy of mention. Later, when we
come to the Tokugawa period (1603-1867), we see in the koan Zen
of Hakuin (1685-1768) a new development in the methods or
techniques of Zen practice and also, in a sense, a systematization of
Zen thought. Slightly before Hakuin's time, however, Bankei appeared. His "Unborn Zen" espoused a fresh departure for the first
time since the Zen patriarch Bodhidharma. Unborn Zen is truly
one of the most original developments in the entire history of Zen
thought. Bankei, indeed, must be considered one of the greatest
masters that Japan has ever produced. (Daisetz Suzuki, Studies in
the History of Zen Thought: Bankei Zen)

THE JAPANESE RINZAI PRIEST BANKEI YOTAKU
(1622-1693) did not leave behind any written exposition of
his Zen teaching, and he gave strict orders that no one else
was to reduce it to writing. But records were made nonethevii
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less, his followers being unable to bear the thought that their
master's words and deeds should go unrecorded and, as one
of them put it, "just left for the sparrows to play around with."
So although much more was lost than they were able to commit to paper, we must be grateful for the record they have
preserved for us: it is our sole means of learning about his Unborn Zen.
This account of Bankei's life and teaching begins with an
introduction tracing the course of his religious career. It is
based on material compiled by his disciples and on references
Bankei himself makes to his life in the course of his sermons. It
has considerable interest as religious biography and should
also provide readers with the background from which his
unique Zen pedagogy emerged.
The remainder, and bulk, of the book is made up of translations from Bankei's records. Bankei is best known for the
colloquial sermons ("talks" would perhaps be a better word to
describe them) that he preached tirelessly to the eager students who came to him in great numbers from all over Japan.
He delivered them in engagingly plain, everyday Japanese, the
ordinary language of the common man. They are popular in
the word's best sense. No one had brought Zen to the layman in
such an informal and yet thoroughgoing manner. These
vernacular sermons are given here virtually in their entirety.
They are followed by an extensive selection from the records
of the conversations Bankei had with the students and priests
who came to him for Zen interviews, the teacher-pupil confrontations familiar to Western readers of Zen literature.
Together, the translations of the sermons and dialogues
demonstrate the basic religious standpoint of Bankei's teaching of the Unborn and provide a comprehensive picture of his
style of Zen, which, in its genius, utter simplicity, and all-
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rounded wholeness, recalls nothing so much as the great Chinese masters of Zen's golden age in the T'ang dynasty.
Renewed interest in Bankei and his teaching has come
about only in the last fifty years or so. It is due almost entirely to
the efforts of the late Suzuki Daisetz. In a series of classic
works published in the early 1940s, Suzuki clarified for the
first time the true significance of Bankei's Zen and its high
place in the history of Zen thought, rescuing Bankei from the
obscurity of two and a half centuries of near-total neglect. Despite the literature that has grown up in the years since these
studies appeared, Suzuki remains Bankei's best interpreter.
His studies of Unborn Zen are, with few exceptions, the only
ones that come to terms with its simple yet profound meaning. Anyone who studies Bankei must be deeply indebted to
this great Zen scholar and teacher.
The work on these translations occupied me on and off for
about fifteen years. Much of the material appeared in the
pages of Eastern Buddhist, the journal of the Eastern Buddhist
Society, Kyoto. I wish to take this opportunity to acknowledge
a long-standing debt of gratitude to Dr. Nishitani Keiji, for
answering patiently over the years the kind of question only he
could answer. I am also grateful to Mr. Sugawara Yoshimune
of the K6rin-ji, for permission to use the self-portrait of
Bankei reproduced on the jacket, and to the Futetsu-ji in
Aboshi, for permission to reproduce the example of Bankei's
calligraphy (the two Chinese characters fu-sho, or "Unborn") at
the beginning of each chapter.
For this new edition, I have retranslated one or two paragraphs I felt stood in need of revision and corrected half a
dozen or so misprints that had come to my notice over the
years. I have also taken the opportunity to add a new section
to the work. It is a translation of the greater part of UnnecesIX
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sary Words (Zeigo), a collection of Bankei's talks and dialogues that had been represented in the original edition by
only a handful of entries. Now, twenty years after Bankei's
records first appeared, I can only wish that this new edition
will be received as warmly as the first one was. More than anything else, I hope it will convince a new generation of readers
that Bankei is, as that wise man Daisetz Suzuki pointed out,
one of the truly great figures in the history of the Zen school.
Norman Waddell Boro-an,
Kyoto, 1983, 1999

THE

UNBORN

Introduction

BANKEI YOTAKU WAS BORN IN 1622, ON THE
eighth day of the third month at Hamada, a small village on
the shore of the Inland Sea, in the province of Harima, in
what is now eastern Hyogo prefecture.1 His father, Suga (or
Sugawara) Dosetsu, was from the island of Shikoku; for generations the family ancestors had been physicians of samurai
rank in the service of the ruling Awa clan. 2 For reasons not
now known, Dosetsu resigned this post and, as a masterless
samurai, or ronin, crossed over the Inland Sea to the province
of Bitchu. There he married a Miss Noguchi and, after moving
twice more, settled finally in Hamada, where he presumably
gained a livelihood through the practice of medicine. Bankei
was one of nine children born to them, the fourth of five sons.
His boyhood name was Muchi, which translates roughly as
"Don't fall behind!" When Bankei was ten, his father died,
leaving the duty of raising him and the other children to his
mother and his eldest brother, Masayasu, who continued the
family tradition as a practitioner of Chinese medicine.
The records of Bankei's life reveal that he was an intelligent,
highly sensitive child but at the same time rather unruly and
uncommonly strong willed.
His mother later told him that even at the young age of two
or three he showed a distinct aversion to death. The family
found that by talking about death or pretending to be dead,
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they could stop his crying. Later, when he made a nuisance of
himself by leading the neighborhood children in mischief, the
same methods were used to bring him into line.
Every year on the fifth day of the fifth month, the occasion
of the Boys' Festival, the village youths took part in
stone-throwing contests, dividing into sides and hurling
small stones at each other from opposite sides of a nearby
river. This annual event had been held in the district for over
five hundred years, since the Heian period, in order to
inculcate manly virtues in young boys. We are told that
whichever side Bankei was on invariably won, because he
would never retreat, no matter how hard the stones rained
down on him.
At the age of eleven, less than a year after his father's death,
he was sent to the village school, where he took an immediate
interest in his studies. But the calligraphy lessons, held after
school at a temple in a neighboring village, were a different
matter. For these he harbored an intense dislike. To avoid the
monotony of copying and recopying Chinese characters from
the teacher's copybook, he made a practice of returning
home well before the class was over. Although Masayasu repeatedly took his young brother to task for this, his scolding
had apparently little effect. In returning home, Bankei had to
cross a river. His brother instructed the ferryman not to allow
him to board if he should come along early. Bankei was not
easily to be denied. "The ground must continue under the water," he declared, and he strode right into the stream, struggling along over the bottom until he emerged, breathless, at
the far bank.
Wanting to avoid further conflict with his brother, Bankei
thought of committing suicide. He had heard that eating poisonous spiders was fatal, so he swallowed a mouthful of them
and shut himself up inside a small Buddhist shrine to await
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the end. Many hours later, seeing that he was still alive, he
abandoned the attempt and went home.
At the village school, Bankei was subjected to the same curriculum as all Tokugawa schoolboys, the recitation of Confucian texts over and over until they came automatically to the
lips. One day, the class was taking up the Great Learning, one
of the "four books" of Confucianism. The teacher came to the
central words, "The way of great learning lies in clarifying
bright virtue."3 Bankei interrupted the teacher. "What is bright
virtue?" he asked. The teacher, repeating the glosses given in
one of the traditional commentaries, answered, "The intrinsic
nature of good in each person." Bankei asked what the intrinsic
nature of man was and was told, "It's his fundamental nature."
"Then what is that?" he persisted. "The ultimate truth of
Heaven," replied the teacher. None of these answers satisfied
Bankei. A deeper explanation was needed. He wanted to
know what bright virtue meant in terms of his practical experience. This questioning marks the awakening of religious
doubt in his consciousness, which was most likely already disposed in that direction because of the recent loss of his father.
Bankei himself spoke of this critical juncture sixty years later
as the beginning of his search "to discover the Buddha-mind."
In any case, his questioning of bright virtue soon grew into an
all-consuming passion. Fired by unquellable doubts, he embarked upon an urgent and relentless religious quest that
would occupy the next fourteen years and determine the future
course of his life.
At the beginning, he took every opportunity to ask others
for help. A group of Confucian scholars, whom he pressed for
an answer they were at a loss to give, suggested he try Zen
priests, because "they know about such knotty problems."
There were no Zen temples in the immediate vicinity, so he
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was unable to follow their advice. Bankei had to content himself with questioning more Confucianists and such Buddhist
priests as he found in temples nearby. In addition, he attended every sermon, lecture, and other religious gathering
that came to his attention. Afterward, he would run home and
tell his mother what had been said. 4
But such inquiries brought him no glimpse of understanding. He was unable to find a single person who could offer
him any guidance. Thoroughly discouraged, he "wandered
about like a stray mountain lamb, aimlessly and alone." Now
even his schoolwork lost all interest for him, a development
so displeasing to his long-suffering brother that Bankei was finally "banished from the family house for good."
Still only eleven years old, Bankei was on his own. If the
records are to be believed, he does not seem to have been unduly troubled by this turn of events. On the contrary, he
seems to have welcomed it as a chance to devote himself to
his problem secure from all outside distraction. In any case, a
close friend of the family, taking pity on him, stepped forward
and offered him the use of a small hut in the hills behind his
house.5 Accepting the offer, Bankei wrote the words
Shugyo-an, or "practice hermitage," on a plank of wood,
propped it up outside the entrance, and settled down in
earnest to devote himself to his own clarification of bright
virtue.
The records are more or less silent regarding the next several years. He seems to have spent time at a temple of the
Shin sect located close by. There he must have learned about
that school's practice of the Nembutsu—the calling of the
name of Amida Buddha. A reference in his sermons to long
sessions devoted to the constant repetition of the Nembutsu—"days on end in a Nembutsu samadhi"—perhaps belongs in this period as well. When he was fifteen, Bankei lived
for a while in a Shingon temple, where he presumably famil-
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iarized himself to some extent with the teaching and practices
of esoteric Buddhism. The head priest of this temple, impressed by the young boy's resolution, tried to induce him to
stay on as his disciple. Bankei refused the offer. "Neither the
Shin nor the Shingon sect was to his liking."
The next year, having turned sixteen, he walked the twenty
miles that separated Hamada from the city of Ako to visit the
Zuio-ji, a temple of the Zen sect that had been built
twenty-two years before for the incumbent abbot, Umpo
Zenjo.6 Umpo belonged to the Rinzai tradition; his specific
filiation placed him in the mainstream of that school, which
traced its descent from the great Zen masters of the Kamakura
period, Daio and Daito. Seventy years old when Bankei visited
him in 1638, Umpo had earned a wide reputation as a stern
taskmaster who demanded total dedication from his monks. A
biographical notice of Umpo included in Bankei's records tells
us that "few were bold-hearted enough to enter his chambers,
and they usually fled before long."
Right off, Bankei told Umpo of the difficulty he was having
in coming to terms with bright virtue. Umpo replied that if he
wanted to discover what it meant, he would have to practice
zazen, seated meditation. There must have been something
about Umpo, and the Zen teachings and practice he embodied,
that struck a responsive chord in Bankei, because then and
there he asked Umpo to give him ordination as a Buddhist
monk. Umpo, no doubt pleased to grant this request, coming
as it did from such an obviously determined young man,
immediately shaved Bankei's head. He gave him the religious
name \otaku, "Long Polishing [of the Mind Gem]."7 Bankei,
the name by which he is best known, he acquired in his early
thirties, when he served a term as a teacher in the training halls
of the Myoshin-ji in Kyoto.
Although we have no specific information about the way in
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which Umpo instructed Bankei, we can reasonably assume
that Bankei was subjected to a demanding training program
during the three years he was under Umpo's guidance. Zazen
was, of course, the chief ingredient of training. Bankei probably did some work on koans as well, although no clear evidence reveals this and there is some indication that Umpo
may not have laid the same stress on koans that his contemporaries did.8
At nineteen, after three years at the Zuio-ji, Bankei set out,
heading east, on an extended journey around the country that
eventually took him throughout the Kyoto-Osaka area and as
far west as the island of Kyushu. Once he took leave of Umpo,
he had no fixed residence. He stayed in temples, but more often
he lived a solitary life in rude, self-made huts, or, frequently,
to judge from his records, he merely slept in the open. The
privations of this life were great, but he faced them with a more
than spartan disdain for hunger and extremes of season and
temperature. He is reported to have lived among beggars for
several years, first under the Gojo Bridge in Kyoto and later
beside the Tenmangu Shrine in Osaka, where he slept with
nothing but reeds for a covering. He sat for a week without
eating at the Matsuno-o Shrine in the western part of the
capital. From the following account by Bankei himself, we can
form a picture of what his life was like at this time—although
the disciple who cites it adds that it tells "but one
ten-thousandth of the actual circumstances."
I pressed myself without mercy, draining myself mentally and
physically; at times, I practiced deep in the mountains, in places
completely cut off from human contact. I fashioned primitive shelters out of paper, pulled that over me, and did zazen seated inside;
sometimes, I would make a small lean-to by putting up two
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walls of thick paper boards and sit in solitary darkness inside, doing
zazen, never lying down to rest even for a moment. Whenever I
heard of some teacher whom I thought might be able to give me
advice, I went immediately to visit him. I lived that way for several
years. There were few places in the country I did not set foot. 9

When he went back to Umpo in 1645 after four years' absence, Bankei was twenty-three years old and still no closer to
resolving the doubt and incertitude pressing in upon him. He is
said to have been weeping in discouragement as he told Umpo
how he had been unable to find a single person in all his
travels who could give him the kind of help he wanted.
Umpo's reply was, "It's your desire to find someone that
keeps you from your goal." He was telling Bankei that he
would never be able to achieve enlightenment as long as he
persisted in searching for an answer outside himself.
The words seem to have had their intended effect. Bankei
promptly left again; this time he stayed nearby, building a hermitage in the countryside to the north of Ako Castle. As if to
underscore his determination to accomplish his end entirely
on his own, he isolated himself completely from contact with
the outside, walling himself up within his tiny dwelling. He
sat constantly, day and night, dedicating himself with even
greater urgency to zazen, resolved, just as the Buddha before
him had been, not to get up until he had found the way
through. Eventually, his buttocks and thighs became inflamed
and swollen from constant contact with the bare rock floor.
They began to fester. Still he kept sitting. He gave up eating
for weeks at a time. He threw cold water over himself whenever he felt even the slightest approach of the "demons of
sleep." Here is one of several descriptions we have of his life in
the hut:
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The room, about ten feet square, resembled nothing so much as a
prison cell. There was only one small opening, just large enough
for an arm to pass through. The door he plastered shut with mud, so
that no one could enter to bother him. Food was passed to him
through the hole in the wall twice each day. After he had finished
eating it, he placed the bowl outside the opening once again. A
privy was arranged just below the wall, so that he could relieve
himself from inside the room through a small aperture made for
that purpose.10

But the long years of struggle had weakened him both
physically and mentally. He contracted tuberculosis.11 He tells
of it himself in this famous passage from his sermons:
The adverse effects of the long years of physical punishment built up
and finally led to a serious illness. . . . My illness steadily worsened. I
grew weaker and weaker. Whenever I spat, gouts of bloody sputum
as big as thumb heads appeared. Once, I spat against a wall and
the globules stuck and slid to the ground in bright-red beads.
. . . The illness now reached a critical stage. For a whole week, I
couldn't swallow anything except some thin rice broth. 12

The physician who examined him is reported to have "thrown
aside his medicine spoon"—Bankei was past the point where
such remedies could be of help. He was now resigned to dying. But with things at their blackest, his dramatic personal
struggle to attain enlightenment came to an end:
I felt a strange sensation in my throat. I spat against a wall. A mass of
black phlegm large as a soapberry rolled down the side. . . .
Suddenly, just at that moment, . . . I realized what it was that had

10
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escaped me until now: All things are perfectly resolved in the
Unborn.13

After fourteen years of incredible hardship, he had achieved
a decisive enlightenment, his doubts and uncertainties disappearing like a dream. Immediately, he felt his strength begin
to return. His appetite improved almost miraculously and
with it his health.
Soon after this, according to the accounts given in two of
the biographical records, another enlightenment occurred,
occasioned when the fragrant smell of plum blossoms was
borne to him on the morning breeze as he was washing his
face in a nearby stream. One version of the story links this second experience to the first one in the following way:
The master, frustrated in all his attempts to resolve the feeling of
doubt which weighed so heavily on his mind, became deeply disheartened. Signs of serious illness appeared. He began to cough
up bloody bits of sputum. He grew steadily worse, until death
seemed imminent. He said to himself, "Everyone has to die. I'm
not concerned about that. My regret is dying with the great matter
I've been struggling with all these years, since I was a small boy,
still unresolved." His eyes flushed with hot tears. His breast
heaved violently. It seemed his ribs would burst. Then, just at that
moment, enlightenment came to him—like the bottom falling out
of a bucket. Immediately, his health began to return, but still he
seemed unable to express what he had realized. Then one day,
in the early hours of the morning, the scent of plum blossoms
carried to him in the morning air reached his nostrils. At that instant, all attachments and obstacles were swept from his mind
once and for all. The doubts that had been plaguing him ceased to
exist.14

11
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When he was strong enough to travel, he made his way to
the Zuio-ji to tell Umpo what had happened. Umpo was overjoyed. "That is the 'marrow of Bodhidharma's bones.' From
now on, no one anywhere will be able to touch you," he said,
acknowledging Bankei's understanding. He told him, however, that he should obtain verification from other masters.
Gudo Toshoku, the most highly regarded Rinzai Zen teacher
of the day, was the man Umpo recommended.
Bankei, who was now twenty-six, proceeded to the province of Mino (present Gifu prefecture), where Gudo's temple,
the Daisen-ji, was located, midway between Hamada and Edo.
Gudo, whose official duties obliged him to spend a good deal
of time traveling around the country to the various temples
under his supervision, was by a stroke of bad luck away in
Edo, so Bankei could not avail himself of this eminent master's
stock of experience. Having come that far, however, Bankei
decided to try his luck with some of the other Zen teachers in
the vicinity. What he discovered, to his disappointment, and a
little to his disgust as well, was that none of the men he visited
was in a position to give him the confirmation he was after. In
fact, Bankei quotes in his sermons a confession one of these
priests made to him, to the effect that what he taught people
was not based on his own enlightenment (he really was not
enlightened, he said); he merely repeated what he had learned
from his teacher or what he had been able to grasp from his
reading of Zen writings. He even praised Bankei for being
able to see through his lack of true attainment.15
Bankei seems to have spent the next year or so in small
hermitages built at different sites among the forested hills of
Mino, as he applied himself to the important
post-enlightenment phase of his training. He returned to
Harima
12
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in 1650, where, into the following year, he apparently gave
considerable thought to the course his future teaching activities should take. He contemplated, he says, "the natural capacity of my fellow men, and the means by which they could
be instructed in the Way," trying to decide upon how best to
transmit to others the understanding he had achieved.
In the autumn of 1651, while Bankei was still engaged in
this period of reflection, news reached him of a Chinese priest
by the name of Dosha Chogen, who had arrived from China
and was residing at a temple in the trading port of Nagasaki in
western Kyushu. Umpo proposed that he go to Nagasaki and
see what the Chinese priest had to offer. Bankei, who was still
eager to find someone to confirm his enlightenment, probably
needed little urging. Leaving Ako almost immediately, he
traveled westward by water, begging a ride on one of the
small trading vessels that plied the Inland Sea, and arrived at
Nagasaki a week later.16
Dosha had landed in the sixth month of 1651. By autumn,
the news of his arrival had reached Bankei's ears, and already,
within another month or so, we find him in Nagasaki.17 His
initial interview with the Chinese master took place at the
Sofukuji, a large Chinese-style temple that had been built toward the beginning of the century on the slopes overlooking
the harbor.18
During their first meeting, Dosha confirmed Bankei's enlightenment, with the words "You have penetrated through to
the matter of the self." After having said that, however, he
added, "But you still have to clarify the matter beyond, which
is the essence of our school."19 To Bankei, who was brimming
with self-confidence, this was inconceivable, so firm was his
belief that he had attained great enlightenment itself, full and
perfect. He thus refused, at first, to accept Dosha's evaluation
13
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and told him as much. According to an account in Dosha's
recorded sayings, Bankei looked at Dosha, laughed loudly,
and then stalked brusquely out of the room without even
making his bows. Still, he did not leave the temple. Instead,
he stayed on for a few days, closely observing Dosha and the
manner in which he instructed the monks under him. Bankei
soon realized Dosha's true merit. He made up his mind to
continue his practice at the S6fuku-ji.
In the months that followed, he went often to Dosha's
quarters, where he no doubt had many spirited encounters
with his new teacher. Since Dosha did not know Japanese and
Bankei could not speak Chinese, although he could read and
write it, they had to communicate by means of hitsudan, the
exchange of written notes in Chinese, "with brushes in place of
mouths, and eyes in place of ears." Bankei took his place in the
assembly and lived in the monks' hall with the rest of the
students. But he was unwilling to follow some of the customs
of the S6fuku-ji, whose temple regulations were patterned on
those in Ming Chinese monasteries. He was particularly averse
to the practice of chanting sutras in Chinese. When Dosha attempted to reprove him for not participating, Bankei replied
that the Japanese had their own monastic traditions and customs, including those having to do with sutra recitation, and
he could see no reason to adopt different ones now. "The
only reason I've come here at all," he said, "is because I want to
clarify the great matter. How can I afford to waste valuable time
learning additional ways of chanting sutras?" Dosha did not
bring the subject up again. The toleration he displayed toward
Bankei, here and throughout their brief association, is
certainly to his credit and speaks well of his excellence as a
teacher.
The following year, on the twenty-first day of the third
14
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month, while sitting in the darkness of the meditation hall
with the other monks, Bankei had another enlightenment experience.20 He left the hall, rushed to Dosha's chambers, took
up a brush and wrote the question "What is the ultimate matter
of Zen?" "Whose matter?" Dosha wrote in reply. Bankei extended his arms out. Dosha took up his brush, but before he
could write anything, Bankei grabbed it out of his hand and
threw it to the floor. He then "swung his sleeves and left."21
The next morning, Dosha told the priest in charge of the
monks' hall that "Bankei has completed the great matter." He
directed him to move Bankei to the position of senior monk.
But Bankei declined this distinction. He preferred his old
place near the kitchen, and he continued doing his chores
just as before, stoking the kitchen fires with fuel and serving
the other monks their meals.
Some members of Dosha's assembly seem to have resented
Bankei's presence almost from the start. The biographies do
not go into much detail here, but we may imagine that his independent attitude, which the others took as an expression of
disrespect toward their teacher, had something to do with
their displeasure. In any case, when they learned that the master
had acknowledged Bankei's enlightenment, the undercurrent
of resentment erupted into strong feelings of jealousy. As soon
as Dosha got wind of this, he called Bankei to him in secret and
asked him to leave the temple for a while until matters quieted
down, to avoid an incident with the others.
Thus Bankei, after a little over a year with Dosha, put the
S6fuku-ji behind him and returned to his native province of
Harima. From there, he proceeded to Yoshino, a sparsely populated area in the southern part of Yamato Province (present
Nara prefecture); because of its inaccessibility, the area had
long been a favorite haunt of the shugenja, the "mountain as15
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cetics" of esoteric Buddhism. While practicing in a solitary hut
amid Yoshino's high hills and narrow valleys, Bankei composed a group of simple Buddhist songs for the instruction of
the peasants with whom he had contact. In them occurs the
first recorded instance of his using the word "Unborn" in his
teaching.22
From Yoshino, Bankei moved to adjacent Mino Province,
where the following year, 1653, we find him back, after a
five-year absence, at his small hermitage, the Gyokuryu-an,
working hard further to deepen his enlightenment. The
following incident is interesting for the picture it gives us of
the confident young Bankei at the beginning of his teaching
career.
Toward the end of the year, during the severest winter in
memory, Bankei somehow knew, through a kind of second
sight, that his master Umpo was gravely ill. He set out immediately for the Zuio-ji to see him. At this time, a dozen other
monks were living with him at the hermitage, among them a
ranking disciple of the Zen master Daigu, by the name of
Sen.23 "How could you possibly know that your teacher is ill?"
he said. "He's in Ako, many days from here."
"I know," said Bankei.
"Hah! You're a swindler, Bankei," scoffed Sen. "But if
you're going, I'll go along with you. I've been wanting to pay
Daigu a visit anyway." Midway in their journey, Bankei suddenly said, "The wife of an old friend of mine just died in
Osaka."
"Fake!" said Sen. Since their path took them through Osaka
anyway, the two men made straight for the house of Bankei's
friend. The man hastened to the door to greet them. "Six days
ago, I lost my wife," he exclaimed. "Strange you should come
now. During her sickness your name was often on her lips.
How extraordinary! Please come in, offer some incense for
16
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her at the altar." Turning to Sen, Bankei said, "A swindler, am
I?" Sen stared in amazement. 'After I've been to see Daigu," he
stammered, "I'm going to serve you as a disciple for the rest of
my life."24
Bankei did not reach Ako in time to see his old teacher. The
night before he arrived, on the eighth (or ninth) day of the
twelfth month, Umpo passed away at the age of eighty-five.
Just before he died, he gave his successor, Bokuo Sogyu, the
following instructions:
I am certain that Bankei is the one person who is capable of raising
aloft the Dharma banner and sustaining the fortunes of Zen in the
future. I want you, in my place, to push him out into the world.
By no means should he be allowed to hide his talents.25

When Bankei returned to the Nagasaki area in the spring of
1654, with five recently acquired disciples in tow, he found
the situation there had drastically changed. The previous year,
the high-ranking Ming priest Yin-yuan Lung-ch'i (1592-1673)
had landed at Nagasaki from China with a group of twenty
monks. Unlike Dosha, Ingen—to give Yin-yuan his Japanese
name—was there by official invitation and had been greeted
upon his arrival by a large delegation of important Japanese
officials led by the governor of Nagasaki. Relations between
the followers of the two men were strained from the start;
grievances arose, and it did not take long for strong feelings of
animosity to emerge. The Ingen faction, seeking to establish
the primacy of their master's claim as the senior representative
of continental Zen, viewed Dosha as a potential rival and
detrimental to their cause, especially when they noted how
successful he had been in establishing himself in Japan and
attracting a body of loyal students to his side. They seem
17
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to have tried various methods of persuasion, and then pressure, to make Dosha agree to become a senior disciple of
Ingen's. When that failed, evidence suggests that Mu-yuan
(Mokuan in Japanese pronunciation, 1611-1684), one of Ingen's chief aides, may not have scrupled to take stronger steps
to discredit Dosha's standing as a Zen master and make it difficult for him to teach in Japan.26
When Bankei learned of the troubles his former teacher
had been having, he expended considerable effort on Dosha's
behalf to locate a temple where Dosha could reside and continue instructing his Japanese students. He sailed to Hirado, to
enlist the aid of the feudal lord Matsuura Shigenobu, who was
himself a disciple of Dosha's of two years' standing. 27 From
there, he traveled to Kanazawa, a port in northwestern Honshu
on the Japan Sea, a journey of from seven to ten days, in order
to consult with Tesshin Doin (1593-1680), a Soto priest who
had been a fellow disciple of Bankei's at the S6fuku-ji and
was now master of a large temple, the Tentoku-in, near
Kanazawa. But in the end, all of Bankei's efforts came to
nothing. Although Dosha remained in Japan for four more
years serving as the incumbent of the Fumon-ji, the Matsuura's family temple in Hirado, he finally returned to China in
the autumn of 1658. According to one account, he died on
board ship on the trip back; another, probably more reliable
source, has him dying in China in 1661 or 1662, at the reported age of sixty-one. Just before Dosha set sail, Lord Matsuura asked him which of his students had really mastered
the essentials of his Zen. Dosha is reported to have replied,
without hesitation, "Only Bankei."
The story of Bankei's life from this time on may be told
rather simply. In 1657, four years after Umpo's death, Bokuo,
in accordance with his master's dying wish, made Bankei his
18
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official heir. In addition to the Dharma Transmission he had
already received from Dosha, which linked him directly to
that master's line of Chinese Zen, Bankei's formal filiation to
the main Myoshin-ji branch of Japanese Rinzai Zen was now
established.
The period of pilgrimage was over; while he kept to a rigorous mode of life, striving constantly to perfect his enlightenment, Bankei became concerned more and more with the
spiritual needs of those people who were now coming to him
for guidance in ever-increasing numbers. For the remaining
thirty-six years of his life, he taught untiringly in temples and
monasteries at a number of sites around the country; some
temples were built for him by wealthy disciples, but he restored many of them on his own. Three among them served as
centers for these efforts to propagate his Zen teachings: the
Ryumon-ji, in his native Hamada, the Nyoho-ji, in the city of
Ozu on the island of Shikoku, and the K6rin-ji, which was
built somewhat later in Edo.
The first of these, the Ryumon-ji, the temple with which
Bankei's name is most closely associated, was constructed for
him in his thirty-sixth year, on a scale rarely seen in the
provinces, from funds donated by a rich merchant of Hamada
named Sasaki Michiya. 28 Sasaki was a boyhood friend of
Bankei's; they had shared a desk at the calligraphy lessons
young Bankei had so despised.
The Nyoho-ji was built in 1669 by Kato Yasuoki, the lord of
29
OKU Castle. Bankei selected a remote spot in the mountains
behind the temple as the site for a small training hall, which he
named Oshi-ken, or "Heart-of-the-Matter hermitage." There,
for two years in his early fifties, he isolated himself with a
small number of handpicked disciples, totally cut off from
contact with the outside world, in order to subject them
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to a continuous round of rigorous Zen training. He emerged
from this sequestration only because of strong and repeated
pleas from his many other followers around the country begging him to make himself available to their spiritual needs.
The last of the three, the K6rin-ji, in the Azabu District of
Edo, was completed in 1678 and given to Bankei by Kyogoku
Takatoyo, a daimyo of Sanuki Province, at the behest of his
mother, the nun \5sho-ni, an ardent convert to Bankei's Unborn Zen.30 There, at the center of government, many important daimyo, their retainers, and high government officials
came to take instruction from him and hear his lectures.
Journeying back and forth between these three temples,
the Fumon-ji in Hirado, the Gyokuryu-ji in Mino, the Jizo-ji in
Kyoto, and the forty or so other temples that he built or restored, Bankei devoted the remainder of his life to propagating
his teaching of the Unborn and attempting to raise the
fortunes of the Zen school, which for the previous century or
so had been at a low spiritual ebb. In 1672, at the age of fifty,
he was appointed the 218th head abbot of the Myoshin-ji in
Kyoto.
From his late fifties onward, Bankei began to conduct extended practice meetings to make his Zen teaching more accessible to the great numbers of people coming to him for
instruction.31 During these retreats, he delivered his talks on
the Unborn and held personal interviews with the participants, answering their questions and dealing with their
doubts and problems. These meetings continued to be held
until his death in 1693, usually twice yearly, summer and winter, for ninety days each. Some of them were limited to his immediate disciples, who numbered well in the hundreds, but
many retreats were open to all and were attended by large
crowds of priests and lay men and women of all ranks and denominations.
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Among the countless men and women who flocked to
Bankei during these final decades was Den Sutejo, a poet
whose verses were held in great regard by her
seventeenth-century contemporaries. 32 Den had become a
Buddhist nun in later life, after the death of her husband.
Bankei gave Den her religious name, Teikan.
Teikan's association with Bankei began in 1683, when she
met him in Kyoto. Within a year, she had asked to become his
disciple. The diaries she kept, covering roughly the last
decade of the master's life, are filled with references to him
and constitute a valuable source of information for these later
years. Thanks to her, we know the dates of Bankei's travels,
the places he visited, when retreats were held, and how many
people attended them. Admittedly, much of that knowledge is
obtainable from other sources as well, but nowhere else do
we find descriptions such as the following, her report of the
great Ryumon-ji retreat of 1690. It is worth quoting in full, not
only for the vivid picture it gives of this particular meeting but
also for the prevailing mood she captures, which must have
been much the same, though perhaps on a smaller scale, at
the Nyoho-ji on Shikoku, the K6rin-ji in Edo, or at any of the
smaller temples at which Bankei held retreats during this
period.
Since the retreat was planned at the beginning of the ninth
month, only four weeks or so in advance, I hadn't expected many
people to attend. But the word spread far and wide; they came
from the far-off northern island of Ezo [Hokkaido], from Sendai
and beautiful Matsushima, from the western reaches of Kyushu,
and from all the home provinces; the news made its way even to the
people in the distant islands of Ryukyu, for they were represented
as well.
Many senior priests of the Rinzai and Soto Zen schools were
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there, as were priests and nuns of all the other Buddhist sects, in
numbers said to exceed several thousand. They were all gathered
around Bankei's teaching seat, listening intently to the words he
spoke, and devoting themselves in earnest to their practice. The
names of the clerics registered on the attendance roster alone
came to 1,680. In addition, great throngs of lay men and women
had crowded into the western Zendo (Zen hall) and main Zendo,
and new temporary halls were being put up daily to try to provide
room for their ever-growing ranks. The streets of Aboshi were
filled to overflowing with nuns and other religiously minded people
from all walks of life and all parts of the country. Before we knew
it, this little hamlet on the shores of the Inland Sea had been
transformed into the capital of the realm, the very center of things.
As all the houses in the village were soon full, storerooms, sheds,
and every other available structure were pressed into service, even
the barns, anywhere that would provide shelter for the floods of
pilgrims. The villagers of Aboshi had never seen anything like it;
down to the lowest servant boy and girl they were filled with the
great excitement of the event.
Although the end of the year, the busiest of seasons, was approaching, no one took much notice of it, they were in such high
spirits, overjoyed in the knowledge that they were able to be present at the Ryumon-ji and hear Master Bankei preach.
The retreat finally drew to a close, but people were reluctant to
leave. The old year departed, and when the new year arrived,
there unfolded the truly memorable spectacle of thousands and
thousands of men and women all crowding around to say their
farewells to the master. No brush or tongue could possibly convey
the sadness that was universally felt at having to take leave of him,
and the great joy at having been a part of this totally unprecedented Buddhist assembly. Many faces glistened with tears of profound gratitude.
I can find no way myself to express the joy in my own heart, for
22

INTRODUCTION

being admitted into so fortunate a karmic relation as to have been
born at a time when I could encounter Master Bankei, so like the
Buddha Shakamuni as to be his very incarnation.33

The Ryumon-ji retreat ended on the fifth day of the first
month. After first making trips to Edo and Osaka, in late
spring Bankei sailed with Lord Matsuura to the island of
Hi-rado, one of the lord's fiefs off the western coast of Kyushu,
and stayed there until the end of summer. The winter retreat at
the Ryumon-ji that year was limited to several hundred of
Bankei's immediate disciples and as usual included both
priests and laity. The following year, the winter meeting was
held at the Gyokuryu-ji in Mino. According to one report, over
six thousand people took part in the ninety-day retreat, which
ended on the fifth day of the new year.
Bankei stayed at the Gyokuryu-ji for a few months after the
meeting had ended and then proceeded to Edo, making several
stops at temples along the way to fulfill requests for sermons.
In the fifth month, he left Edo and headed back for the
Ryumon-ji, intending to make his usual teaching stops en route. It
had been an especially hot summer, and the heat was severe. At
the city of Hamamatsu, the master began to show signs of illness,
and he decided to make straight for home. The litter carrying
Bankei entered the gates of Ryumon-ji on the tenth day of the
sixth month. The following morning, he mentioned to one of
his attendants that he would die within two months, but, to
avoid causing alarm, he forbade him to tell anyone.
Among those who had been eagerly awaiting the master's
return was Teikan. I will let her take up the story from here:
Tenth day, sixth month, Genroku 6 [1693] Master Bankei
returned from Edo. He became indisposed on the way and is very
weak. Everyone is deeply concerned.
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Sermons on the fourteenth, twenty-seventh, twenty-eighth,
thirtieth, and first of the seventh month
On the fourth day of the eighth month, he went to the western
part of the main hall to meet the nuns who had gathered there. As I
looked at his face, I felt my heart sink at the thought that this
farewell might be our last. He just came out, met us, and then returned to his chambers. Not a word was spoken.
Sermons for three consecutive days, the fifth, sixth, and
seventh of the eighth month In spite of his extremely feeble
condition, he spoke with great patience and great attention to
detail, as if he wanted to make certain everyone would understand
the essence of Unborn Zen. I was struck by the extraordinary
sincerity contained in each of the words he spoke.
Seventh day, eighth month
He went to his room after he had finished the sermon and remained there, resting quietly. He was not seeing anyone. Everyone
was asking about him in hushed and worried voices.
Summer this year had been particularly hot, even into the ninth
month, but it began to grow a little cooler, and I started to take
hope from the thought that this would be good for him. Then, at
about eight o'clock, on the third day of the ninth month, word
was sent to me that he had passed away. Deeply shaken, I immediately hastened to the Ryumon-ji. I had prepared myself for the
worst, but now it was here. I could not help the tears that flowed.
At the temple, I asked the head priest, Sekimon, if I could see
the master and say my last earthly farewell to him.34 "Certainly," he
replied, and I was ushered into the room where the body lay. I
thought that the sight of his face would overcome me with grief,
but to my surprise, my mind was completely free of all such emotion. My tears stopped completely. As I gazed intently at him, he
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seemed just as he had been when he was alive: It was as if he were
merely sleeping. How wonderful he looked, lying there with that
kind and deeply compassionate countenance.35

Several months prior to his death, Bankei had stopped taking food. He had refused all medicines. He spent the time
speaking pleasantly with his disciples. On the day of his death,
he gave them some final instructions, and when he saw signs of
sadness in some of them, he said, "How do you expect to see
me, if you look at me in terms of birth and death?" Someone
asked if he would compose a death verse, traditional in the
Zen school. He replied, "I've lived for seventy-two years. I've
been teaching people for forty-five. What I've been telling you
and others every day during that time is all my death verse.
I'm not going to make another one now, before I die, just
because everyone else does it." After speaking those words,
he passed away. He was in a seated position according to one
account, lying on his right side, like the Buddha, according to
another.
His body was cremated the next day, and, in accordance
with his instructions, the ashes were divided; one half was
placed in a funerary stupa at the Ryumon-ji, and one hah0 was
taken to the Nyoho-ji and put in a funerary stupa that had
been built there under Bankei's direction the previous year. At
the time of his death, Bankei had as personal disciples over
400 priests and monks and 270 nuns, in addition to the more
than 5,000 men and women of the laity who had received the
precepts making them his students. They included people
from all over the country, more than a few of whom were
daimyo and other men of prominent position and family, as
well as many students from the peasant classes. In 1740,
forty-seven years after his death, the posthumous title of
Daiho
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Shogen ("True Eye of the Great Dharma") Kokushi, or "National Teacher," was bestowed upon him by the emperor
Sakuramachi.

NOTES TO THE INTRODUCTION

I have not given sources for all the quotations cited in the Introduction.
They may easily be located in Fujimoto Tsuchishige's Banket kokushi no
kenkyu (A study of National Master Bankei), which is an exhaustive compilation of Bankei's biographical records, arranged chronologically in
year-by-year sections.
1. Dates throughout are given as they appear in the Japanese texts,
according to the lunar calendar. The lunar (Japanese) calendar is on av
erage about five weeks ahead of the Western (Julian) calendar.
2. Until Dosetsu moved to Hamada, his family name was Miyoshi;
the name Sugawara was assumed after the move to Hamada, when he
was adopted into a family of that name. Suga was probably used as a
short form of Sugawara. Fujimoto, pp. 79-81.
3. Learning Confucian texts by rote was a method used in schools
throughout the Tokugawa period (1603-1867). The Great Learning (Tahsueh in Chinese; Daigaku in Japanese), the Doctrine of the Mean, Con
fucian Analects, and Mencius, the "four books," were considered to
contain the gist of the Confucian teaching. For its brevity and concise
ness, the Great Learning was a particular favorite of Japanese neo Confucians of the time, both those of the orthodox Chu-hsi school and
those of the unorthodox Wang Yang-ming school.
4. Bankei's mother spent the latter half of her life as a Buddhist nun
(her religious name was Myosetsu), living in a small temple, Gitoku-an,
in Aboshi, where Bankei always found time to visit her. She lived to the
age of ninety, dying in her son's arms in 1680. The extent of Bankei's de
votion to his mother and his deep commitment to the principles of filial
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piety (albeit from his own Zen standpoint) can be felt throughout the
sermons. In an entry in the Gyogo-ki we read: "Bankei once spoke in a
sermon of the sense of filial piety that he felt as a boy, which was responsible, he said, for his entry into religious life in the first place, and for
his subsequent achievement of enlightenment. . . . Real filial devotion, he
said, should not stop at merely caring for one's parents. A truly filial child
should clarify the way of deliverance so as to be able to make his parents
realize it too." Akao, p. 375.
5. This man is identified as Sukeshizu, the head of Shimomura vil
lage. He was instrumental in arranging for Bankei's father to be adopted
by the Sugawara family (see note 2). Later, the great -grandson of this
man, a Zen teacher in the fifth generation of Bankei's line named Daitei
Zenkei, compiled a collection of anecdotes dealing with Bankei's life.
This work, the Shogen kokushi itsujijo, contains material Zenkei pre
sumably obtained from his family's close association with the Sugawaras. Akao, pp. 415-16.
6. Information about the life and teaching of Umpo
Zenjo
(1568-1653) is meager, apart from what is found in Bankei's records.
He began his religious career at the famous Erin -ji in Kai (present
Yamanashi prefecture), under the master Kaisen Shoki. There, as a
fourteen-year-old acolyte, he was close to a dramatic moment in Japa
nese history. When Kai was invaded by the armies of Oda Nobunaga in
1582, Nobunaga's men besieged the Erin-ji, and Kaisen and 150 of his
monks were forced into the upper story of the monastery gate, which the
soldiers then set ablaze. Before they entered the "fire samadhi" and
burned to death, Kaisen is said to have written what became a celebrated
comment in the annals of Japanese Buddhism: "When thought is annihi
lated from the mind, fire itself is cool and refreshing." Umpo escaped
death because he happened to be away from the temple at the time.
After wandering for several years, Umpo ended up at the Sanyu-ji in
Himeji with the Rinzai master Nankei Sogaku, whose heir he eventually
became. Later, he went to Ako, where, in 1616, he built the Zuio-ji. Ac-
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cording to a temple legend at the Zuio-ji (Fujimoto, p. 97), when Umpo
first moved to Ako, he worked as a common laborer. One hot summer
day, a large funeral was held for a member of the wealthy Maekawa family. As the funeral procession filed to the cremation grounds, a sudden
rainstorm came up; lightning darted all around, scattering the people
and sending them scurrying back to the town for shelter. They returned
after the squall had passed to find the "beggar-monk who had been
hanging around the village" sitting atop the coffin doing zazen. "I
couldn't let the Thunder God get hold of the body," Umpo explained,
"so I stayed to guard it." This act earned him the gratitude and respect of
the Maekawa family, through whose support he gained many followers,
and led to the building of the Zuio-ji.
Of his teaching style we know little, although Bankei wrote in an encomium commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of Umpo's death
that Umpo "reviled the masters of 'word-Zen' infesting the land, crushed
them into the dust, and promoted the silent, personal, and direct transmission of the First Patriarch, Bodhidharma."
Evidence suggests that Umpo may have served as the abbot of the
Myoshin-ji (Zen bunka, vols. 10-11, Kosai Kando, "Umpo osho no hito to
nari ni tsuite" [The character of Priest Umpo], pp. 97-102). Despite
evidence of Bankei's obvious respect for Umpo, there is only one passing
reference to him in the sermons, and nothing to indicate that Bankei
regarded him as his teacher. Rather he states repeatedly that, until
Dosha, none of the Zen masters he had encountered were capable of
confirming his enlightenment.
7. Kyokki, Akao, p. 229.
8. A letter from Umpo to Bankei quoted in the Kyokki includes a re
port that he is teaching his students "by the direct method of the Buddhas and patriarchs, without the indiscriminate use of koans." Cited in
Fujimoto, pp. 94-95.
9. Fujimoto, pp. 100-1.
10. From Ganmoku; quoted in Fujimoto, p. 104.
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11. InDogen, Bankei, Hakuin no ryobyo tetsugaku (The philosophy
of treating illness of Dogen, Bankei, and Hakuin), the author, Aoki
Shigeru, investigates the lives and methods of practice of these three
great Zen masters to determine what effect they had on the critical ill
nesses—diagnosed by him as tuberculosis—they all suffered from dur
ing their religious careers.
12. See translation, pp. 50-51.
13. See p. 51. While no doubt this expresses the essential import of
Bankei's realization, it has been questioned whether at this point Bankei
had arrived at this precise formulation—"all things are perfectly resolved
in the Unborn"—which became a basic statement of his religious stand
point.
14. Ryakuroku, Akao, p. 349. A similar statement in the Kyokki
(Akao, pp. 232-33) also attempts to link the two as separate satori (en
lightenment) experiences. All the other records speak of only one satori
experience at this time. Whether these references to two experiences are
a later interpolation or not is unknown, but it is certainly possible that a
second experience occurred, deepening the original breakthrough, sim
ilar in nature to those that came later in Nagasaki.
15. Gudo Toshoku (1579-1661) is perhaps best known today as the
spiritual great-grandfather of Hakuin Ekaku, the most important figure
of Rinzai Zen in the past five hundred years. Called in his lifetime a
"modern-day Bodhidharma," Gudo is credited by Hakuin with reviving
and keeping alive the true spirit of the Myoshin-ji line at a time when it
was in danger of dying out.
Gudo was enlightened under the master Nankei Sogaku at the Sanyu-ji
in Himeji—the same master from whom Umpo Zenjo later received his
inka, or certification. He then went to "VBzan Keiyo at the Shotaku-in (a
subtemple of the Myoshin-ji) and became his heir; this places him, like
Umpo and Bankei, in the Shotaku branch of the Myoshin-ji line, which
has been the most vigorous offshoot of the Japanese Rinzai school. In
1628, he was installed as the head abbot of the Myoshin-ji, the first of
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four terms in that office, and became a frequent lecturer at the imperial
palace of Gomizuno-o (r. 1611-1629). Cf. Ito Kokan, Gudo.
The only record of a meeting between Bankei and this important
master is a doubtful entry found in two of the biographical collections,
which states that Bankei, after visiting several masters in Mino, pro ceeded to the Daisen-ji in Yaotsu to visit Gudo but found him "unsatisfactory." Bankei's own testimony, in the sermons, that Gudo was not at
the Daisen-ji when he visited there should no doubt be accepted as the
final word.
In the sermons, Bankei talks merely of visiting "several masters in the
Mino area," without naming them; the biographical collections give
them as Ryodo Soketsu (1587-1661), incumbent of the Daichi-ji, and
Sekio Genju (n.d.), founder of the Reisho-in (both temples are in the city
of Gifu). The Ganmoku suggests a priest named Mitsuun Genmitsu
(n.d.), identified as head priest of the Jikei-ji in Ogaki, but this would be
impossible in 1648, when Bankei visited Mino: According to Gudo's biographical records, Mitsuun Genmitsu's first interview with Gudo was not
until 1653; he became his heir in 1657 and only after that moved into the
Jikei-ji. Gudo, pp. 141-42. We may conclude, then, that Ryodo or Sekio,
perhaps both, is probably the Rinzai priest in question—despite the fact
that they were respected teachers and later head abbots of the Myoshin-ji.
The Ganmoku gives the following account of the conversation between Bankei and Ryodo at this time (it may be compared with the one
Bankei describes in the sermons; infra pp. 52-53): When Bankei found
that Gudo was away, he visited his disciple Ryodo. After listening to
Ryodo's recital of the Zen teaching, he asked him, "What about Gudo?"
Ryodo answered, "Gudo is just the same." Hearing this feeble answer,
Bankei "gave up, and went away sighing, 'There's not a single true man
anywhere in the groves of Zen!' " Fujimoto, p. 112.
16. Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716), a German physician in the employ of the Dutch East India Company, made the same journey from Na-
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gasaki to Harima on his way to Edo in 1691, along the route we may assume Bankei followed. He took about a week to reach Aboshi and Ako,
both of which he describes briefly. Kaempfer, vol. 2, book 4.
17. Dosha Chogen (Tao-che Ch'ao-yuan in Chinese; 1600?-1661?),
born in Fukien Province, was an heir of the Chinese Lin-chi (Japanese
Rinzai) master Hsueh-feng Ken-hsin (Seppo Koshin in
Japanese;
1603-1659). Ken-hsin was a brother disciple of Yin-yuan Lung-ch'i's
(Japanese Ingen Ryuki; see note 26) when the two men studied under
Fei-yin T'ung-jung (Hiin Tsuyo; 1593-1661) at the Wan-fu-su (Mampukuji) on Mount Huang-po in Fukien Province. Dosha came to Nagasaki at
an opportune moment; the priest whom Yin-yuan had sent from China
to be the abbot of the S6fuku-ji had perished in a shipwreck. The temple
needed someone to fill the vacancy, and Dosha was warmly welcomed to
the post. During his tenure, he enjoyed considerable success in attract
ing talented Japanese students from all over the country.
Besides
Bankei, monks who went on to distinguish themselves were Tesshin
Doin, Choon Dokai, and Dokuan Genko. Dokuan (1630-1698), who
studied under Dosha for eight years, supplies us with one of the few
clues we have to Dosha's Zen. It is found in his preface to the edition of
Dosha's recorded sayings (published in 1686) that he compiled: "He
was not a great reader of books. The written word was not his forte. Yet
when asked to, he could recite impromptu verses and Buddhist poems
which were naturally tinged with the feeling of the ancient masters."
Quoted from Nagai, p. 49.
18. In the seventeenth century, all of Japan's foreign trade—with the
Portuguese, Dutch, English, and Chinese—was limited to the port of Na
gasaki. Great numbers of Chinese, including merchants and traders,
many of them refugees from the Manchus, lived in the city. To hold
proper funeral rites for their dead, the services of Chinese priests were
deemed essential. These immigrants constructed three temples, corre
sponding to the linguistic regions of China from which they came, and
priests were invited from the mainland to serve in them: the K6fuku-ji
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(1620), called the Nankin-dera because it was supported by people from
the Nanking region, was the first. Next was the Fukusai-ji (1628), or
Chakuchu-dera; its parishioners were from the area of Chang-chou. The
S6fuku-ji (1629) was built by people from the Fukien, or Fu-chou, region—hence its popular name, the Fukuchu-dera. Kaempfer, writing in
1690, includes in his description of the life and institutions of Nagasaki a
number of pages on the city's Chinese Buddhist temples, which are, he
says, "remarkable for their handsom structure, and the number of monks
maintain'd therein." Kaempfer, vol. 2, p. 147.
19- According to another account, the exact words Dosha spoke at
this time were, "You have penetrated through to the matter of the self,
but you have not yet clarified discriminatory wisdom." Akao, p. 422.
Buddhist wisdom may be described as having aspects of equality (or
sameness) and difference (or distinction). The first of these refers to the
realization of the absolute sameness of all things in the undifferentiated
realm of emptiness; the perfection of wisdom, however, requires that
such realization be deepened further, until one is able to return to the
world of discrimination and form and use that realization in everyday life.
20. A disciple of Bankei's, Sando Chijo, contends that Bankei merely
had his original enlightenment confirmed in Nagasaki. Although Bankei
himself does not mention this enlightenment at Nagasaki and seems
clearly to have regarded the original experience in Harima as his deci
sive enlightenment, the evidence as a whole—from all the other bio
graphical accounts, Dosha's recorded sayings, and other sources as
well—suggests that a further satori experience of some kind did occur
while he was with Dosha. Fujimoto, pp. 127-32.
21. Preserved in the Ryumon-ji is a scroll on which are mounted two
small slips of paper said to be those used by Dosha and Bankei during
this exchange. Although the wording of the question and answer that
are inscribed on them is different from that given in any of the accounts
recorded in the biographies, the general implication in the inscribed

32

NOTES

version is essentially the same as that in the biographical records.
Fuji-moto, pp. 125-26. That the paper fragments have been kept at the
Ryumon-ji, where presumably they were brought by Bankei, might indicate the importance he attached to this encounter with Dosha.
22. Some of these songs found their way into print in 1769, under die
title Usuhiki uta, or "Grain-Grinding Songs"; in some manuscript copies
the title is Honshin uta, "Songs of the Primary Mind." In Yoshino, where
they were sung to bring rain during the dry summer months, they were
known as Amagoi uta, "Rain-Praying Songs." Fujimoto, pp. 139-46.
23. Daigu Sochiku (1584-1669), a major figure in Rinzai Zen—it was
commonly said he and Gudo Toshoku "divided the Zen world between
them"—belonged to the same branch of the Myoshin-ji school as Gudo
and Bankei. Daigu's enlightenment came in a rather improbable way; he
was doing zazen seated on a piece of wood that he had placed crosswise
over the top of a well to gain some relief from the summer heat; the
wood broke, and he fell, "head over heels," to the bottom of the well
shaft. At that instant, his enlightenment "opened." Daigu iho, p. 3. In his
early forties, he served a term as head abbot of the Myoshin -ji, then
resided for a time at the Nansen-ji in Edo; but his main teaching activity
was in western Japan, in the provinces of Mino, Hyogo, and Harima. In
1655, at the invitation of Matsudaira Mitsumichi, lord of Echizen (in
present Fukui prefecture), he founded the Daian-ji in the city of Fukui,
the temple with which his name is most closely associated. Bankei vis
ited him there around 1655. His relationship with the old priest seems
to have been marked by deep mutual respect. Accounts of several meet
ings and dialogues between the two men are given in Bankei's records.
Akao, pp. 306, 424-25.
24. Ryakki, Akao, pp. 389-90. For a slightly different version of this
story, see the Unnecessary Words section, pp. 181-82, below. Evidence
of Bankei's supranormal powers of perception is seen in a number of
entries in the records. After one of these entries, however, the editor
adds that from his middle years on Bankei was never observed using
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these powers because he feared his followers would misunderstand
their significance.
25. Akao, p. 176.
26. Ingen, a onetime abbot of Mount Huang-po (Obaku-zan in Japan
ese) in Fukien Province, came to Japan as a refugee of the Manchus and
founded a Chinese-style temple at Uji, near Kyoto, which he named the
Mampuku-ji after the original temple at Mount Huang-po. The Obaku
school of Japanese Zen that Ingen founded exerted great influence on
many areas of Japanese cultural life. Mokuan succeeded him as the sec
ond abbot at the Mampuku-ji.
As Fujimoto has pieced it together, the story behind Dosha's decision to
leave Japan shows the Ingen group—at least some among them—in a
rather unamiable light. Fujimoto presents all the available material, most
of which admittedly has come from sources that would be expected to
be partial to Dosha. Yet he succeeds, I think, in showing that Dosha was
more or less forced out of the country by the maneuvers of the Ingen
group. Fujimoto, pp. 157-66.
The following account of relations between Dosha and Ingen is by a
Myoshin-ji priest named Kosai Soryo. It is found in a note he included in
his unpublished edition of Bankei's sermons (compiled sometime in the
eighteenth century). The scenario he describes can be corroborated in
some but not all of its particulars from what is known through other
sources. Even allowing for exaggeration, it seems at least likely that he
does convey an accurate picture of the general situation that existed at
Nagasaki.
Kosai begins by quoting a dialogue between Ingen and Dosha, which
he says he heard one of Ingen's attendants report to his teacher Inkei:
Ingen said something to Dosha, I don't remember what it was, but
Dosha replied, "I've been breaking in a good horse for twenty
years. Today, I've been kicked by a little ass." Ingen got up and
stalked out of the room. Later, still greatly angered by the incident,
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he said that he, a senior priest, had been insulted by a man who
had only been wearing Buddhist robes for twenty years. . . .
Afterward, when Zen master Koshin [Ken-hsin], Dosha's master
in China, sent him an official document that certified his transmission of the Dharma to Dosha . . . Mokuan intercepted it and
burned it to keep it from reaching Dosha. He then accused Dosha of
teaching without proper certification. All this was to induce Dosha
to become a disciple of Ingen's. Dosha would not submit. Other
charges, equally unjust, were directed against him. They plotted to
poison him but gave up the idea when their plans were discovered.
From that time forth, however, Dosha was confined to his place of
residence—he was a man in a cage. So while he •was physically
present in Japan, it was as if he were not (since he was unable to
pursue his teaching activities). Because of this, he returned finally
to his homeland.
Kosai concludes with this information:
Dosha had a much larger following than Ingen did; there were at all
times at least two hundred more people in his assembly. That, no
doubt, is the reason behind the Ingen group's unseemly actions.
Dosha's assembly went about their practice simply and
unpretentiously, while Ingen's tended to extravagance and ceremonious display. These ways have continued unabated, even until
today. The Chinese priests [in Japan] have a tendency to be very
self-assertive, always wanting to push themselves forward. It is little
wonder they had trouble accepting someone like Dosha.
Fuji-moto, pp. 165-66.
27. Lord Matsuura Shigenobu (1622-1703), whose ancestors had
been trusted retainers of Toyotomi Hideyoshi and later sided with
Toku-gawa leyasu at the battle of Sekigahara, was himself a
prominent
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daimyo. He was noted both for his expertise in the martial arts, in which he
was a student and close friend of Yamaga Soko's (1622-1685), the
greatest authority on military affairs of the period, and for his accomplishments in the tea ceremony, in which he was a pupil of Katagiri
Se-kishu's, and also the founder of his own school of tea, the Chinshin
(the Chinese reading of Shigenobu). The island of Hirado, the Matsuura
fief, flourished greatly as the center of Japanese foreign trade from the
mid-sixteenth century, when the first Portuguese ships landed there, until
the 1630s, when it was replaced by Nagasaki. The fortunes of the clan
were thus sharply reduced during Shigenobu's administration, and he is
credited with guiding it through the difficult times with sound economic
and social programs.
Shigenobu became a follower of Bankei's shortly after the meeting
described in the Introduction. The next year, when Bankei was living
unnoticed among the beggars in the Asakusa District of Edo, he was discovered by one of Shigenobu's men who happened to be passing by and
overheard a penetrating remark he made. The retainer reported it to
Shigenobu, who invited Bankei to stay in a small hermitage within the
precincts of his Edo residence. From that time forth, Shigenobu went
frequently to Bankei to receive his instruction, both in Edo, where he
was required by law to spend part of his time, and at the Ryumon -ji,
when he was passing through on his trips between Hirado and Edo. He
also invited Bankei to teach and to lead retreats at the Fumon-ji, the family
temple on Hirado.
28. The three Sasaki brothers are said to have been known through
out the country as shipowners. They were all active members of the
Ryumon-ji lay congregation. Akao, p. 914.
29. Kato Yasuoki (1618-1677), a direct descendant of one of Toyotomi Hideyoshi's most trusted retainers, was an eminent daimyo,
noted as a master of the martial arts and author of several treatises on
the subject. He also had a deep and long-standing commitment to Zen,
having studied in his younger days with Gudo Toshoku, from whom he
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received his religious name, Gesso Koji, "Layman of the Moon Window."
He was introduced to Bankei by Lord Matsuura at the latter's Edo residence; from then until his death, he was devoted to Bankei as a student
and disciple and deeply attached to him as a friend. A number of their
exchanges are recorded in Bankei's biographical records. Suzuki Daisetz
has called their relationship "one of the most beautiful pages in the history of Japanese Buddhism." Fusho Zen, p. 15.
Yasuoki invited Bankei to his fief on the island of Kyushu in 1657,
when Bankei was thirty-five years old (eleven years his junior), and presented him with his first temple, the Hensho-an. It was built in a forest of
oak trees and could accommodate only ten or twenty monks. It was
greatly enlarged twelve years later into a full-scale monastery and renamed the Nyoho-ji—a major undertaking, given the limited revenues of
the Kato clan. Fujimoto, pp. 253-54.
30. Takatoyo (1655-1694) also built the H6shin-ji for Bankei near
the site of his castle in the city of Marugame and donated the land on
which the Ryumon-ji was built.
31. At first, these retreats were apparently conducted more or less in
the traditional manner, with Bankei giving individual instruction to the
participants; when the number of people reached the point where this
was no longer feasible, the retreats turned into meetings for group prac
tice, a prominent feature of Bankei's last decade of teaching. Altogether,
there were fifteen such meetings, mostly during the winter months,
from 1679 until 1693, the year of Bankei's death.
32. Den Sutejo, one of the most prominent women poets of her age,
is known best today for a verse she is supposed to have written at the
age of five: "Snowy morning/The character 'two' all over the ground—/
The tracks of the geta" (Yitki no asa, ni noji ni noji no, geta no ato; the
Chinese character for "two" is two horizontal lines). The eldest daughter
of a wealthy family in the Tamba area, she excelled in both the haiku and
the waka form, studying haiku with Kitamura Kigin, the teacher of
Basho. She married at seventeen, bore six children, and was widowed at
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forty, after which she became a nun of the Pure Land Jodo sect. But after
six years of study in Kyoto she found herself "still unsatisfied, with an
emptiness of spirit." She visited Bankei at the nearby Jizo-ji, and when
he returned to Harima, she followed him there, taking up residence
close to the Ryumon-ji in a small hermitage, which Bankei named the
Futetsu-an. Her diary covers the period between 1681, two years before
she met Bankei, and 1696, the year of her death. Fujimoto Tsuchishige's
Teikan zen-ni (The Zen nun Teikan) brings together all the available material about Teikan and includes a photographic facsimile of her diary.
33. Akao, p. 568.
34. Sekimon Somin (1642-1696), the third abbot of the Ryumon-ji,
succeeded Dairyo Sokyo, Bankei's chief heir, •who died in 1688.
35. Akao, pp. 572-73.
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The Dharma Talks of
Zen Master Banket

THE RYUMON-JI SERMONS

IN THE THIRD YEAR OF GENROKU (1690), AT
the time of the great winter retreat at the Ryumon-ji held under
Zen master Butchi Kosai Bankei, founder of the temple, the
attendance roster listed 1,683 priests.1 They came from all the
different sects: from the two Zen schools, Soto and Rinzai, and
also from the Shingon, Tendai, Jodo, Jodo-shin, and Nichiren
sects.2 Masters and novices alike and priests of every kind and
rank gathered in a great assembly around the Dharma seat.
The master might very well have been taken for the Buddha
himself, as the teacher of his age and the master of all people
and devas throughout the universe.
When the master came and ascended to the Dharma seat,
he spoke the following words to the assembled audience of
priests and laity.
I was still a young man when I came to discover the principle
of the Unborn and its relation to thought. I began to tell others
about it. What we call a "thought" is something that has already
fallen one or more removes from the living reality of the
Unborn. If you priests would just live in the Unborn, there
wouldn't be anything for me to tell you about it, and you
wouldn't be here listening to me. But because of the
un-bornness and marvelous illuminative power inherent in
the Buddha-mind, it readily reflects all things that come along
and
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transforms itself into them, thus turning the Buddha-mind
into thought. I'm going to tell those in the lay audience all
about this now. As I do, I want the priests to listen along too.
Not a single one of you people at this meeting is unenlightened. Right now, you're all sitting before me as Buddhas. Each
of you received the Buddha-mind from your mothers when
you were born, and nothing else. This inherited Buddha-mind
is beyond any doubt unborn, with a marvelously bright illuminative wisdom.3 In the Unborn, all things are perfectly resolved. I can give you proof that they are. While you're facing
me listening to me speak like this, if a crow cawed or a sparrow
chirped, or some other sound occurred somewhere behind
you, you would have no difficulty knowing it was a crow or a
sparrow, or whatever, even without giving a thought to
listening to it, because you were listening by means of the
Unborn.
If anyone confirms that this unborn, illuminative wisdom is
in fact the Buddha-mind and straightaway lives, as he is, in the
Buddha-mind, he becomes at that moment a living Tathagata,4
and he remains one for infinite kalpas in the future.5 Once he
has confirmed it, he lives from then on in the mind of all the
Buddhas, which is the reason the sect I belong to has sometimes been called the "Buddha-mind" sect.6
While you face this way listening to me now, if a sparrow
chirps behind you, you don't mistake it for a crow; you don't
mistake the sound of a bell for that of a drum, or hear a man's
voice and take it for a woman's, or take an adult's voice for a
child's. You hear and distinguish those different sounds,
without making a single mistake, by virtue of the marvelous
working of illuminative wisdom. This is the proof that the
Buddha-mind is unborn and wonderfully illuminating.
None of you could say that you heard the sounds because
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you had made up your minds to hear them beforehand. If you
did, you wouldn't be telling the truth. All of you are looking
this way intent upon hearing me. You're concentrating
single-mindedly on listening. There's no thought in any of
your minds to hear the sounds or noises that might occur
behind you. You are able to hear and distinguish sounds when
they do occur without consciously intending to hear them
because you're listening by means of the unborn
Buddha-mind.
When people are firmly convinced that the Buddha-mind is
unborn and wonderfully illuminating and live in it, they're living Buddhas and living Tathagatas from then on. "Buddha,"
too, is just a name, arising after the fact. It's only the skin and
shell. When you say "Buddha," you're already two or more removes from the place of the Unborn. A man of the Unborn is
one who dwells at the source of all the Buddhas. The Unborn is
the origin of all and the beginning of all. There is no source
apart from the Unborn and no beginning that is before the
Unborn. So being unborn means dwelling at the very source
of all Buddhas.
If you live in the Unborn, then, there's no longer any need to
speak about "nonextinction," or "undying." It would be a
waste of time. So I always talk about the "Unborn," never
about the "Undying." There can be no death for what was
never born, so if it is unborn, it is obviously undying. There's
no need to say it, is there? You can find the expression "unborn, undying" here and there in the Buddha's sutras and in
the recorded sayings of the Zen masters.7 But there was never,
until now, any proof or confirmation given of the Unborn.
People have just known the words "unborn, undying." No
one before has ever really understood this matter of the Unborn by confirming it to the marrow of his bones. I first realized how everything is perfectly resolved by means of the
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Unborn when I was twenty-six years old, and since then, for
the past forty years, I've been telling people about nothing
else. I'm the first one to do this by giving the actual proof of the
Unborn, by showing that the Unborn is the Buddha-mind and
that it is always without any doubt whatever marvelously
bright and illuminating. None of the priests or other people
here at this meeting today can say that they have heard of anyone who has done this before me. I'm the first.
When you are unborn, you're at the source of all things.
The unborn Buddha-mind is where the Buddhas of the past
all attained their realization and where future Buddhas will all
attain theirs. Although we're now in the Dharma's latter days, if
a single person lives in the Unborn, the right Dharma flourishes in the world.8 There's no doubt about it.
Upon confirming yourself in the Unborn, you acquire the
ability to see from the place of that confirmation straight into
the hearts of others. The name the Zen school is sometimes
given, the "Clear-eyed" sect, stems from this. There, at that
place of confirmation, the Buddha's Dharma is fully achieved.
Once the eye that can see others as they are opens in you, you
can regard yourself as having fully achieved the Dharma, because wherever you are becomes a place of total realization.
When you reach that place, no matter who you are, you are
the true successor to my Dharma.
A certain priest has said, 'All you do is repeat the same things
day after day. You ought to give your listeners a change. Their
minds will be more receptive if you throw in some stories
about the Zen masters of the past."
Dull-witted as I am, I think if I put my mind to it, I could
probably remember a couple of anecdotes to tell people. But
that would be like feeding them poison. I don't want to do
that.
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I never cite the Buddha's words or the words of Zen patriarchs when I teach. All I do is comment directly on people
themselves. That takes care of everything. I don't have to
quote other people. So you won't find me saying anything
about either the "Buddha Dharma" or the "Zen Dharma." I
don't have to, when I can clear everything up for you by commenting directly on you and your personal concerns right
here and now.? I've no reason to preach about "Buddhism" or
"Zen."
Despite the fact that you arrived in this world with nothing
but an unborn Buddha-mind, your partiality for yourselves
now makes you want to have things move in your own way.
You lose your temper, become contentious, and then you
think, "I haven't lost my temper. That fellow won't listen to
me. By being so unreasonable he has made me lose it." And so
you fix belligerently on his words and end up transforming the
valuable Buddha-mind into a fighting spirit. By stewing over
this unimportant matter, making the thoughts churn over and
over in your mind, you may finally get your way, but then you
fail in your ignorance to realize that it was meaningless for you
to concern yourself over such a matter. As ignorance causes
you to become an animal, what you've done is to leave the
vitally important Buddha-mind and make yourself inwardly a
first-class animal.
You're all intelligent people here. It's only your ignorance
of the Buddha-mind that makes you go on transforming it
into a hungry ghost, fighting spirit, or animal. You turn it into
this and into that, into all manner of things, and then you become those things.10 Once you have, once you've become an
animal, for example, then even when the truth is spoken to
you, it doesn't get through to you. Or, supposing it does;
since you didn't retain it even when you were a human being,
you certainly won't have the intelligence as an animal to keep
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it in your mind. So you go from one hell or animal existence to
the next or spend countless lifetimes as a hungry ghost. You
pass through lives and existences one after another in this way
in constant darkness, transmigrating endlessly and suffering
untold torment, for thousands of lives and through endless
kalpas of time, and during it all, you have no opportunity
whatever to rid yourself of the burden of your evil karma. This
happens to everyone when, through a single thought, they let
the Buddha-mind slip away from them. So you can see that
it's a very serious matter indeed.
Therefore, you must thoroughly understand about not
transforming the Buddha-mind into other things. As I told you
before, not a single one of you in attendance here today is an
unenlightened person. You're a gathering of unborn
Buddha-minds. If anyone thinks, "No, I'm not. I'm not
enlightened," I want him to step forward. Tell me: What is it
that makes a person unenlightened?
In fact, there are no unenlightened people here. Nonetheless, when you get up and begin to file out of the hall, you
might bump into someone in front of you as you cross over
the threshold. Or someone behind you might run into you
and knock you down. When you go home, your husband,
son, daughter-in-law, servant, or someone else may say or do
something that displeases you. If something like that happens, and you grasp on to it and begin to fret over it, sending
the blood to your head, raising up your horns, and falling into
illusion because of your self-partiality, the Buddha-mind turns
willy-nilly into a fighting spirit. Until you transform it, you live
just as you are in the unborn Buddha-mind; you aren't deluded
or unenlightened. The moment you do turn it into something
else, you become an ignorant, deluded person. All illusions
work the same way. By getting upset and favoring
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yourself, you turn your Buddha-mind into a fighting spirit—
and fall into a deluded existence of your own making.
So whatever anyone else may do or say, whatever happens, leave things as they are. Don't worry yourself over them
and don't side with yourself. Just stay as you are, right in the
Buddha-mind, and don't change it into anything else. If you
do that, illusions don't occur and you live constantly in the
unborn mind. You're a living, breathing, firmly established
Buddha. Don't you see? You have an incalculable treasure
right at hand.
You must understand about the marvelous illumination of the
unborn mind. Once you have been to a certain place, you
don't forget it, even after years have passed. It's easy for you to
remember it. You don't always have to be keeping it consciously in mind. If someone else goes to that same place, the
two of you will be able to talk about it, though you may be
miles distant from it at the time. No matter where you are
when you talk about it, it makes no difference; your accounts
will still be in agreement.
While you're walking down a road, if you happen to encounter a crowd of people approaching from the opposite direction, none of you gives a thought to avoiding the others,
yet you don't run into one another. You aren't pushed down or
walked over. You thread your way through them by weaving
this way and that, dodging and passing on, making no
conscious decisions in this, yet you're able to continue along
unhampered nevertheless. Now, in the same way, the marvelous illumination of the unborn Buddha-mind deals perfectly with every possible situation.
Suppose that the idea to step aside and make way for the
others should arise spontaneously in your mind before you
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actually moved aside—that too would be due to the working
of the Buddha-mind's illuminative wisdom. You may step
aside to the right or to the left because you have made up
your mind to do that, but still, the movement of your feet,
one step after another, doesn't occur because you think to do
it. When you're walking along naturally, you're walking in the
harmony of the Unborn.
At these meetings, all I do is repeat the same things over and
over again. But that shouldn't bother you, even if you've
heard them before. It doesn't matter how many times you
hear them. The more often you listen, the more certain you'll be
of what I tell you. Every day new people come who haven't
heard my talk before. Many will hear it today for the very first
time. I'm obliged for their sakes to explain everything once
again from the start. Otherwise, coming in somewhere in the
middle of the talk, it would be hard for them to follow it and
come to a real understanding of what is said. That's the reason
why I say the same things day in and day out. Regular listeners
will become surer of the teaching by hearing it repeated,
and the new people coming all the time won't feel they are
missing something. So each time I begin from the beginning,
with the basics, explaining carefully and deliberately so that no
one will have any trouble understanding.
People are here from every part of the country, members of
all four classes of the Buddhist community: old and young,
men and women, high and low, priests and laity. I see that
priests seem to make up the largest group, well, now that
you're here, if any of you think you are enlightened, no matter
who you are, I want you to come forward and let me confirm it
for you.
I was twenty-six when it suddenly came to me that all
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things are perfectly resolved in the Unborn. Since then, I've
been trying to tell others about it. I've been all over. But from
the time of that realization until now, I haven't found anyone
anywhere who was a match for this tongue of mine. When I
attained my realization, there wasn't any wise teacher around,
or at least I didn't have occasion to meet up with him, so
there was no way for me to get confirmation of my
understanding. I had a very difficult time of it. I haven't forgotten the trouble I had, and so now, although I am not well, as
you can see, I have made a great vow to do my best to give
confirmation to anyone who is enlightened. That's why I
come here every day and meet with you all. My own health
ceases to be a concern. So if anyone thinks he or she has realized something, step out here and say so. I'll confirm it for
you.
When I was thirty years old, my teacher told me that a Zen
priest named Dosha Chogen had just come over from China
and was now residing in Nagasaki.11 He thought it would be a
good idea for me to go and meet him. As I made my preparations for the trip, the master said to me: "You've managed to
get by until now wearing layman's robes,12 but if you're going to
have an interview with a Chinese priest, you can't very well go
dressed like that. Put on a proper priest's robe before you leave
for your meeting with Dosha."
So, wearing the Buddhist robes for the first time, I met with
Zen master Dosha. Right off, I told him about my understanding
of the Unborn. He took one look at me and said, "This fellow is
beyond birth and death." Dosha was the only master at that
time who could have given me even that much confirmation.
Even at the time, I wasn't fully satisfied. I can see now, looking
back to that meeting, that even Dosha's realization was less
than complete. If only he were alive today, I could
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make him into a fine teacher. It's a great shame. He died too
soon.
All of you are extremely fortunate. When I was a young man, it
was different. I couldn't find a good teacher, and being
headstrong, I devoted myself from an early age to exceptionally difficult training, experiencing suffering others couldn't
imagine. I expended an awful lot of useless effort. The experience of that needless ordeal is deeply engrained in me. It's
something I can never forget.
That's why I come here like this day after day, urging you to
profit from my own painful example, so you can attain the
Dharma easily, while you're seated comfortably on the tatami
mats, without all that unnecessary work. You should consider
yourselves extremely fortunate, because you won't find a
teaching like this anywhere else.
Just as I was foolish and bullheaded when I was young,
sure enough, if I tell you about my experiences, some of the
young fellows among you will take it into their heads that they
can't achieve the Dharma unless they exert themselves as I
did. And that would be my fault. But I do want to tell you
about them, so let's make this point perfectly clear to the
young men. You can attain the Dharma without putting yourself through the arduous struggle I did. I want you to remember
that carefully as you listen to what I say.
My father was a masterless samurai, originally from the island of Shikoku, and a Confucian. He moved and took up residence in this area, and this is where I was born. He died
when I was still quite young, and my mother raised me. She
told me that I was a very unruly youngster and that I used to
lead all the neighborhood children in making mischief. She
said that from the age of two or three, I showed an aversion to
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death and dying. When I cried, my family could get me to stop
by pretending they were dead or by talking about death. This
method was also used to put an end to my mischief.
When I came of age, this being an area where Confucian
learning was enjoying a great vogue, I was sent to a Confucian
teacher. My mother had him teach me the Great Learning by
the rote method.13 When I came to the place where it says that
the "way of great learning lies in clarifying bright virtue," I was
brought to a stop by the words "bright virtue." I just couldn't
understand what they meant. They raised doubts in my mind
that remained for a long time.
I remember one day, I asked some Confucian scholars
about bright virtue. What was it? What did it mean? But none
of them could give me an answer. One of them said that
knotty problems like mine were something that Zen priests
knew about. He told me to ask one of them. He admitted that
since he and his fellow Confucians devoted all their time to
explaining the literal meaning of the Confucian writings, they
didn't know what bright virtue really meant.
Since I was still no closer to understanding bright virtue, I
decided to follow his advice. But in those days, there were no
Zen temples in the area, so I was unable to find any Zen priest
to question.
I then decided that, no matter what happened, I was going to
get to the bottom of this bright virtue. I was also determined
to tell my elderly mother about it before she departed this life.
I groped about uncertainly, hoping to throw some light on the
problem. I attended sermons and lectures. If I heard a sermon
was being held somewhere, I'd run off immediately and listen
to it. When I returned home, I'd tell my mother about what I'd
heard. But bright virtue remained beyond my grasp.
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Now more determined than ever, I finally succeeded in locating a Zen priest.14 He told me that if I wanted to understand
bright virtue, I should do zazen. Immediately, I took up the
practice of zazen. I went into the mountains and sat without
eating for seven days, lucking my robes up, I sat directly on
the sharp surface of the rocks. Once in position, without a
thought at all for my health, I didn't stop until I could no
longer sit up under my own power and toppled over. Because
of where I was, no one brought food to me, so I often ended
up not eating for days on end.
I returned home after that. I fashioned a small hut and shut
myself up in it. I recited the Nembutsu and would enter a
Nembutsu samadhi and go long periods without sleep. 15 I
tried everything I could think of, but still I got nowhere. As I
pushed myself past the bounds of physical endurance with
this complete lack of regard for my health, the skin of my buttocks became lacerated, making it extremely painful for me to
sit. But I must have had a constitution of iron in those days,
because I was able to go right on without spending even a single day lying down to recuperate. To lessen the pain from my
buttocks, I placed several layers of soft paper over the ground
and sat on them, changing them frequently. Unless I did,
there was considerable bleeding from the torn skin, and that,
together with the pain, would have made sitting impossible. I
also tried sitting on cotton wadding. Despite these difficulties,
never once, day or night, did I lie down to rest.
The adverse effects of the long years of physical punishment built up and finally led to a serious illness. And I still
hadn't clarified bright virtue, in spite of all the time and effort I
had spent wrestling with it. My illness steadily worsened. I
grew weaker and weaker. Whenever I spat, gouts of bloody
sputum as big as thumb heads appeared. Once, I spat against
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a wall and the globules stuck and slid to the ground in
bright-red beads.
The kindly people who lived nearby said that I should recuperate my health in the hut. They arranged for someone to
look after me. But the illness now reached a critical stage. For a
whole week, I couldn't swallow anything except some thin
rice broth.16 I became resigned to the fact that I was going to
die. I viewed it as inevitable and felt no great regret. The only
thing that really bothered me was having to die without discovering the meaning of bright virtue, which had had sole
possession of my thoughts for so long. Then I felt a strange
sensation in my throat. I spat against a wall. A mass of black
phlegm large as a soapberry rolled down the side. It seemed to
relieve the discomfort in my chest. Suddenly, just at that
moment, it came to me. I realized what it was that had escaped me until now: All things are perfectly resolved in the
Unborn. I realized too that what I had been doing all this time
had been mistaken. I knew all my efforts had been in vain.
At the same time, my illness showed definite signs of improvement. Overjoyed, I found that my appetite had returned. I called to the nurse, told him I thought I could eat
something, and asked him to prepare some rice gruel. While
he seemed to think it a strange request coming from someone
at death's door, he was delighted and hurriedly began to prepare the food. In his eagerness to feed me as quickly as possible, he gave me the gruel before the rice had been cooked
through. But I didn't even notice. I wolfed down two or three
bowls of it without suffering any adverse effects. From that
point on, I improved steadily, and here I am, still alive today. I
was able to fulfill my vow after all and also to bring my mother
to an understanding of the Unborn.
From that time until today, I have encountered no one any51
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where who could disprove my teaching. If only I had encountered someone with a real understanding of the Dharma to
speak with while I was traveling around from place to place
struggling with my problem, I wouldn't have had to expend
all that useless effort. But there was no such person, and I
practiced prolonged and painful austerities, subjecting my
body to hardships so severely punishing that I suffer from the
effects even today. That's the reason I'm not able to come
here and meet with you as often as I would like.
Well, after I realized that all things are resolved by means of
the Unborn, I wanted to talk to someone about it. As I was
considering whom I should visit, my master told me of a
priest named Gudo, in Mino Province.17 He described him as an
excellent teacher and advised me to go and have an interview
with him. I followed his advice and traveled to Mino, but Gudo
was away in Edo at the time, and I was unable to meet and talk
with him. Having already come that far, however, I thought
that, rather than return with nothing to show for my trip, I
would visit some of the other Zen priests in the area.18
I introduced myself to one of them as a Zen monk from
Harima Province and told him that I had come all that distance to receive his instruction. He explained the Zen teaching
to me. After he had finished, I said: "I realize that it's very
disrespectful for me to speak at all, but I would like to say
something. Please forgive the lack of propriety.
'All that you and everyone else here has said to me is very
true. It's not that I don't agree with it. Only, somehow or
other, the feeling I get is that of scratching an itchy foot with
my shoe on. It's not getting to the itch. Your teachings don't
strike home to the center, to the real marrow."
Surprisingly enough, my words didn't disconcert him in
the least. He answered: "Of course. It's just as you say. We
teach others in the same manner we ourselves have been
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taught. We just follow the teachings of previous masters,
which are found written down in sutras and Zen records. I'm
ashamed to say it, but the fact is that what we teach isn't really
based on enlightenment. Since we're not really enlightened,
it's understandable that you should say what you do about
our teaching not being able to reach the place that itches. You
were able to see through all that and recognize me for what I
am. Surely, you're no ordinary man."
Naturally, under those circumstances, it was impossible to
get verification from any of them. I returned home and shut
myself up in retreat again. It was then, as I was engaged in
contemplating the natural capacity of my fellow men and the
means by which they could be instructed in the Way, that I
heard about Dosha having come to Nagasaki. I went at the
suggestion of my teacher Umpo and visited him, and, as I've
told you all before, he confirmed my understanding. I really
had a hard time finding someone able to give positive verification of my enlightenment. There just wasn't anybody.
I appear here every day to talk with you for that very reason.
If any of you come to enlightenment, you're fortunate to have
someone around to give you verification of it. If you believe
you've reached enlightenment, then you should say so.
Otherwise, you should listen carefully and confirm what I say
for yourselves. Then you will be enlightened. When you speak
of a "Buddha," or a "patriarch," that is merely a name. It is a
word that is left behind after they appear or are "born" and is
several removes from the site of the Unborn itself—and thus
totally unimportant. When you dwell in the Unborn itself,
you're dwelling at the very wellhead of the Buddhas and patriarchs. No one can know the dwelling place of a person who is
firmly convinced that the Buddha-mind is Unborn. It isn't
known even to Buddhas and patriarchs.
If you establish yourself firmly in the Unborn, then simply
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and without any trouble or effort, while sitting comfortably on
the tatami mats, you're an authentic Tathagata, a living Buddha. The eye to see others will open in you, and you'll be able
to see everything from the vantage point of realization. I never
err in my judgment of people, nor does anyone else who has
the eye of the Unborn. Our school has been called the
"Clear-eyed" sect for that reason. And, since this ability is
possible because you're dwelling in the unborn Buddha-mind,
it is sometimes called the "Buddha-mind" sect as well. When
the eye to see others opens in you, and you can see straight
into their hearts, you may consider that you've fully realized
the Buddha's Dharma, because then, at that very place, that's
just what you've done.
Until you realize for yourselves what I've just said, you may
find it hard to believe. You may even think I'm trying to deceive you. But after you leave here, when the day comes that
you do realize it, that very day and at that very spot, whoever
you are, you too will be able to see into others' hearts. You'll
know then that everything I've said is true. Be diligent now, in
the interests of that future day. If I were lying to you, my
tongue would be pulled out after I die for the sin of speaking
falsehood. Do you think I'd be standing here telling you
lies, knowing that I'd fall into the tongue-pulling hell for doing
it?1?
The unborn Dharma disappeared in both Japan and China,
and it has long since been forgotten. But now it has appeared
in the world again. Once you come to be convinced that unborn, illuminating wisdom is unmistakably the Buddha-mind,
your belief in it becomes unshakable. Then it's as if all the
people in the world were to get together and try to make you
believe that a crow was a heron. Since you know very well by
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your common experience that a crow is by nature black and a
heron white, they couldn't convince you no matter how hard
or how long they tried.
Once you come to know without any doubt that the marvelous illuminative wisdom of the Unborn is the
Buddha-mind and that the Buddha-mind puts all things in
perfect order by means of the Unborn, then you can no longer
be deluded or led astray by others. People with this unshakable conviction are called "the firm and incontrovertible." For
today and for endless future ages, they are unborn, living
Buddhas.
When I was young and first began to declare the unborn
Dharma, people had trouble understanding it. They thought I
was preaching heresy, or they took me for a Christian.20 They
were afraid of me. No one would come near. But it wasn't
long before they realized their mistake and came to know perfectly well that I was teaching them the true Dharma. Now, instead of their staying away as before, I'm besieged by too
many callers, imploring and pressing me to meet with them. I
don't have a moment to myself.
All things have their season. Since I first came to live in this
temple, more than forty years have passed, and because I've
been repeating my teaching over and over during that time,
many people can be found in these parts who excel the masters
of religion.
Your self-partiality is at the root of all your illusions. There
aren't any illusions when you don't have this preference for
yourself. If the men sitting next to you start quarreling, it may
be easy for you to tell which of the disputants is in the right and
which in the wrong, because you're not involved yourself. You
are a bystander, so you can keep a cool head. But what if
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you do have a part in it? Then you take your own side and oppose the other fellow. As you fight with each other, you transform your Buddha-minds into fighting spirits.
Or again, because of the Buddha-mind's wonderful illuminative wisdom, such things as you have done and experienced
in the past cannot fail to be reflected in it. If you fix onto
those images as they reflect, you are unwittingly creating illusion. The thoughts do not already exist at the place where
those images are reflecting; they are caused by your past experiences and occur when things you have seen and heard in
the past are reflected on the Buddha-mind. But thoughts originally have no real substance. So if they are reflected, you
should just let them be reflected, and let them arise when
they arise. Don't have any thought to stop them. If they stop,
let them stop. Don't pay any attention to them. Leave them
alone. Then illusions won't appear. And since there are no illusions when you don't take note of the reflecting images,
while the images may be reflected in the mind, it's just the
same as if they weren't. A thousand thoughts may arise, yet it's
just as though they hadn't. They won't give you a bit of trouble.
You won't have any thoughts to clear from your mind— not a
single thought to cut off.
Bankei spoke to the assembly on the first day of the twelfth
month:21 At my temples, every moment, day and night, is the
fixed and appointed time for practice. I don't do as they do
elsewhere and tell you that the period of practice begins at
such and such a time. Everyone doesn't start dashing around
making a great fuss.
There was once a monk in my temple who had been dozing
off. Another monk saw him and really laid into him with a
stick. I reprimanded him: "Why hit him when he's enjoying a
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pleasant nap? Do you think he leaves the Buddha-mind and
goes somewhere else when he sleeps?" Now, I don't urge people to sleep around here. But once they are asleep, you're
making a serious mistake if you hit them. Nothing like that is
allowed to happen here anymore. We don't go out of our way
to urge people to take naps. Yet neither do we hit them or
scold them for it if they do. We don't scold them or praise
them for sleeping, any more than we scold them or praise
them for not sleeping.
If you stay awake, you stay awake. If you sleep, you sleep.
When you sleep, you sleep in the same Buddha-mind you
were awake in. When you're awake, you're awake in the same
Buddha-mind you were sleeping in. You sleep in the
Buddha-mind while you sleep and are up and about in the
Buddha-mind while you're up and about. That way, you always
stay in the Buddha-mind. You're never apart from it for an
instant.
You're wrong if you think that people become something
different when they fall asleep. If they were in the
Buddha-mind only during their waking hours and changed
into something else when they went to sleep, that wouldn't be
the true Buddhist Dharma. It would mean that they were
always in a state of transmigration.
All of you people here are working hard to become
Bud-dhas. That's the reason you want to scold and beat the
ones who fall asleep. But it isn't right. You each received one
thing from your mother when you were born—the unborn
Buddha-mind. Nothing else. Rather than try to become a
Buddha, when you just stay constantly in the unborn mind,
sleeping in it when you sleep, up and about in it when
you're awake, you're a living Buddha in your everyday
life—at all times. There's not a moment when you're not a
Buddha. Since you're always a Buddha, there's no other
Buddha in ad57
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dition to that for you to become. Instead of trying to become a
Buddha, then, a much easier and shorter way is just to be a
Buddha.
The unborn Buddha-mind deals freely and spontaneously
with anything that presents itself to it. But if something
should happen to make you change the Buddha-mind into
thought, then you run into trouble and lose that freedom. Let
me give you an example. Suppose a woman is engaged in
sewing something. A friend enters the room and begins
speaking to her. As long as she listens to her friend and sews in
the Unborn, she has no trouble doing both. But if she gives her
attention to her friend's words and a thought arises in her mind
as she thinks about what to reply, her hands stop sewing; if
she turns her attention to her sewing and thinks about that, she
fails to catch everything her friend is saying, and the
conversation does not proceed smoothly. In either case, her
Buddha-mind has slipped from the place of the Unborn. She
has transformed it into thought. As her thoughts fix upon one
thing, they're blank to all others, depriving her mind of its
freedom.
Let me tell you about what happened when I was in
Marugame in Sanuki Province. As you know, Marugame is a
castle town, and when I was there, many people came to listen
to the talks. On one occasion, a lady showed up, accompanied
by her maidservant and an elderly woman. The three of them
listened and then left. Sometime afterward, the lady and the
old woman came again. The lady said: "Before she met you,
my elderly attendant here was always a willful and
disagreeable creature. She would lose her temper at the
slightest pretext. But you know, it's been quite a while now
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are employed in large numbers. Some among them are bound to
be careless with things. Occasionally, treasured dishes or other
articles are broken. Perhaps it is something not even worth
mentioning, but in any case, you let the blood rush to your
head. You lash out and scold the offender angrily. But no matter
how prized the dish or tea bowl may have been, it wasn't
broken deliberately. It was an accident, and now there's
nothing that can be done about it. Just the same, you fly into a
rage and let the defilements from your self-centered passions
transform the precious Buddha-mind given when you were
born into a fighting spirit. You can always buy another teacup.
Tea tastes the same anyway, whether from an ordinary Imari
teacup or from a priceless Korean tea bowl. You can drink it
just as well from either one. But a temper, once lost, can't
easily be undone.
Now, if you really understand what I've been saying about
the tea bowl, you should know, without my having to tell you
about them one by one, that it's the same for everything else.
Whatever happens, just don't turn your Buddha-minds into
fighting spirits by worrying over it. Don't change them into ignorance or let your self-centered thoughts turn them into
hungry ghosts. Then you'll automatically be living in the unborn Buddha-mind. You won't have any choice in the matter.
Once you know the Buddha-mind's great value, there's no
way you can avoid dwelling in the Unborn even if you don't
want to. I want to make you know how vitally important it is
for you not to change your Buddha-minds into the three poisons,22 so you will have to listen to me attentively and then be
very careful that you don't transform your Buddha-minds into
something else.
When I tell people about the Unborn like this, they sometimes
assume it's a teaching I came up with all by myself. But that's
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mistaken. If you look through the sutras and other Buddhist
records, you'll find that the Unborn was preached in the past
in various ways.23 The patriarchs of the Zen school mentioned
it. It was heard from the golden mouth of Shakamuni himself.
Even children have known of it. But it's always the words "unborn, undying" that you find. There's never any verification
given to show just what this "unborn, undying" really is. I am
the first to teach people by giving them proof of the Unborn.
It's understandable, then, that those who don't know this
should make the mistake of thinking that I thought the words
up myself.
As a young man striving to realize the Buddha-mind, I tried
my hand at koan study. I had interviews with Zen teachers and
engaged in Zen dialogues with them in Chinese. I worked
very diligently at it. But it is better for us Japanese to use the
common language we speak every day when we ask questions
having to do with the Way. Since we aren't very good at Chinese, when we have to use it for such questions and answers,
we have trouble expressing ourselves fully and saying just
what we want to. But if we use our own everyday language
and speak just the way we normally do, there's nothing at all
we can't ask about. Instead of straining around worrying
about how to ask something in Chinese, we should ask our
questions in a language we can use easily, free of the burdens
and constraints of a foreign language. Of course, if we
couldn't attain realization unless we used Chinese, I would be
the first to say use it. But the fact is that we can ask about the
Way, and attain it, without any trouble at all by using our own
language. It's wrong for us to have to ask questions in a language we have difficulty using. You must remember this, and
whenever you have something to ask me, feel no hesitation. I
don't care what it is, ask it just the way you want to, in your
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own words, and I'll help you clear it up. Since you're able to
resolve things in that way, what could be as useful to you
and convenient to use as the ordinary Japanese you speak
every day?
While I was studying with Dosha in Nagasaki, a letter was sent
to China to the priest Ingen, inviting him to come to Nagasaki.24 I was one of those who took part in the discussions
leading up to the issuance of that invitation, and, fortunately, I
happened to be visiting Dosha when Ingen finally arrived. As
his boat sailed to the port entrance, all the monks in Dosha's
assembly went down to the quay to welcome him. But when
Ingen disembarked the ship, I knew the moment I set eyes on
him that he wasn't a man of the Unborn. So I never bothered to
go to him for instruction.
People generally have the wrong idea about living and dying at
will. They think it means that someone decides on one day that
he will die on the next, or that he predicts the day and month
in the following year when he is to die and then does indeed
die a natural death on that date, or they think it means the
ability to extend one's lifetime so many days or months. Such
are the notions many people have. I myself won't say that they
aren't examples of living and dying at will; obviously, in a sense,
such people do live and die very much at will. But since their
ability is the result of training and practice, it's sometimes seen
even in those whose religious eye has not yet been opened.
Even some nonreligious people may know when they're
going to die. But in such cases, since their religious eye is not
opened, they don't have the slightest idea of its real meaning.
A man of the Unborn is beyond living and dying (samsara).
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What I mean by that is: Someone who is unborn is also undying, so he is beyond both birth and death. What / call living
and dying at will is when someone dies without being troubled
by life and death, the continuous succession of birth-death,
birth-death that is samsaric existence. Moreover, living and
dying is taking place at every instant throughout the
twenty-four hours of the day; dying does not occur only once in
your life when you cease breathing. When you're living
without being concerned about life or death, you're always
living in such a way that whenever death does come, even
right now, at this moment, it's no great matter. Now; that's
what I call "living and dying at will." It means living confirmed
in your unborn Buddha-mind. To make a declaration that
you'll die at a certain time on a certain fixed day and to have
that on your mind—can you imagine how confining and
un-free that would be?
You often hear religious people talking about samsara, or living
and dying, being the same as nirvana.25 But when they speak
about it, they do so from the standpoint of samsara, so in fact it
has nothing to do with nirvana. They make this mistake
because they haven't grasped yet that the unborn
Buddha-mind they always have with them sets everything
right this very day by means of the Unborn. To look for "samsara is nirvana" anywhere else and involve yourself in words
and letters is pointless. What they're doing is changing the
unborn Buddha-mind into the thought "samsara is nirvana"
and senselessly spending every second of the day and night,
without a moment's rest, confined within samsara. Since the
Buddha-mind takes care of everything by means of the Unborn, it has nothing to do with samsara or nirvana. Seen from
the place of the Unborn, both of them are like the shadows in
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a dream. But because the Buddha-mind has the marvelous
dexterity it does, if a person who until just yesterday was
busily engaged in samsara should today realize his mistake
and henceforth stop changing his Buddha-mind into the three
poisons, he will henceforth dwell in the Buddha-mind free of
all concern with such things as samsara. When the time comes
for his physical elements to disperse in death, he will give
himself completely to the dispersal and die without regret or
attachment. A person like that is living the truth of "samsara is
nirvana" and is, at the same time, living and dying at will.
Here, I always urge people simply to live in the unborn
Buddha-mind. I don't try to make anyone do anything else.
We haven't any special rules. But since everyone got together
and decided that they wanted to spend six hours each day (for a
period of twelve sticks of incense) doing zazen, I let them do
as they wish. That amount of time has been set aside for zazen.
But the unborn Buddha-mind has no connection with those
sticks of incense. It's just being at home in the Buddha-mind,
not straying into illusion, and not seeking enlightenment
beyond that. Just sit in the Buddha-mind, stand in the
Buddha-mind, sleep in the Buddha-mind, awake in the
Buddha-mind, do everything in the Buddha-mind—then
you'll be functioning as a living Buddha in all that you do in
your daily life. There's nothing further.
Now, in zazen, it's a matter of the Buddha-mind sitting at
rest. It's the Buddha-mind doing continuous zazen. Zazen
isn't limited to the time you sit. That's why, around here, if
people have something to do while they're sitting, they're
free to get up and do it. It's up to them, whatever they've a
mind to do. Some of them will do kinhin for one stick of incense.26 But they can't just continue walking, so then they sit
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down and for another stick of incense they do zazen. They
can't be sleeping all the time, so they get up. They can't talk
constantly, so they stop talking and do some zazen. They
aren't bound by any set rules.
In recent times, wherever you go, you find that Zen teachers
use "old tools" when they deal with pupils.27 They seem to
think they can't do the job without them. They're unable to
teach directly, by thrusting themselves forward and confronting students without their tools. Those eyeless bonzes
with their "tool Zen"—if they don't have their implements to
help them, they aren't up to handling people.
What's worse, they tell practicers that unless they can raise
a "great ball of doubt" and then break through it, there can't be
any progress in Zen.28 Instead of teaching them to live by the
unborn Buddha-mind, they start by forcing them to raise this
ball of doubt any way they can. People who don't have a
doubt are now saddled with one. They've turned their
Buddha-minds into "balls of doubt." It's absolutely wrong.
My religion has nothing to do with either "self-power" or
"other-power."29 It's beyond them both. My proof is this:
While you face me and listen to me say this, if somewhere a
sparrow chirps, or a crow caws, or a man or woman says
something, or the wind rustles the leaves, though you sit
there without any intent to listen, you will hear and distinguish each sound. Because it isn't yourself that's doing the listening, it isn't self-power. On the other hand, it wouldn't do
you any good if you had someone else hear and distinguish
the sounds for you. So it isn't other-power. That's the reason
why I can say that my teaching has nothing to do with
self-power or other-power and is beyond them both. When
you're listening like this in the Unborn, each and every
sound is
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heard as it occurs. And all other things as well, in just the
same way, are perfectly well taken care of in the Unborn. Anyone who lives his life in the Unborn, whoever he may be, will
find this to be true. No one who lives in the Unborn is concerned with self or other. He's beyond them both.
I went around the country wasting time and energy on ascetic
practices, all because I wanted to discover my Buddha-mind. I
ended up bringing on serious illness instead. I've been confined to sickbeds for long periods, so I've learned all about
sickness at firsthand. Everyone who is born into this world
and receives bodily form is therefore bound to experience illness. But if you become confirmed in the unborn
Buddha-mind, you aren't troubled by the suffering that
normally accompanies illness. Illness and suffering are
differentiated: The illness is illness, the suffering is suffering.
Now, the way it works is this. Being originally unborn, the
Buddha-mind has no concern with either pain or joy. Since
being unborn means that it is completely detached from
thought, and since it is through the arising of thoughts that you
experience both pain and joy, so long as the Buddha-mind
remains as it is in its original unbornness, unworried by and
unattached to the illness, it doesn't experience suffering. But if
a thought arises from the ground of the Unborn and you start
to worry about your illness, you create suffering for yourself;
you change your Buddha-mind into suffering. It can't be
helped. The sufferings of hell itself are no different.
Now, suppose someone is suffering because he worries
anxiously about his illness. The illness may at some point begin
to improve, yet because he worries, over and above the
original illness, about the medicine being wrong or about the
physician being inept, he changes the Buddha-mind into vari66
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ous painful thoughts, until the disease in his mind becomes a
more serious affliction than the original illness. While the turmoil of thoughts crowd through his mind as he attempts to
escape from his illness, the original illness may gradually improve and he may regain his health. But now he suffers because he's plagued by the troubled thoughts churning in his
mind, which have grown and intensified in the course of his
illness and recovery.
But even though I say this, if someone who is down with an
illness or undergoing any other kind of suffering were to say
that he doesn't suffer, he would have to be called a liar. He's
ignorant of the way in which the marvelous wisdom of the
Buddha-mind works. If he pledged on his honor that he was
positively not suffering, it would only mean that his suffering
was taking the form of not suffering. There is no way such a
person could be free from suffering. Since the working of illuminative wisdom is intrinsic to the Buddha-mind, by which it
knows and perfectly differentiates not only suffering but all
other things as well, when the sickness comes, the
Buddha-mind remains free of any involvement or concern with
pain or suffering. But, even then, since you will inevitably think
about your sickness, it's best at such times to give yourself up
to the sickness, and to moan when there is pain. Then, all the
time, both when you're sick and when you're well, you'll be
living in the unborn Buddha-mind. But you ought to be
aware that when thought becomes involved in your suffering,
the Buddha-mind is changed into the thought of sickness or the
thought of suffering, quite apart from the sickness or suffering
itself, and you will suffer because of that.
The unborn Buddha-mind is originally free from all
thought. So long as a person is ignorant of the
Buddha-mind's unbornness and suffers because he has
changed it into
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thought, no matter how loudly he may deny his suffering, his
denial—the notion that "I'm not suffering"—is only a determination he has created out of thought. He couldn't possibly be
detached from suffering. He may think that he's not suffering,
but inasmuch as he hasn't confirmed himself in the unborn
Buddha-mind that is detached from birth and death, that very
birth and death is the cause of his suffering.
The working of your bright, illuminating Buddha-mind is as
different from an ordinary mirror as a cloud is from mud. Kyoto,
Osaka, Edo, Sendai, Nagasaki, or wherever, once you've been
and seen a place, even after many years pass and you're at an
entirely different location, if someone else who has been there
comes and talks to you about it, your conversation will go
along in perfect agreement. Moreover, while a mirror is able
only to illuminate and show objects a yard or two away at most,
the working of the Buddha-mind's resplendent clarity is such
that you can see and recognize a man over a block away; you
can see a towering mountain peak fifty leagues distant, even
behind rows of hills, and your Buddha-mind can tell that it's
Mount Fuji, or Mount Kongo, or some other mountain. So
while the Buddha-mind is often compared to a mirror, how
vastly different its brightness really is! Even the sun and moon
light up only the earth and the heavens. The marvelous
brightness of the Buddha-mind, by means of words, is able to
enlighten people and deliver them from their illusions one by
one. And when someone hears these words, and understands
and affirms them, he will know for himself that the
Buddha-mind's wonderful brightness surpasses even the
brightness of the sun and moon. What an incalculable treasure
your Buddha-mind is!
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RESPONSES TO QUESTIONERS

A monk said to Bankei: I was born with a short temper. It's always flaring up. My master has remonstrated with me time
and again, but that hasn't done any good. I know I should do
something about it, but as I was born with a bad temper, I'm
unable to rid myself of it no matter how hard I try. Is there
anything I can do to correct it? This time, I'm hoping that with
your teaching, I'll be able to cure myself. Then, when I go
back home, I'll be able to face my master again, and of course I
will benefit by it for the rest of my life. Please, tell me what to
do.
Bankei: That's an interesting inheritance you have. Is your
temper here now? Bring it out. I'll cure it for you.30
Monk: I'm not angry now. My temper comes on unexpectedly, when something provokes me.
Bankei: You weren't born with it then. You create it yourself
when some pretext or other happens to appear. Where would
your temper be at such times if you didn't cause it? You work
yourself into a temper because of your partiality for yourself,
opposing others in order to have your own way. Then you
unjustly accuse your parents of having burdened you with a
short temper. What an extremely unfilial son you are!
Each person receives the Buddha-mind from his parents
when he's born. His illusion is something he produces all
alone, by being partial to himself. It's foolish to think that it's
inherent. When you don't produce your temper, where is it?
All illusions are the same; as long as you don't produce them,
they cease to exist. That's what everyone fails to realize. There
they are, creating from their own selfish desires and deluded
mental habits something that isn't inherent but thinking it is.
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On account of this, they're unable to avoid being deluded in
whatever they do.
You certainly must cherish your illusions dearly for you to
change the Buddha-mind into them just so you can be deluded. If you only knew the great value of the Buddha-mind,
there's no way you could ever be deluded again, not even if
you wanted to be. Fix this clearly in your head: When you are
not deluded, you are a Buddha, and that means you are enlightened. There is no other way for you to become a Buddha.
So draw close and listen carefully and be sure that you understand what I say.
You create your outbursts of temper when the organs of
your six senses [vision, hearing, smell, taste, touch, and faculty
of mind] are stimulated by some external condition and incite
you to oppose other people because you desire to assert your
own preciously held ideas. When you have no attachment to
self, there are no illusions. Have that perfectly clear.
All your parents gave you when you were born was a
Buddha-mind. Nothing else. What have you done with it?
From the time you were a tiny baby, you've watched and listened to people losing their tempers around you. You've been
schooled in this, until you too have become habituated to
irascibility. So now you indulge in frequent fits of anger. But
it's foolish to think that's inherent. Right now, if you realize
you've been mistaken and don't allow your temper to arise
anymore, you'll have no temper to worry about. Instead of
trying to correct it, don't produce it in the first place. That's the
quickest way, don't you agree? Trying to do something about
it after it occurs is very troublesome and futile besides. Don't
get angry to begin with, then there's no need to cure anything.
There's nothing left to cure.
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Once you've realized this and you stop creating that temper
of yours, you'll find that you won't have any other illusions either, not even if you want to, for you'll be living constantly in
the unborn Buddha-mind. There is nothing else.
Since everything is in perfect harmony if you live and work in
the unborn mind of the Buddhas, my school is also known as
the "Buddha-mind" sect. Live in the Buddha-mind and you're a
living Buddha from that moment on. This is the priceless thing
"directly pointed to."311 want you to trust completely in what
I've been telling you. Do just as I've said. To start with, try to
stay in the Unborn for thirty days. Once you've accustomed
yourself to that, then you'll find it's impossible to live apart
from the Unborn. It will come naturally to you then, and even if
you don't want to, even if you grow tired of it, there'll still be no
way you can avoid living in the Unborn and doing an
admirable job of it too. Everything you do will be according to
the Unborn. You'll be a living Buddha.
You should all listen to my words as if you were newly born
this very day. If something's on your mind, if you have any
preconception, you can't really take in what I say. But if you
listen as if you were a newborn child, it'll be like hearing me
for the first time. Since then there's nothing in your mind, you
can take it right in, grasp it even from a single word, and fully
realize the Buddha's Dharma.
A laywoman from Izumo, who had come to the retreat because she had heard of Bankei and his teaching, asked: According to what you say, all we have to do is simply remain
effortlessly in the Buddha-mind. Don't you think that teaching
is too lightweight?
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Bankei: Lightweight? You set no store by the Buddha-mind.
You get angry and turn it into a fighting spirit. You give vent to
selfish desires and change it into a hungry ghost or do something foolish and convert it into an animal. You deludedly
turn the Buddha-mind into all sorts of different things—that's
lightweight, not my teaching. Nothing is of more gravity, and
nothing more praiseworthy, than living in the Buddha-mind.
So you may think when I tell you to live in the Buddha-mind
that it is lightweight, but believe me, it's just because it has
such weight that you are unable to do it.
This, however, might give you the idea that living in the
Buddha-mind is a very difficult business. But isn't it true that
if you listen carefully to my teaching, understand it well, and
live in the Buddha-mind, then, simply and easily, without doing any hard work, you're a living Buddha this very day?
You decided after hearing what I said that dwelling effortlessly in the Buddha-mind was an easy matter. But in fact it's
not easy, so you go on transforming it into a fighting spirit, a
hungry ghost, or an animal. You get angry, even over trifles.
When you do, you create the cause of rebirth as a fighting
spirit. So though you may not be aware of it, you're spending
your existence as a human being creating a fighting spirit of
the first order. And sure enough, if you work earnestly at it,
you'll not only be a fighting spirit during your lifetime, you'll
fall into such an existence after you die as well, have no doubt
about it.
On account of self-interest, you toil away to turn the
Buddha-mind into greed and desire. Since that's the cause of
rebirth as a denizen of the realm of hungry ghosts, you're unknowingly paving the way for rebirth into that realm. You're
readying yourself for a postmortem fall into a hungry ghost
existence. It's a foregone conclusion; you'll surely end up
there.
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Owing to selfish thoughts and aims, you dwell on one
thought after another, fretting senselessly over things that can
get you nowhere. Continuing on like that, unable to stop, you
turn the Buddha-mind into ignorance. Ignorance causes you
to be reborn as an animal. It's clear even now while you're
alive and busily creating the cause of such a wretched fate that
when you die you'll enter that existence.
I see people unaware of this, dedicating their lives to carefully fashioning the very causes of their rebirth into the three
evil realms.32 It's pitiful. They're reserving seats for the passage. But when you don't change your Buddha-mind into a
fighting spirit, hungry ghost, or animal, you can't avoid
dwelling naturally in the Buddha-mind. It's obvious, isn't it?
The laywoman: Yes, of course. It's true! I have no words to
thank you.
A monk: You're always teaching people that they should live
in the Unborn. To me that seems like telling them to live purposelessly, without any aim.
Bankei: You call dwelling in the unborn Buddha-mind being without purpose? You don't stay in the unborn
Buddha-mind yourself. Instead, you're always working
enthusiastically at other things, doing this, doing that,
spending all your time transforming your Buddha-mind into
something else. What could be more purposeless than that?
The monk made no reply.
Bankei: Live in the Unborn. It's certainly not purposeless.
A monk: To live in the Buddha-mind as you say would mean
to live in a state of unknowing, to be insensible.
Bankei: What if someone came up behind you without your
knowing it and suddenly poked you in the back with a gimlet?
Would you feel pain?
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The monk: Of course I would.
Bankei: Then you're not unknowing or insensible, are you?
If you were, it wouldn't hurt. You feel it because you're not insensible, and you never have been. Have confidence in me.
Live in the unborn Buddha-mind.
A monk: You tell people to dwell in the Unborn, but it seems
to me that would mean remaining totally indifferent to
things.33
Bankei: While you face me there listening innocently to
what I say, suppose someone should come up behind you and
touch a firebrand to your back. Would it feel hot?
The monk: Of course it would.
Bankei: In that case, you aren't indifferent. How could
someone who feels heat be indifferent? You feel it because
you aren't indifferent. You have no difficulty telling what is
hot and what is cold, without having to give rise to a thought to
make such a distinction. The very fact that you ask that
question about being indifferent or not shows that you're not
indifferent. You have no trouble telling by yourself whether
you're indifferent or not—that's because you're not indifferent.
So you see, the Buddha-mind with its illuminating wisdom is
capable of discriminating things with a miraculous efficiency.
It is anything but indifferent. How could any human being,
who is able to think, be indifferent? A man who was really
indifferent wouldn't be engaged in thinking. I can assure you
that you are not indifferent and that you never have been.
A monk: I don't know why it is, but my mind often seems to be
somewhere else. Could you help me to keep my mind from
playing truant like that?
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Bankei: The unborn mind of the Buddhas that all people
receive from their parents when they're born is wonderfully
bright and illuminating. No one—and that includes all of
you—is ever separated from it. This absentmindedness of
yours is the same. Your mind's not really somewhere else. It's
only that you haven't learned about the Buddha-mind, so instead of just dwelling in it, you change it into various other
things. Then even though you listen to things, you can't really
take them in—you don't really hear them. You're not
absent-minded, what you're doing is making the Buddha-mind
into these other things.
Would someone whose mind is really somewhere else be
inquiring whether it was or not? If your mind were somewhere else, you would hardly be aware of it. You wouldn't be
asking questions about it. You're not even away from it when
you sleep, because if someone calls to you and tells you to
wake up, you will respond to him and wake right up. You've
never been apart from your mind in the past, you won't be
apart from it in the future, and you're not apart from it right
now. None of you here has ever been separated from your
mind, just as none of you is an unenlightened person. You've
each been born with the Buddha-mind. It's your birthright.
After you leave here today, be toward all things just as you
are right at this moment as you listen to me speak, and you'll
be in the unborn Buddha-mind. People form bad habits, strive
for personal gain, and fall into illusion, all on account of the
defilements produced from their desires and passions. Leaving the Buddha-mind, they become unenlightened. But originally there are no unenlightened people.
Suppose two men are walking together down the same
path. One steals things, the other doesn't. Although the one
who steals is no less a human being than his companion, he's
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branded with a special name: thief. He has to carry that name
around with him wherever he goes. But no one calls the other
man a thief, and he doesn't have to be burdened with that
name. The thief is like an unenlightened man, a deluded human being, and the one who doesn't steal and isn't deluded is
like a man of the Unborn who lives in the Buddha-mind.
No mother ever gave birth to a thief. The truth of the matter
is this. From the time the thief is a small child, he begins to be
habituated unwittingly to the wrong inclinations, taking what
belongs to other people. Little by little, as he grows to
manhood, his selfishness comes more and more to the fore,
until he learns to be a skillful thief and is unable to keep his
hands off others' property. Now, if he didn't steal to begin
with, he'd have no need to stop. But he doesn't make the
slightest mention of his own failing. He claims that his inclination to steal others' property is something he can't stop because he's a born thief. That's ridiculous. The proof that a
mother doesn't bear children to be thieves is that there are no
congenital thieves. People turn into thieves by watching others
exercising their bad habits and imitating them, stealing things
of their own accord, because of their own greed. Now, how can
that be called inborn?
A thief may rationalize his problem by laying the blame on
his karma, telling you that he can't help himself; he's unable to
keep from stealing because of his bad karma. There's not a
word about the selfish desires that have fixed this reprehensible habit deeply in his character over a long period of time.
It's a lot of nonsense. You don't steal because of karma. Stealing
itself is the karma. Supposing theft were caused by karma,
supposing stealing were inborn, it's still possible for a thief to
realize that what he's been doing is wrong and to stop stealing. So it's not true that he can't stop. There's not even any
reason for him to stop, if he doesn't steal to begin with.
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Even the greatest scoundrel who ever lived, a man who until
just yesterday may have been the object of everyone's
contemptuous pointing and whispering, if he reali2es today
that what he's been doing is wrong and starts to live in his
Buddha-mind, that man is a living Buddha from then on.
When I was a youth, we had a rascal in this neighborhood
called the "Kappa."34 He was a notorious robber in the mold of
Kumasaka Chohan.35 He plied his trade on the highways. He
had acquired an uncanny knack of being able to tell at a
glance just how much money a person had with him. He was
always right. It was amazing. Anyway, he was eventually caught
and thrown into Osaka prison. After a long period locked up
in a cell, because he was such a master thief, his death
sentence was finally lifted and he was released, on the
condition that he work as an agent for the constabulary.36 He
later became a sculptor of Buddhist images, living in Osaka,
and made a name for himself as a master sculptor. He ended
his days as a practicer of the Pure Land faith and passed away
peacefully in a Nembutsu samadhi.37
By mending his ways, even a notorious thief like the Kappa
died with a deep aspiration for rebirth in the Pure Land. So
where is a man who steals because of the depth of his karma or
the blackness of his sins? Robbery's the bad karma. Robbery's
the sin. If you don't steal, you don't have the karma or the sin.
Whether you steal or not is determined by you yourself, not by
any karma.
And don't think that what I've been saying applies only to
stealing. It's just as true of any human illusions. They're all
the same. Having illusions or not having them depends upon
your own mind and nothing else. If you have illusions, you're
an unenlightened person; if you don't, you're a Buddha. Outside of this, there's no shortcut to being a Buddha. Each one of
you should fix this unshakably in your mind.
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A layman: Everyone says that you're able to read others'
minds. Is it true?38
Bankei: There's no place in my school for strange things
like that. Even if I did have such an ability, because of the
un-bornness of the Buddha-mind, I wouldn't use it. People
get the idea that I can read minds from hearing me
comment on the concerns of those who come to see me. I
can't read minds. I'm no different from any of you. When you
dwell in the Buddha-mind, which is the very source of all the
Buddha's supernatural powers, everything is resolved and in
perfect harmony without recourse to such powers. So I don't
need to get involved in a lot of side issues. All the true unborn
Dharma needs to do the job is direct personal comments on
you and your lives.
A layman: I've practiced diligently for a long time, but even
when I think I've advanced to where I won't backslide anymore, there's still a strong tendency to do so, and I sometimes slip back. How can I become so that I won't backslide?
Bankei: Live in the unborn Buddha-mind. Then there's no
regression. No need for advancement. Any idea of wanting to
make progress is already a regression from the place of the
Unborn. A man of the Unborn has nothing to do with either
advancing or backsliding. He's always beyond them both.
A monk: I've been working on "Hyakujo's Fox" for a long
time.39 I've concentrated on it as hard as I know how, but I
still can't seem to grasp it. I think it's because I'm unable to
achieve total concentration. If possible, I would like to receive
your teaching.
Bankei: I don't make people here waste their time on
worthless old documents like that. You don't know yet about
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your unborn Buddha-mind and its illuminative wisdom, so I'll
tell you about it. That will take care of everything. Pay careful
attention.
Bankei then taught him about the Unborn. The monk was
completely convinced. He is said to have developed into an
exceptional priest.
Another monk (who had been listening to this): If that's true,
what about all the old koans? Are they useless and unnecessary?
Bankei: When worthy Zen masters of the past dealt with
those who came to them, every word and every movement
were appropriate to the moment. It was a matter of responding
to their students and their questions face-to-face. They had no
other purpose in mind. Now, there's no way for me to tell you
whether that was necessary, or helpful, or not. If everyone
just stays in the Buddha-mind, that's all he has to do—that
takes care of everything. Why do you want to go and think up
other things to do? There's no need to. Just dwell in the
Unborn. You're eager to make this extra work for yourself—but all you're doing is creating illusion. Stop doing that.
Stay in the Unborn. The Unborn and its marvelous illumination
are perfectly realized in the Buddha-mind.
A priest said: Suppose right now a triple invalid [a man at
once blind, deaf, and mute] appeared before you. 40 How
would you deal with him?
Bankei: You must think very highly of these triple invalids,
the way you spend so much time studying about them, trying
eagerly to join their ranks. But right at this moment, you are
not a triple invalid. Instead of trying to become one—which
would be very difficult anyhow—you should get to the bottom of your own self. That's the first order of business for
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you, since you don't have any of those disabilities yourself. Going around talking about all these other things will
get you nowhere. Pay attention now to what I'm going to tell
you.
Bankei always had a subtemple set aside for the priests of the
Precepts sect who came for the summer retreats to study with
him.41 At the great winter retreat, there was a contingent of as
many as fifty-three priests of that denomination in attendance.
Two among them asked Bankei: We observe all the 250 Buddhist precepts. We believe that will enable us to attain
Bud-dhahood. Would you say that is good or bad?
Bankei: There's nothing in the least wrong with it. It's a
good thing. But you can't say it's the best. It's shameful to
wear your rules as a badge and call yourselves the "Precepts"
sect, as if you think that's somehow superior. Basically, precepts are something initiated by the Buddha because of evil
priests who transgressed against the Dharma. The 250 precepts enumerate the different kinds of offenses committed by
disreputable priests. Priests of the true stripe never take it
upon themselves to uphold precepts so that they won't violate
the Dharma's conventions. For a person who doesn't drink,
there's no need for precepts against alcohol. Those who
don't steal don't need precepts against theft. Precepts against
lying are wasted on a truthful man. You tell me that you
observe the precepts, but to observe them or violate them is
actually something which should be of concern only to an evil
priest. When you start saying, "We're the Precepts sect," and set
up precepts as superior, you're advertising yourselves as evil
priests. Why, it's like a person parading as an evil man,
imitating him, even though he's a good man. Wouldn't you
think that reproachable?
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The Unborn is the mind of the Buddhas. If you live according
to it, then from the first there's no distinction between observing and not observing. Those are designations that arise
after the fact. They're one or more removes from the place of
the Unborn.
The two priests thus gained a deep understanding of
Bankei's teaching. Before they left, they thanked him profusely and told him that they realized completely the truth of
his words.
During the retreat, a large number of women from the
provinces of Tamba, Tango, Izumo, and Mino came to see
Bankei. Some were mourning the death of a parent. Others
were grieving inconsolably for the loss of a child. They came
hoping to lessen the pain of their bereavement by meeting
with Bankei. He spoke to them:
The sorrow of a parent who loses his child, of a child who
loses his father or his mother, is the same the world over. The
karma that binds together parent and child is deep. When
death takes one from the other, sorrow is only natural. And
yet the dead won't come back, no matter how great your sorrow may be. Should you spend your lives in unbroken sadness, grieving misguidedly over something you can't possibly
change? Have you ever heard of anyone who was successful in
restoring the dead to life because of the intensity of his sorrow? Of course you haven't. And since there's no way for the
dead to return, don't spend any more time on your grief. Stop
mourning right now. Use the time instead to do some zazen,
recite a sutra, or offer some flowers and incense for the dead
person. That will be a real demonstration of your filial devotion
or parental love.
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THE DHARMA TALKS

tually causing trouble for the dead person. You all mourn
your parents or children because you feel sorry for them. You
believe that you're doing it for their sakes. But you're really
hurting them. For all your professions of pity, you're not acting
as if you pitied them at all; you're acting as if you had
something against them. Well, if you do, then lamenting them is
the right way to express it. But if you feel truly sorry for them,
you should stop mourning. It's wrong to mourn them out of
pity. You could do nothing more foolish than to go on like
this, marching your minds around your grief day and night,
lamenting the unchangeable, filling every thought with sadness
and regret, uselessly pouring out endless tears, ruining your
health in the process, oblivious to what others try to tell you.
It's senseless. And don't forget, folly or ignorance is the cause
of an animal existence. Were you to die in such a state of mind,
it goes without saying that you'd fall together with your parent
or child, right into an animal existence. If that happened,
you'd have to spend that entire existence constantly fighting
with each other.
Each person comes into the world with nothing but the
Buddha-mind his parents give him. When you turn this unborn
Buddha-mind into a state of ignorance because of your parent
or child, inwardly you're living as a first-rate animal. This is
true during your lifetime, but even after you die, you'll fall
directly into an animal existence, where parent and child are
doomed constantly to fight each other tooth and nail. Now,
do you see anything praiseworthy in that? I'm sure you'll agree
that it's absurd and deplorable beyond words.
Pay attention, then. It's natural for parents to feel compassion for their children and for children to be devoted to their
parents, but if the child saddens his parents by dying first, and
causes them to mourn and become ignorant beasts as a result,
can you call that filial piety? Do you imagine that an unfilial
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child who dies, causing his parents to fall into an animal existence, is destined for a peaceful life in his future existence? Of
course not. The outcome can be only one: Parent and child
will fall together into the evil paths of existence.
If the parent allows himself to be overwhelmed by grieving
over what cannot be otherwise, and becomes deluded on account of his child, turning into an animal himself and sending
the child he deeply loves into hell as well, can that be called
parental love? It would be parental hate. By the same token, a
child who turns his father and mother into animals because of
his death is deeply unfilial. The parents, led by their child into
turning their Buddha-minds into animals, go to hell along
with him, where all three of them become denizens of that
wretchedness and fight one another as deadly enemies.
You can see, then, that even if your child or parent is taken
from you, if you go on grieving endlessly, the only thing you'll
accomplish is to condemn him or her to great misery. You
won't be able to mourn now without being reminded that
you are thereby causing harm. Or could you mourn even
then? I don't think so. So recite a sutra instead, or do zazen, or
offer some flowers or incense for the sake of his or her future
existence. That will demonstrate your sense of pity and
compassion far better. It may even happen that a person who
isn't religiously minded to begin with will, upon suffering the
loss of a loved one, acquire true faith and the desire for birth in
a favorable future existence. If so, he can be said to have been
saved by the deceased, since the faith he acquired stems from
the bereavement. If a child's death can turn his parent to
religion, it can be said to have a redeeming merit. He'll be doing
something for his parent far greater than anything he did while
he was alive.
Do you think that after saving his parent with this act of
deep filial piety an unwelcome destination awaits the child in
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his next existence? No. Both parent and child are thus saved.
If the parent becomes a person of faith owing to his child and
lives in the unborn Buddha-mind, even the child's death has a
redeeming aspect. The child performs the role of a good religious teacher to his parent.42
It's commendable that you've all come such long distances
at this cold season of the year simply to meet me and try to
ease the sorrow in your hearts. If you want to make your long
journeys truly worthwhile, the thing for you to do is to return
to your homes. Since you've come here for the purpose of
seeing me and dispelling some of the grief you feel, don't take
your sorrow back with you. Leave it here with me, and go
home without it. If you can grasp thoroughly what I've said, I
don't think that you'll indulge in any more grief, knowing that it
only works to the disadvantage of you and your loved ones.
If someone finds, even then, that she can't stop grieving,
she should remember that she's changing her Buddha-mind
into ignorance. If she's a child, she'll fall into hell for the sin of
transforming her parents into a state of ignorance; if she's a
parent, she'll fall into an animal existence hand in hand with
her child for having turned her Buddha-mind into ignorance
on her child's account. Were someone to tell you that it's right
for you to grieve and lament, it's advice you should never listen
to. Or would you grieve, even at such cost?
Thereupon, the women who had come to Bankei with
grief-sick hearts declared as a group: We understand all that
you have told us. You have cleared the anguish and sorrow
from our minds. We are deeply grateful. We cannot thank you
enough.
Bankei: Good! I want you to remain just the way you are
now, even after you've left the temple and are back in your
own homes.
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The women: We wept because we felt so deeply about our
loved ones. But what you've told us has convinced us. Mourning them only brings harm to them. We don't want to do anything to hurt them. In our ignorance, we didn't realize what
we were doing. From now on, even after we return home, we
will always remain in the Unborn and never change our
Buddha-minds into anything else. We shall never mourn them
again, even if someone should encourage us to.
The main figure of worship at the Ryumon-ji was an image of
the bodhisattva Kannon carved by Bankei.43 Aware of this, a
monk from Oshu, in northern Japan, who was standing
against a pillar, asked in the middle of one of Bankei's talks: Is
that figure a new Buddha or an old one?
Bankei: What does it look like to you?
The monk: A new Buddha.
Bankei: If it looks to you like a new Buddha, then that's
what it is, and that's the end of it. Why did you have to ask
me? Since you don't know yet that the Unborn is the
Buddha-mind, you ask useless questions like that, thinking it's
Zen. Instead of bothering everyone here with foolish
questions, sit down, keep your mouth shut for a while, and
listen carefully to what I say.
A monk: When I fall into a deep sleep, sometimes I dream.
Why do we have dreams? What do they mean?
Bankei: If you're sound asleep, you don't dream. Your
dreams mean that you're not sound asleep.
The monk had no reply.
A layman from Izumo Province bowed before Bankei and
asked: Is it true that when someone is enlightened as you are,
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he can really see the past, present, and future worlds just as if
he is looking at the palm of his hand?44
Bankei looked at him and said: Is that question something
you thought up beforehand? Or did it occur to you just now?
The layman: It didn't come into my head just now when I
asked it. It's something I thought about before.
Bankei: In that case, it will be all right to leave that for later.
First of all, what you must do right now is to find out about
yourself. Until you've completed that, no matter how much I
described to you what the three worlds looked like, you
wouldn't be able to understand what I was saying, because
you couldn't see them for yourself. Once you've found out
about yourself, the question of both seeing the three worlds
and not seeing them will be something you'll know about
quite naturally. There's no sense in my trying to tell you about it
and no need in your asking me. Rather than do what you
should be doing today, dealing with the matter of your self,
you come here with worthless questions that you don't really
need to know about now, and miss the point completely;
you're misdirecting your effort to what's altogether irrelevant
to you. It's like counting up someone else's money for him,
when you're not going to get a penny of it yourself! So listen to
what I'm going to tell you. The important thing for you to do is
to find out all about your self. Pay careful attention to my
instructions. If you follow them, and become absolutely sure
of them yourself, that very instant you're a living Buddha.
Then you'll realize how mistaken you've been to carry around
needless questions such as the one you just asked, and you
won't direct your effort where you shouldn't.
A monk had practiced zazen assiduously for twenty years,
even grudging time to lie down for sleep. He spared no
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effort and tried various methods to achieve enlightenment,
but all without success. Then, chancing to hear reports of
Bankei and his teaching, he came to meet the master. Bankei
promptly gave him his teaching of the Unborn. The monk listened and was immediately convinced: There's never been a
teaching like this before. Now I see I've been wrong all these
years.
Bankei: Even twenty years of hard practice can't equal the
single word "Unborn" that I spoke today.
The monk: Yes, you're right. It's just as you say.
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Toward the end of autumn in the third year of Genroku
(1690), Bankei crossed the Inland Sea to Marugame, in
Sanuki Province, and delivered talks at the H6shin-ji.45
The twenty-third day of the eighth month—
the midday sermon

What I teach everyone in these talks of mine is the unborn
Buddha-mind of illuminative wisdom, nothing else. Everyone
is endowed with this Buddha-mind, only he doesn't know it.
My reason for coming and speaking to you like this is to make it
known to you.
Well then, what does it mean, you're endowed with a
Buddha-mind? Each of you now present decided to come
here from your home in the desire to hear what I have to say.
Now, if a dog barked beyond the temple walls while you're listening to me, you'd hear it and know it was a dog barking. If a
crow cawed, you'd hear it and know it was a crow. You'd hear
an adult's voice as an adult's and a child's as a child's.
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You didn't come here in order to hear a dog bark, a crow caw,
or any of the other sounds that might come from outside the
temple during my talk. Yet while you're here, you'd hear
those sounds. Your eyes see and distinguish reds and whites
and other colors, and your nose can tell good smells from
bad. You could have had no way of knowing beforehand of
any of the sights, sounds, or smells you might encounter at
this meeting, yet you're able nevertheless to recognize these
unforeseen sights and sounds as you encounter them, without
premeditation. That's because you're seeing and hearing in
the Unborn.
That you do see and hear and smell in this way without giving rise to the thought that you will is the proof that this inherent Buddha-mind is unborn and possessed of a wonderful
illuminative wisdom. The Unborn manifests itself in the
thought "I want to see" or "I want to hear" not being born.
When a dog howls, even if ten million people said in chorus
that it was the sound of a crow cawing, I doubt if you'd be
convinced. It's highly unlikely there would be any way they
could delude you into believing what they said. That's owing
to the marvelous awareness and unbornness of your
Buddha-mind. The reason I say it's in the "Unborn" that you
see and hear in this way is because the mind doesn't give
"birth" to any thought or inclination to see or hear. Therefore
it is unborn. Being unborn, it's also undying: It's not possible
for what is not born to perish. This is the sense in which I say
that all people have an unborn Buddha-mind.
Each and every Buddha and bodhisattva in the universe,
and everyone in this world of humans as well, has been endowed with it. But being ignorant of the fact that you have a
Buddha-mind, you live in illusion. Why is it you're deluded?
Because you're partial to yourself. What does that mean? Well,
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let's take something close to home. Suppose you heard that
your next-door neighbor was whispering bad things about
you. You'd get angry. Every time you saw his face, you'd immediately feel indignant. You'd think, Oh, what an unreasonable, hateful person! And everything he said would appear to
you in a bad light. All because you're wedded to your self. By
becoming angry, losing your temper, you just transform your
one Buddha-mind into the sinful existence of the fighting
spirits.
If your neighbor praised you instead, or said something
that pleased you, you'd be immediately delighted, even if the
praise was totally undeserved and the pleasure you felt unfounded, a product of your wishful thinking. The delight you
experience when this happens is due to that same obstinate,
constitutional preference to yourself.
Just stop and look back to the origin of this self of yours.
When you were born, your parents didn't give you any happy,
evil, or bitter thoughts. There was only your Buddha-mind. Afterward, when your intelligence appeared, you saw and heard
other people saying and doing bad things, and you learned
them and made them yours. By the time you reached adulthood, deep-seated habits, formed in this way of your own
manufacture, had emerged. Now, cherishing yourself and
your own ideas, you turn your Buddha-mind into the path of
fighting spirits. If you covet what belongs to other people,
kindling selfish desires for something that can never be yours,
you create the path of hungry ghosts, and you change the
Buddha-mind into that kind of existence. This is what is
known as transmigration.
If you realize fully the meaning of what I've just said, and
do not lose your temper, or think you must have this, or decide that you don't like that, or have feelings of bitterness or
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pity—that in itself is the unborn Buddha-mind. You'll be a living Buddha.
It's the same thing I always tell everyone about the
Buddha-mind. I do it because when I was a young boy I tried
very hard to attain the Buddha-mind myself. In the course of
my practice, I sought help from Buddhist teachers. I had
interviews with them and questioned them about the various
doubts and uncertainties that arose in me. But nobody could
give me any help. So I went on practicing very hard. I did
zazen. I went and lived in the mountains. I disciplined myself
as severely as I possibly could. But none of it helped a bit. I
didn't get any closer to understanding the Buddha-mind.
Finally, when I was twenty-six years old, it suddenly came
to me, and I arrived at my realization. I've been telling others
about the unborn Buddha-mind ever since. I'm sure there's
no one else who can teach these things as thoroughly as I do.
You can gather from what I've told you that my practice
lasted many long years and that I came to realize my
Buddha-mind only after great hardship. But you can grasp
your Buddha-minds very easily, right where you sit, without
that long, punishing practice. That shows the relation that
links you to Buddhahood is stronger than mine was. You're all
very fortunate indeed.
Ever since I realized the wonderful working of the
Buddha-mind, I've been going around telling people about it.
Many of them have become convinced of it too. Of course, it's
not something I learned from a Buddhist teacher; I discovered
it on my own. And since I did, each time I tell others about it at
these meetings, my words come from personal knowledge
and experience. Hearing about it only once or twice probably
won't be enough, so you should listen as many times as you
need to. If you have any questions about it, ask them, and I'll
answer them for you.
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I was once asked some questions by a Confucian scholar
in Edo. I think it would do you good to hear about them. He
said: "I have no trouble accepting what you say about 'unborn,
undying.' It's quite reasonable. While the body is strong, it's
true that the ears hear sounds, the eyes see and distinguish
things, the nose recognizes smells, the mouth perceives the
tastes of the five flavors and speaks, all in the absence of any
conscious thought to do so. But once the body dies, no matter
how much it's spoken to, it can make no response; it can't tell
one color from another, and it's ignorant of all smells. You
can't very well speak of either unborn or undying then."
Now, the thrust of this argument, while it may seem quite
plausible, is wrong. But we can use it to make the principle of
"unborn, undying" better understood. Since the physical body
is something that was born and is composed of the elements of
earth, water, fire, and air brought temporarily together, according to the principle that what is born cannot avoid perishing, it, too, must one day perish.46 But the Buddha-mind is
unborn; the body may be burned with fire or decompose
through interment, but the JBuddha-mind cannot. The unborn
Buddha-mind simply makes the born body its temporary
home. While it resides there, it is free to hear, see, smell, and so
forth. But when the body perishes and it loses its dwelling
place, it can no longer do those things. It's as simple as that.
The body, being created, has a birth and a death, but the
mind, which is originally the unborn Buddha-mind, does not. It
stands to reason, doesn't it? It's the same as Shakamuni's death
or nirvana: ne is the unborn, and ban is the undying mind.47
Both point to the Unborn.
Listen closely, because whatever I say, it's always about your
inherent Buddha-mind. The important thing for you is to clarify it for yourself.
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Basically, there's not a thing wrong with you; it's only that
you let slight, inadvertent mistakes change the Buddha-mind
into thought. A thief, for example, begins by pilfering only trifles. He finds it a wonderfully convenient way of acquiring
things. It doesn't even require any capital. And so he advances
beyond petty theft and becomes a highly accomplished robber.
But finally, it becomes impossible to keep from being found
out. He's discovered, arrested, trussed up, and dealt with by
the law. When this happens, and he's brought out for
punishment, he often forgets all about the offenses he has
committed and becomes indignant and resentful toward the
blameless officers of the law, reproaching them bitterly for being
so hard on him. I'm sure you'll agree that he's greatly mistaken.
What he has done is to turn his valuable Buddha-mind into the
way of hungry ghosts or animals because of a small mistake.
I have a hermitage at Yamashina near Kyoto.48 When I stay
there, I go into Kyoto every day, passing by way of the
Awataguchi, where the prison is. There, severed heads are set
out on pikes, and crucified criminals are displayed before the
prison gates. Since I pass by there quite frequently, I often
come upon such sights.49
In Edo, there was a criminal prosecutor for the shogunate
named Koide Osumi, with whom I was well acquainted.
Whenever I visited him at his residence, criminals of various
sorts would be brought before his magistrates for beatings
and other punishments. They suffered miserably. But when
this happened, they forgot all about their guilt and showed
deep resentment toward the officers administering the punishment, as if their misery were somehow the fault of the officers. Later, I used to visit on the days of general abstinence set
aside by the shogunate, when the criminals weren't brought
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for punishment.50 But they are a good example of what can
happen from a seemingly minor mistake. Let it be a lesson to
encourage you to remain directly in the Buddha-mind you
were born with and to stay clear of illusion, partialness, and
selfish desires. They're the source of all the bad habits that insinuate themselves into your character.
The first requirement for anyone who works as a servant,
man or woman, is single-minded devotion. There should be
no thought at all for yourself; everything you do is for your
master's sake. This exercise of total loyalty to your master is at
the same time filial devotion to your parents. Should you do
something wrong or harmful to your master's interests because of a self-interest you weren't born with and fail in your
responsibility to him, you turn the Buddha-mind that you
were born with into an evil thing and into the bargain are being
very unfilial to your father and mother. If, on the other hand,
you are a dutiful son or daughter, your devotion to your parents
will be felt by your master, whose kindness toward you will
then increase. When your parents learn of this kindness, they
can't help being greatly pleased. In such a case, loyalty to your
master is simultaneously filial piety, and filial piety is devotion
to your master. This shows how essential it is for you to have
a firm understanding of the unborn Buddha-mind.
When your mother bears you, you have neither bad habits
of behavior nor selfish desires of any kind; your mind has no
inclination to favor yourself. There's nothing but the
Buddha-mind. But from the age of about four or five, you
begin to learn all manner of wrong behavior by watching the
people around you, and by listening you learn from them their
ill-favored knowledge. Making your way through life under
such conditions, it's little wonder that selfish desires emerge,
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ing to a strong self-partiality, which is the source of all your
illusions and evil acts. If this self-partiality ceases to exist, illusion doesn't occur. That place of nonoccurrence is where you
reside when you live in the Unborn. Buddhahood and the
Buddha-mind are found nowhere else.
So if there is any doubt in anyone's mind about the principle
of this, I want you to ask me about it, whatever it is. Have no
hesitation whatever. That's what I'm here for. This isn't like
inquiring about something of passing importance in your
worldly life; it's a question that involves the future existence
extending endlessly before you. If you have any doubts or
questions, you should ask them now. Since it's not certain
when I'll be able to meet with you again, I urge you to take
advantage of this opportunity to clear up anything you have
trouble with. If you can come to complete understanding of
the unborn nature of your Buddha-mind, it will be to your
great and lasting benefit.
The twenty-fifth day of the eighth month—

the morning sermon

I

You all assembled here before daybreak to listen to what I
have to say. I'm going to tell you about the Buddha-mind, the
mind of the Unborn. You've come here this early in the morning because you expected to hear something out of the ordinary. You wouldn't be here if you didn't.
Those of you who have reached the age of fifty have lived
your fifty years totally unaware that you've had a
Buddha-mind. If you're thirty, you've been ignorant of your
Buddha-mind for thirty years, right up to this morning. You've
all been slumbering the years away. But today at this gathering,
if you come to understand thoroughly that you have an
unborn Buddha-mind and go on to live in the Unborn, at that
moment you become a living Buddha for countless future
ages.
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My only reason for speaking to people like this is because I
want to make everyone know about the marvelously illuminating clarity of the unborn Buddha-mind. When you've confirmed it for yourself, you're the Buddha-mind from then on.
No different from Shakamuni himself. The Buddha-body is
yours once and for all, for endless ages, and you won't ever
fall into the evil ways again.
And yet, should you grasp the unborn Buddha-mind at this
meeting and then return home and let yourself be upset over
something you see or hear, even if it's a trifling thing, that little
bit of anger will make the unborn mind, to which you were just
enlightened, change into the way of the fighting spirits or
hungry ghosts, increasing the great evil of the life you lived
prior to hearing about the Unborn by hundreds of millions of
times and causing you to pass endlessly through the wheel of
existence.
I'm sure not a single person among you would tell me that
he was averse to becoming a Buddha. That's the reason I try to
tell everyone I can about my teaching. Once they're able to
understand it, they're living Buddhas from then on.
Now, what if I were to tell you that you didn't have to become Buddhas? Suppose I tried to urge you to go to hell instead? I don't think I'd see many of you volunteering to make
the trip. The fact that you're here at this meeting to listen to
my talk is proof of that. You left your warm beds before dawn
to come here, and now you sit there packed in together without
a complaint, because your minds are set on becoming
Buddhas. Inasmuch as you have come, you must be very careful from now on to remain in the Buddha-mind in whatever
you do.
Why do you think we've been born into the human world?
We've received our present mind and body in order to become Buddhas. 51 In my own case, the desire to become a
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Buddha was something I had my mind set on from the time I
was a small boy. I worked very hard at it for a long time. I was
able to become a Buddha. Now, unless you become Buddhas in
your present lives, you'll fall into the realms of the hungry
ghosts or animals. Once you've fallen into an animal existence, it will be hard for you ever to become Buddhas, not
even in hundreds of millions of ages. It's easy to see why. You
could lead a cow or horse in front of me here, and I could
give it the same teaching that I give you. But would the animal
understand it? Of course not. Once you've become an animal,
it's too late. You can't understand then about things like Buddha or Dharma. It transmigrated and came to this sorry pass
because in its previous existence the aspiration to become a
Buddha didn't arise. Now that each of you has heard about
how the Buddha-mind works, you should start being unborn
today and that way avoid transmigrating. It all depends on
your own mind.
Now, you're probably all wondering what this unborn
Buddha-mind is like. Well, while you're sitting there facing me
and trying to catch what it is I'm saying, if the bark of a dog or
the cry of a street vendor should find its way in here from outside the temple walls, though you're listening to me, each of
you would hear it, even though you had no intention to do
so, thanks to the working of the Buddha-mind, which hears
and understands in the Unborn. The Buddha-mind, unborn
and illuminating all things with perfect clarity, is like a mirror,
standing clear and spotlessly polished. A mirror, as you know,
reflects anything that's before it. Whatever's placed in front of it
never fails to be reflected, though the mirror has no idea or
intention of doing so. And when the object is taken away, the
mirror doesn't reflect it any longer, though it makes no decision to cease reflecting. Now, that's just how the unborn
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Buddha-mind works. You see and hear all things, no matter
what they are, although you haven't generated a single
thought to see or hear them, because of the vital working of
the unborn Buddha-mind each of you received at birth.
I go on explaining things to you like this to make you understand. If you can't grasp it today, then I don't suppose you
could understand it no matter how many times you listened
to me. But those who do understand about their unborn
Buddha-mind, after only this one meeting—those people are
living Buddhas now and for endless future ages.
Let me give you an example. Suppose you didn't know how
to get from Edo to Kyoto, and you asked the way from someone
who did. You would fix well in your mind all the details of the
directions he gave you. If you followed them exactly, you
wouldn't have any trouble reaching your destination. Today, in
the same way, if you listen carefully to what I tell you and then
arrive at an understanding of it, you're living in the
Buddha-mind right then and there. Just like that. If, on the
other hand, you didn't follow the directions for Kyoto after
you'd been told them, you'd be certain to lose your way and
wind up in an entirely different place.
So you see, you'd better listen carefully to what I say.
There's no telling when I'll be back here again to talk to you,
and even if you went and listened to other people, I don't
think you would find anyone else who'd tell you about the
unborn Buddha-mind. Be sure, then, that you don't go brewing up a lot of unnecessary thoughts in your heads. Make up
your minds that you're never again going to revolve in the
wheel of existence. Don't forget: If you miss the chance to become Buddhas in this life, you won't be born into the human
world again, and get another chance, for millions of ages. By
all means, then, you want to confirm yourselves in the unborn
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Buddha-mind now and keep yourself free of illusion. When
you've done that, the men will live undeluded in their men's
Buddha-minds, and the women in their women's
Buddha-minds—you'll all be Buddhas. Enlightened Buddhas.
And while we're on the subject of women's Buddha-minds, I
know there are many women who are deeply troubled by
those who say that they're cut off from Buddhahood just because they're women. 52 Nothing could be further from the
truth. I'm addressing the women here now, so listen carefully.
How could women be any different from men in this? Men are J
Buddha-beings. Women are too. You needn't doubt it for si|
moment. Once you've got the principle of this Unborn fixed" in
your minds, you're unborn whether you're a man or a I
.'
I

woman. Men and women are not the same in appearance. We j
all know that. But there's not a whisker of difference between
them when it comes to their Buddha-minds. So don't be deluded by outward appearances.
Here's something that will prove to you that the
Buddha-mind is the same in men and women. There are a lot
of people gathered here. Now, suppose that outside the
temple walls someone started to beat on a drum or strike a
bell. When you heard those sounds, would the women here
mistake the drumbeat for the bell, or the bell for the
drumbeat? No. As far as hearing those sounds is concerned, no
difference exists between the men and the women. It's not
only true of men and women; there are people of all kinds in
this hall: old people and young, priests and laity, and so on.
But there wouldn't be any difference in the way that a young
person, or a monk, or a layman heard the sounds either. The
place in which there's no difference in the hearing of those
sounds is the Unborn, the Buddha-mind, and it's perfectly equal
and absolutely the same in each one of you. When we say "This
is a
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man" or "This is a woman," those designations result from the
arising of thought. They come afterward. At the place of the
Unborn, before the thought arises, attributes such as "man"
or "woman" don't even exist. That should make it clear that
there's no distinction between men's Buddha-minds and
women's. There's no reason, then, to doubt about women
having Buddha-minds.
You see, you are always unborn. You go along living in the
Buddha-mind unconscious of being a man or a woman. But
while you are doing that, perhaps you'll see or hear something that bothers you, perhaps someone will make a nasty remark about you, saying they don't like you, or whatever. You
let your mind fasten on that, you begin to fret over it, and
thoughts crowd into your mind. You may feel that you want
something, or you may feel unhappy, and yet if you don't
allow this to lead you astray, into thinking that it can't be
helped because you're only a woman, then you will be able to
gain a strong confirmation of the Unborn. Then you yourself
are a Buddha, of the same substance not only as other men
and women but also as all Buddhas of the past and future. So
there are no grounds whatsoever for saying women can't
become Buddhas. If they really couldn't, what would I gain by
going around lying to everyone? I'd be willfully deluding you.
If I was guilty of that, I'd be the first candidate for hell. I
struggled very hard, from the time I was a little boy, because I
wanted to become a Buddha. Now, do you think I want to fall
into hell at this point for making up lies? All I've been telling
you is unvarnished truth. So listen carefully, ladies. Give me
your undivided attention, and you'll be able to put your minds
at rest.
This subject reminds me of something that happened last
year when I gave a sermon in Bizen. Among those who at99
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tended was a party of four or five people, including a couple of
women, who came from Niwase [now in the city of
Okayama] in the Bitchu area. One of the women sent word
that she wished to ask me something. She didn't feel it was
right for a woman to raise questions during the sermon itself,
so she wanted to know if it would be possible to ask her questions in private.
I gladly agreed, and sometime later she arrived with three or
four others. We introduced ourselves, and then the woman
said: "I come from a place called Niwase. I'm married and
lead a very average life. My husband and I have no children of
our own, but by my husband's former wife there is a son
whom I've raised. Now that he's grown, he treats me with the
same consideration he would show a real mother. It's just like
having a son of my own, so I'm pleased with the way things
have worked out.
"But there is one thing I am concerned about. I heard that a
childless woman can't become a Buddha, no matter how great
her desire for the Pure Land. I've asked Buddhist priests
whether it was true or not. They told me it was, that women
can't attain Buddhahood. So here I am. I've had the good fortune to be born a human being, yet I'm cut off from Buddhahood. I can't help feeling that gaining human form was
meaningless after all. I deplore my bad luck in being born as a
woman. It's made me sick pining over it. As you can see, I've
wasted away to skin and bone. I'd been longing so much to
find a great priest such as yourself who could answer this
question for me. I was overjoyed to hear that you would be
coming here to give some talks. It was a reply to my prayers.
Now, at long last, I'll be able to find out if it's true what I've always heard about childless women being incapable of attaining
Buddhahood."
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The i

The people with her spoke up: "It's just as she says.
idea that childless women can't become Buddhas has
been i tormenting her ever since she heard about it. It
worries her day and night. She hasn't really been well for
several years now. She has wasted away to a shadow. There
must be many childless women in the world, but surely none is
more concerned about her future existence than she is. She
thinks of nothing else. You can see for yourself how deeply
troubled she is."
I'm glad that today's talk gave me an opportunity to tell
you this story. What I said to that woman is just what I say to
people everywhere I go. It's the same thing that I've been
telling you, so listen carefully. To prove to her that people
without children can become Buddhas, I cited the fact that in
all the generations of Zen masters, beginning with the first
patriarch, Bodhidharma, and continuing right up to myself,
there has never been a single one of us who had children. I
asked if she had ever heard that Bodhidharma or any of the
others had fallen into hell. She said that although we didn't
have any children, she didn't believe it possible for people
like us—she said we were Buddhas—to fall into hell, no matter
what we did.
"Do you mean to tell me," I said, "that the minds of childless
women work differently from those of other people? You have
a Buddha-mind, regardless of your sex. When you hear the
sound of a bell, there's no difference in the way that Buddhas,
patriarchs, me, you, or anyone else hears it. If you really want to
be born as a Buddha, you can. Anyone who says you can't is
wrong. It's as simple as that."
"Your words are reassuring," she said, "but it's still hard for
me to forget all that talk about women being barred from
Buddhahood."
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"But just think of all the women who have become
Bud-dhas since the time of Shakamuni Buddha. Haven't you
heard about King Prasenajit's daughter Srimala? Or the
eight-year-old Naga maiden? In China, there was Ling-chao,
the daughter of Layman P'ang. In Japan, there was Taima
Chujohime.53 All of them became Buddhas. So who is there to
say that you can't?"
That convinced her. "You don't know how glad I am to hear
that," she said. "You've rid me of doubts that have been tormenting me for years."
She stayed on for a while in Bizen and attended my talks.
Her appetite returned to normal and her spirits picked up.
Her companions were all amazed and overjoyed to see her
back to her old self. Isn't it remarkable how such an aspiration
awakened in a woman and became the central concern in her
life? That's why I told you her story. I want you to have that
same kind of aspiration in your minds too.
Furthermore, even wicked people aren't deprived of the
Buddha-mind; all they have to do is change their minds, go
back to the Buddha-mind, and they're living in the Unborn.
Let me give you another example.
Two men are walking toward the city of Takamatsu. One is a
good man and the other an evil man, though of course neither
of them is conscious of that. As they walk on engaged in
conversation on a variety of subjects, if something occurs
along the road, they will see it, though they have no thought
to do so. The things they come upon appear equally to the
eyes of the good man and the evil man. If a horse or a cow approaches from the opposite direction, both men will step
aside to let it pass. They step aside, even if they are conversing
at the time, despite the fact that neither man has made up his
mind beforehand to do so. If there is a ditch they must jump
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over, they both jump over it. When they come to a stream,
they both ford it.
You might suspect that the good man would step aside to
let the horse or cow pass without prior reflection, whereas
the evil man would not be able to do so as readily, that is,
without some deliberation, but the fact is, there isn't the
slightest difference between them in performing this act. It
shows that the unborn Buddha-mind is found even in an
evil man.
Until now, the basic inclination of your minds has been to
thoughts of regret, desire, and so forth; you've been losing
your tempers, getting angry, turning your Buddha-minds into
the way of the fighting spirits or hungry ghosts, and moving
deludedly through the wheel of existence. Despite that, if you
listen to me here today and come to understand what I tell
you, those same regretful, desire-filled minds will become,
willy-nilly, the minds of Buddhas, and you won't miss out on
your Buddha-minds ever again. In other words, you'll become
living Buddhas. Be very careful, then, for if you fail to regain
your Buddha-mind, if you fail to realize it in this lifetime, you
won't have another chance for millions and millions of ages.
So you'd better be sure that what I've been telling you is fixed
well in your minds.
I think I'll be getting on to bed now. You should be going
back, too.
The twenty-sixth day of the eighth month—
the morning sermon

All of the people here want to become Buddhas. That's what
brought you to this hall so early in the morning. It's a good
thing you have come, because if you fail to become Buddhas
now, you won't have another chance for thousands upon
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thousands of ages. You were born into the human world for
one reason—so you could become Buddhas. If you miss this
chance and fall into hell, much greater suffering awaits you, as
you transmigrate endlessly, being born and dying over and
over again, through many lives, in many different worlds.
Now, no one wants that to happen to them, so you'd better be
sure you understand what I say very, very well.
You may have encountered men who, in their ill-used
worldly wisdom, say that people are taught that they will be
born into heaven or hell after they die simply to intimidate
them. Anyone who would say something so thoughtless obviously hasn't a shred of understanding about what the real
Buddha Way is like. Now, if someone did come along whose
teaching somehow compared with Shakamuni's, and he denied the existence of hell and paradise, we might give some
weight to what he said. But from the mouth of a man whose
wisdom doesn't extend beyond the tip of his glib tongue, how
can such words help being woefully mistaken?
In the first place, Shakamuni possessed all six supernatural
powers. He could employ skillful means at will.54 He knew all
about both hell and paradise without having to move from
where he sat. He traveled to many places to preach his
Dharma. It spread over India, passed into China, and from
there came to Japan. We now find it recorded in a great many
sutras. Along comes a man who hasn't the faintest notion
about any of this to declare that the Buddhas, their teaching,
the Buddhist Dharma itself, none of it exists. He's like a summer insect that never lives to see the winter and imagines that
the world is always hot.
Shakamuni is a Buddha whose name has been known to all
the generations that came after him—in China, India, and
Japan. Would such a man have preached that hell and par104
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adise exist if they didn't? What would have been gained by
that? Now, if the worldly-wise want to believe that paradise
and hell don't exist, that's their business. The least they can
do is keep their ideas to themselves. It's intolerable to have
them arrogantly spreading such groundless nonsense to others.
Now, I'm sure you've all seen it happen—when everyone
praises a person who has some exceptional skill in an art or
trade, there will always be some self-important fellow who
will try to deny the general opinion and belittle that person's
skill. What words can describe such petty meanness? If someone they themselves take a fancy to has some trifling talent
not even worth mentioning, these same fellows will invariably
praise him to the skies. There are a great many such people
around. It's easy to see how wrong they are. When you praise
someone, you should praise him so as to please him, and
when you hear about someone else's happiness, you should
be happy yourself, just as if something good had happened to
you. That's the proper way for people to live in the world. It is
also the condition of the Unborn. When everything is seen
and heard with a selfish bias, your inherent Buddha-mind—
the very Buddha-mind that your parents gave you when you
were born—is turned into a hell. It's deplorable that anyone
would change it into a fighting spirit or hell because of an
egotistic partiality for himself. It would be the most unfilial
thing you could do.
No parent wants his child to grow into a scoundrel or
good-for-nothing, the object of people's hatred, to see him
punished by the law, maybe even destined for the executioner's blade. Unless you make an earnest effort to set yourself straight, you shouldn't even talk of filial piety. All of you
should make up your minds to begin today, for really, there's
nothing so wonderful as the care and affection of a parent for
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his child. Your parents looked after you when you didn't
know what was going on around you. They raised you until
you could think for yourself. You didn't know the first thing
about Buddhism. Now you've heard its wonderful teachings
and come to learn about the unborn Buddha-mind. Think
about it. It was possible because of deep parental love. To
honor your parents for all they've done for you is the behavior
natural to a good son or daughter. When you are in accord with
the way of filial piety, your mind is the Buddha-mind. Don't
think because we speak of a mind of filial piety and a
Buddha-mind that they represent two different minds. There's
only the one single mind, and it's directly conversant with all
things.
Detach yourself from a self-interested way of thinking,
which will make you lose your temper and make you feel unhappy over this and crave after that. And don't be hard on
your servants. Treat them kindly too. Just because you pay
them a wage doesn't entitle you to strike them or speak to
them in an unreasonable manner. You shouldn't regard them
as strangers. Think of them as members of your family.
Children often disobey their parents when their parents tell
them what to do. When the disobedient child belongs to
someone else, it irritates you no end. When it's your own
child, however, you put up with his antics because you think
of him as yours. No matter how unreasonable you are in reprimanding your own offspring, because you are his parent he
probably will not resent it too deeply. But the resentment a
servant will feel, because he is not related to you, is an altogether different matter.
If until now you've been losing your temper, scolding people, and upsetting yourself, without even thinking much
about it, you've been deeply mistaken. You've been unaware
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of the reason for it, so you've gone along under the delusion
that anger is one of the norms of society. But from now on,
inasmuch as you've been told how to become unborn, you
shouldn't do anything that will incapacitate your
Buddha-mind. And by the way, don't get the idea that your
servants put me up to saying this, because they didn't.
It doesn't matter how inept a servant may be, if you lose
your temper, and with it your Buddha-mind, you know the result—it's just as I've been telling you. And it's no different if
you are a servant. If servants attend faithfully to their duties,
and don't give their master reason to be displeased with them
or let him down through some discreditable act, then they
will have everyone's praise, their master will be disposed
kindly toward them, they'll be acting dutifully toward their
parents, and it will benefit them as well. So servants, too,
should keep what I say firmly in mind.
Women are unlike men in being straightforward about things.
They may be more frivolous than men in their basic dispositions, yet when you tell them that they will go to hell if they
do something evil, they understand it right away, without any
skepticism. And when you tell them they will become
Bud-dhas if they do good, their thoughts turn single-mindedly
to becoming Buddhas—and their attainment of faith is all the
deeper. When they hear my teaching of the Unborn and come
to be convinced of it, women in their simple directness are
the ones that become Buddhas, rather than men with their
shrewd intellectuality.
But some of you may be thinking: "Bankei keeps telling us
not to be angry, not to let ourselves feel happy, and so on. Always watch your step. Practice self-control. But if we were doing that, and someone began to ridicule us, calling us a fool,
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we wouldn't be able to stand for that and agree with him and
say, 'Yes, I'm a fool.' "
Now, I can understand your reasoning, but someone who
would call another person a fool when he's not is himself
rather foolish. You should overlook what such a person says.
Don't pay any attention to it.
A samurai, however, would not tolerate that kind of talk
from anyone. Let me use an illustration. Many people own expensive pieces of pottery—Korean tea bowls, flower vases,
and so on. I don't have any of them myself, but I see those
others have collected. They wrap the articles up carefully in
layers of the softest cloth and keep them in boxes, which is
understandable, since if one of those precious pieces were to
strike against something hard, it might break, and the owner
certainly wouldn't want that to happen. Carefully protecting
the objects in this way with silk and cotton wrappings is an effective method of keeping them from being damaged.
A samurai's disposition is like that. He always places his
sense of honor and self-respect above all else. If he hears even a
word that seems to run counter to this, he calls the speaker to
account without an instant's hesitation. Once a word of
challenge has passed between two samurai, there can be no
question of them letting the matter drop, so they always make
sure beforehand to keep this hard, uncompromising side of
their mind carefully under wraps, so its rough, abrasive edges
won't come into contact with others. Once a challenge has
been spoken between two samurai, the matter isn't resolved
until one of them has fallen.
Sometimes, while spearheading an attack, a samurai will
cut down an adversary by rushing in front of his master to
shield him from danger. When it's done by a samurai, we
don't regard such an act as murder. It would be if he were to
kill someone from a selfish personal motive. In that case, his
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Buddha-mind is turned into a fighting spirit. Again, if they
don't die for their lord when their duty calls for it, if they flee or
retreat or show even a hint of what may be construed as
cowardice, then their Buddha-mind is transformed into an animal. Now, birds and animals don't have human intelligence
and can't tell right from wrong, so they have no conception of a
sense of duty or doing what is right. They don't even think
about such things. They only run from danger when it approaches and do their best to preserve their lives. So for a
samurai to forget his sense of duty and run shamefully from
the midst of his comrades, instead of attacking the enemy,
would make him no different from an animal.
I have a temple in Edo, located in Azabu on the outskirts of
the city.55 We once had a man there who worked around the
temple. He had an interest in religious matters to begin with, I
think, for he was always observing the daily lives of the
monks. From this, a genuine religious aspiration must have
developed in him naturally. In any case, one evening some of
the monks sent him on an errand that took him to the outer
fringes of the city, where houses were few and far between. It
was an area where from time to time a samurai wanting to try
the edge of his blade on a human body had been appearing
and cutting down passing travelers.56 The monks were concerned for his safety because it was getting dark and he would
have to pass through this dangerous area. But he told them
not to worry, and he set right out, saying that he would be
back soon. As the messenger returned in the growing darkness, however, sure enough the samurai stepped out at his
usual haunt and brushed past him.
"You brushed your sleeve against me on purpose," he
growled, drawing his sword.
"But my sleeve didn't even touch you," replied the messen109
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ger. Then, for some reason, he prostrated himself before
the samurai three times. The samurai, who had raised his
sword and was on the point of striking, now unaccountably
lowered it.
"You're a strange one," he said. "Well, go on, I'll let you
pass." And the messenger escaped unharmed.
Now, a tradesman had seen all this take place. He had fled to
the safety of a nearby roadside teahouse and had witnessed the
events from his place of hiding.
When he saw the sword about to fall, he turned his eyes
away and waited fearfully for the inevitable to happen. When
he finally looked up again, he saw to his surprise that the messenger was standing right before him.
"You certainly got out of that by the skin of your teeth!" he
said. He then asked the messenger what had made him think
to give the three bows.
The messenger answered that all the people where he
worked bowed three times. "My mind was completely empty. I
just thought, If you're going to strike me with that sword, then
do it. I made those bows without thinking. The man told me I
was a strange fellow and said he would spare me. Then he
allowed me to go past."
So, having barely escaped death, the messenger returned
safely to the temple. I told him that I thought this was because
of the depth of his religious mind, which enabled him to
reach the heart of such a lawless samurai. It goes to show that
nothing is more trustworthy than the Buddhist Dharma.
I run across various things in my travels around the country. I
have a temple in Ozu, in lyo Province, where I spend some
time almost every year.57 Unlike here, the buildings are large,
and whenever I visit, great crowds assemble. There is one hall
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especially for women and another for men. I have two men
and two women whose job is to see that the seating of the audience goes smoothly. They also make sure everyone listens as
he or she should. People from the countryside two or three
miles around Ozu come to take part in the meetings.
At one of these meetings was a young woman from Ozu
who was married to a man from a place several miles outside
the city. His mother was living with them, and they had one
child, but the marriage wasn't going well. They were constantly bickering. Then there was a great quarrel, and the wife
decided to turn her child over to her husband and return to
her parents' home. As she was about to leave, her husband
picked up the small infant and threatened to throw him into
the river unless she changed her mind.
"He's all yours," she retorted. "I don't care what you do to
him."
"Go on and leave then," her husband replied. "But I won't
let you take any clothing with you or anything else!"
"You can have them," she said. 'All I want is to get away
from here." And she set off for her parents' house in Ozu.
Now, at that very time, a large group of men and women
were leaving for the temple to listen to one of my talks. Seeing
them, the woman decided to join them; instead of going
straight home to her parents, she came to the temple and listened intently to the talk I gave that day. When it was over, she
fell in with the procession of people making their way home.
On the road, she happened to meet one of her parents' neighbors, who asked her what she was doing in Ozu.
"I had a quarrel with my husband this morning, and left the
house," she said. "I had come this far, when I noticed these
people going to hear a priest give a sermon. It seemed a good
opportunity, so instead of going straight to my parents, I went
ill
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with them to the temple. The sermon I heard today seemed to
be directed at me personally. I'm so ashamed. It was my own
ill-natured disposition that made me leave my husband's house
today. He didn't want me to leave. He and my mother-in-law
both tried to talk me out of it. But I was in a great temper over
some trifle and wouldn't listen to them. I made them both very
angry. But today's sermon made me realize how wrong I've
been. I'm not going home to my parents. I'm going straight
back to my husband, let him know how much I regret what
I've done, and beg him and my mother-in-law for their
forgiveness. And I must tell them about the wonderful sermon
I heard; unless I can get them to understand about
transmigration too, my own learning about it will be for
nothing."
After hearing her story, the neighbor said, "It sounds as if
you've had a serious quarrel. Now that matters have reached
this point, I don't see how you can just go home. No, I can't let
you return by yourself. Go on to your parents' house. Later,
I'll go with you and help you patch things up with your
husband."
"There's no need for that," she said. "Whatever happens,
the fault was all mine. I'll try to soothe their anger and get
back in their good graces. After that, I must tell them about
the wonderful teaching I heard today. It's not for me alone.
It's something to share with them. Then it will have real
meaning."
Others in the group, who had been listening to this exchange as they walked along, were amazed. "What a remarkable young woman. She only heard the priest's teaching
today, and already she's repenting her mistake. You certainly
don't see that happen often, especially in a woman!"
They scolded the neighbor: "Why are you trying to stop her
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when she says she wants to go home alone? Telling her you'll
help her patch things up! You should be ashamed. You live
here in Ozu, you must have heard the priest's teaching many
times. How could you give her such bad advice?
"You have the right idea," they told the woman. "You
should hurry right back to your husband." So she set off immediately for her home.
That same day, I was invited to someone's house in Ozu. A
number of his friends were also there. They told me the
woman's story and marveled that today's sermon had worked
to such great effect. Afterward, I learned the rest of the story. It
seems that, on arriving home, this is what the wife said to her
husband and mother-in-law:
"You didn't tell me to leave. My stupidity and foul disposition were the cause of it all. They made me oppose you,
they made me obstinately insist on leaving to go back to my
parents. But as it turned out, my leaving must have been
arranged by the Buddhas themselves to set me on the right
path. I met some people who were on their way to hear a
priest give a sermon. I joined them and went to the temple.
Everything the priest said applied directly to me. It was as if
every word was spoken to me personally. It made me realize
how wrong my thoughts had been. So after I left the meeting, I
decided to come right back here to you. It was my mean disposition and nothing else that was responsible for causing the
two of you this distress. In the future, I'll do just as you tell
me. Please, take out all your anger on me. Do whatever you
want, it doesn't matter. I've said what I wanted to say. However hard my lot becomes, I won't feel the least resentment
ever again."
When they heard this, the husband and mother-in-law were
more than glad to have her back. "It was an unimportant mat113
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ter that caused you to lose your temper. You know now that it
was wrong. You've come back. There's nothing more to say
about it."
So things worked out much better than before. She became
an obedient wife and a respectful daughter-in-law and
de-voted herself diligently to her kitchen work. From time to
time, she told them about the wonderful teaching of the Unborn, and before long she had persuaded them to come and
hear me. During my visits to that area, the three of them attended regularly.
Isn't it commendable that a person who has ties to Buddha
like this woman—an ordinary woman with no intellectual pretensions—can come to have a mind free of all contentiousness
and anger, just by listening to me once? I wanted all of you to
hear this story. I hope it will serve as an example to you and will
prompt you to get on the right path and live in the Unborn too.
I've probably tired you out with this long talk today. Let's
stop here. I hope to see you again at tomorrow's meeting.
The first day of the ninth month—
the morning sermon

I'm very pleased that you've all gathered here before daylight
to hear what I have to say, despite being squeezed together
into this crowded hall. Each of you left your bed while it was
still dark outside to come here because you wanted to become
a Buddha. What prompted you to come was the natural
wisdom that you are born with. In other words, you came because of the working of your Buddha-mind. Although you
each have a Buddha-mind, you've deprived yourselves of it
because of the mistaken way that you've been brought up. A
lifetime of learning the wrong things. You still have a Buddha114
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mind, for all the bad things you've learned and the delusions
your thoughts create for you. You can't possibly lose it. It's
just darkened by the illusions caused by your selfish desires
and partiality.
Perhaps a comparison will help make this clear. The sun
shines day after day without fail, yet if clouds appear to make
the sky overcast, it can't be seen. It still comes up in the east
every morning and goes down in the west. The only difference is that you can't see it because it's hidden behind the
clouds. The sun is your Buddha-mind, the clouds are your illusions. You are unaware of your Buddha-mind because it's
covered by illusions and can't be seen. But you never lose it,
not even when you go to sleep. The unborn Buddha-mind
that your mother gave you is thus always there, wonderfully
clear and bright and illuminating. Right at the moment that
you're born into the world, if someone were to throw cold
water over you, you'd feel cold. If you put your fingers near a
fire, you'd feel hot—that's all due to the working of this same
Buddha-mind. It takes care of everything. It makes everything
go smoothly.
Pride and self-assertiveness are traits found in many people.
They can't bear to be second to anyone. It's wrong to be that
way, of course, but that's what pride does to you. If you aren't
always thinking about getting the best of others, then you'll
never have to worry about being second to them either. If
people treat you badly, the reason is your own self-seeking
ways. If they are disagreeable to you, it's because there is
something disagreeable about you yourself. If you turn your
thoughts from those others and direct them to yourself, you'll
find that there isn't a single bad person anywhere on earth.
When anger arises in your mind, you change the marvelous
wisdom of your Buddha-mind into the way of the hungry
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ghosts or fighting spirits. Anger and happiness both exist only
because of your partiality to yourself. This partiality makes
you lose the Buddha-mind's marvelous wisdom and sends
you into the endless illusion of the wheel of existence. If it
disappears, however, your mind becomes the mind of the Unborn, and you do not transmigrate. That's why it's so important
for you to understand about your Buddha-mind. Once you
have, then, even without performing a lot of religious disciplines, you're unborn that very day. If the Buddha-mind is
clearly realized, that's enough. You need do nothing else—no
practice, no precepts, no zazen or koan study. Nothing like
that. You'll be free from care, everything will be taken care of,
just by being as you are.
If we compare the duties of a Buddhist priest with those of
a samurai, we find that in some respects the duties of a samu
rai are easier to perform. Those who leave home to become
priests usually begin their studies at an early age. Their prac
tice takes them all over the country, even overseas to other
lands. Though they may have some destination in mind, they
never know what will be waiting for them when they arrive.
They carry no food or money with them on their pilgrimages,
and wherever they go, they find very little in the way of com
fort. If someone offers them shelter while they're on the road,
they accept it gratefully, regarding it as a dispensation be
stowed on them by the Buddhas. When there is no such shel
ter, they lie down in the fields or in the mountains. If they run
out of food, they take their bowl and beg for some. Often no
alms are given, so they must go with an empty stomach. As a ;
rule, their practice is carried on in a state of perpetual hunger \
Occasionally someone may give them nice lodgings. They are j
deeply grateful and filled with a feeling of indebtedness for \
this expression of the Buddhas' favor.
j
After the hardships they experience during this period of.']
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pilgrimage, they may have the good fortune to receive a hermitage of their own. Or they may be entrusted with an entire
temple and receive the contributions their parishioners provide. This puts them in a position of some security. But they
didn't leave their homes and family and join the priesthood
because they desired to achieve such comforts. All their hard,
painful practice was for only one reason: They hoped to find
some way to awaken themselves in enlightenment and discover the Buddha-mind.
Now, compare this life with the life of a samurai. He receives a stipend from his lord. He carries out his duties
wearing warm clothing, eating regular meals, and living his
daily life much as he pleases. If, as is to be hoped, he devotes
some of his time to the matter of his future existence, it
doesn't involve a great deal of trouble for him. Moreover, if he
attains the mind of the Unborn, that will be consistent with
his loyalty to his lord. Since the working of the Buddha-mind is
something that extends to all things, including the samurai's
duties, he won't find the routine of his work tiresome or
difficult in any way. No matter what duty he may be given to
perform, he does it easily in the Unborn, without any trouble.
Since if he dwells in the Unborn, he isn't hindered by any
thoughts of self-interest, his mind is always fair and impartial.
This will be greatly appreciated by all those he comes into
contact with. Any official of the shogunate who is able to bring
such satisfaction to the people he deals with cannot help being
a good servant to his lord. Everyone is bound to sing his
praises. If in all his duties he dwells in the Unborn and takes
his outlook from the Buddha Dharma, then even as a samurai
his practice of the Way will be extremely beneficial to him.
And it will be easier for him to practice it than for a Buddhist
priest.
Or consider the difficult life of a peddler who travels
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around the country carrying his wares upon his shoulders.58 He
takes his pack up and begins his day in the early hours of the
morning, traveling through fields and over hills and valleys.
Such a life is not easy, but set beside the practice of someone
disciplining himself to become a priest, the adversity he faces
is of an entirely different order. The peddler has a dwelling
from which he departs on his daily rounds. It's true that he has
to set out before dawn, when the stars are still out. In the
evening, his clothing is soaked through with dew. But when he
has sold all his wares, he can rest his weary body leisurely at
an inn. His time is his own. He can forget about his daily
routine and enjoy life to the extent his circumstances permit.
A priest has no real home. He can't settle anywhere. He
sleeps in the open fields or in the hills. For him, there's only
hardship and hunger. No one is waiting for him where he
goes. There's never a moment of relief from his hard life. With
only his ordinary robes and no extra clothing, he has no way to
keep himself warm in cold weather. No, I don't think anything
can begin to compare with the privations a priest experiences.
Still, he carries on his practice, taxing his body severely, and
for one reason: because he wants to discover the wonderful
bliss of the Buddha-mind. When his practice is completed, he
teaches others, and he receives from them donations and benefits of various kinds. His years of painful practice are then all
transformed into the Dharma, and he lives in the wonderful
knowledge of the unborn Buddha-mind.
I'm going to tell you a story now that will give you an idea of ]
the Buddha-mind's marvelous working. About thirty years I
ago, there was a tradesman—he later became my disciple— j
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whom people called Magoemon the Thief, because he used to
rake in a healthy profit by overcharging in his sales. Wherever
he went, people would point their fingers at him and say,
"There goes that thief Magoemon." Since he had a knack for
this kind of profit making, he got better and better at it, until
he became a very wealthy man. Even at that time, he frequented my temple, and I used to remonstrate with him.
"You're incorrigible, Magoemon. Everyone comes around
here saying that you're a thief. And it's your own fault. You've
only yourself to blame."
Magoemon didn't agree. "I'd feel ashamed if I'd broken
into someone's home to steal their property or opened a hole
in their storehouses to take something from them. But I don't
rob people like that. Remember, I'm not the only one who
makes a profit through trade. The people who say bad things
about me, you'll notice, are most of them tradesmen themselves. They don't make the kind of money I do, so they slander
me and try to cause me trouble. But the way I see it, business
is business." And he remained unconcerned about it all.
Then later, I don't know what happened to cause the
change in him, but he turned his business over to his
nephews, took all the money he had hoarded, divided it
among his kinfolk, and came to me begging me to shave his
head and make him a monk.
"If anyone else had come making that request," I told him,
"I might hesitate before granting it. But from someone like
you, with your bad reputation, it must have been spoken with a
special resolve." So I proceeded at once to turn him into a
monk. He developed into a man of strong faith. This story
shows the marvelous way that the Buddha-mind works. As for
Magoemon, after he became a monk, not thirty days had
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passed before people were calling him "Buddha Magoemon."
That's the way these things happen. I want each one of you
here to grasp this and arrive at a firm understanding in your
own minds—because one thing you may be very sure of:
There's nothing in the world as wonderful as your
Buddha-mind.
The only way any of you can become unborn and realize the
Buddha-mind is to confirm what I'm telling you in your own
mind. I won't tell you that you have to practice such and such,
that you have to uphold certain rules or precepts or read
certain sutras or other Zen writings, or that you have to do
zazen. I'm not going to try to give you the Buddha-mind either—you already have it. If you listen carefully to me, and
grasp the Buddha-mind that's already yours, then you become a
genuine living Buddha. Wherever you are standing, that place
is the Unborn. Whatever you want to do, you can do it. If you
want to recite sutras or do zazen, observe precepts, recite the
Nembutsu or the Daimoku, you should do it. 59 If you're a
farmer or a tradesman and you want to work your farm or
your business, then go ahead, do it; whatever it is, that will be
your personal samadhi. My part in this is simply to tell you
about it and to try to get you to confirm the Buddha-minds you
were all given when you were born.
When daimyo from different parts of the country invite me to
give talks in their areas, I always go. I'll go anywhere that I'm
asked. Sometimes, the meetings last for twenty or thirty days.
But wherever I go, I find that a great many people come to listen. Later, when I return, they always tell me that the number
of people interested in religion seems to have grown and that
there has been a noticeable improvement in public morality
as well. I want you to know how glad I am that you in this
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area have been coming here early every morning to attend
these meetings and listening so attentively to what I say. The
day after tomorrow, on the third of the month, I must leave
Marugame, so tomorrow morning's talk will be the last.

NOTES TO THE D HARM A TALKS
1. Butchi Kosai is the honorary title given Bankei by imperial edict in
1690. The long winter retreat lasted from the fifth day of the tenth
month of the third year of Genroku (1690) to the fifth day of the first
month of the next year. These are transcriptions of some of the sixty
talks and sermons he gave during the retreat.
2. These represent all the main schools of Mahayana Buddhism in
Japan.
3. The three terms "Buddha-mind," "the Unborn," and "illuminative
wisdom" recur throughout the talks. The "Buddha-mind" (Busshin in
Japanese) is a synonym for the Buddha-nature that is inherent in every
person, the mind as it really is, in its original state of true reality or suchness (tathata), which is prior to human intellection and discrimination.
In Buddhism in general, "unborn" (fusho in Japanese), or as it usually
occurs in a pair, "unborn, undying," stands in contrast to birth and
death, or samsara, the continuous process of generation and extinction
to which a human is bound because of his illusion. In this sense, the Un
born may be said to be synonymous with nirvana and untouched by the
vicissitudes of birth and death. "(Marvelously bright] illuminative wis
dom" (reimei in Japanese) attempts to express in English the marvelous
brightness, purity, and clarity of the Buddha-mind working in the un
born state, which Bankei elsewhere calls the "discrimination of non discrimination" and which is totally beyond all logical calculation. This
working is likened to a bright, resplendent mirror that reflects whatever
comes before it exactly as it is in its reality. As no one English translation
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can convey adequately these meanings contained in the word reimei, I
have found it necessary to render it in various ways. For Suzuki's brief
discussion of the term, see Kenkyu, pp. 21-23.
4. An appellation given to a Buddha when he appears in this world;
literally, it means "one who is thus come"; a living Buddha.
5. An incalculable length of time, an age.
6. The Buddha-mind sect (Busshin-sbu in Japanese) as a name for
the Zen school first appears in the records of Bodhidharma, the first Zen
patriarch in China, Dento-roku, ch. 2.
7. The words "unborn, undying" appear, for example, in the Heart
Sutra and in the celebrated Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna's (second
or third century) eightfold negation: nonbirth, nonextinction, non cessation, nonpermanence, nonuniformity, nondiversity,
noncoming,
nongoing.
8. Three time periods were supposed to follow the Buddha's death:
the period of the right Dharma, when the Buddhist teaching, practice,
and enlightenment exist; the period of the semblance or imitative
Dharma, when teaching and practice alone remain; and the latter or fi
nal Dharma, when only the teaching remains and people are unable
either to practice it or to gain enlightenment. In Japan, "latter -day"
teachings began to appear at the end of the Heian period (794-1185),
when, according to one theory, the age of the semblance Dharma ended
and the final age began. By Bankei's lifetime, the world was generally as
sumed to be well into the final period.
9- Turning students to the Unborn by merely "commenting on their
personal concerns" (in Japanese, mi no ue no hihan) is a characteristic
feature of Bankei's Zen teaching.
10. In the Buddhist conception, living beings are classified into ten
worlds or realms: those of the hell-dwellers, hungry or craving ghosts,
animals, fighting spirits, humans, heavenly beings, hearers of the Buddha's teaching, private Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and Buddhas. The first
six of these are the lesser ways; beings in these various states of illusion
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are subject to transmigration in the wheel of existence. The last four are
the enlightened realms of the saintly beings. The first three of the six
lesser ways, called the three evil ways, are regarded as especially unfavorable rebirth destinations. The hell-dwellers constantly undergo a variety of torments in the different realms of hell; the craving ghosts suffer
from constant, unappeasable hunger and thirst; the animals are characterized by ignorance; the fighting spirits, or ashura, live in perpetual
strife; heavenly beings live in constant happiness and know no suffering
but are thus never conduced to any awakening of religious aspiration.
With both suffering and pleasure in degree, the human realm alone
among the six ways contains the possibility of religious aspiration and
attainment of Buddhahood.
11. Dosha Chogen (Chinese Tao-che Ch'ao-yuan; I600?-l66l?); see
Notes to the Introduction, number 17.
12. The Japanese term isjittoku, for a short, hip-length robe worn
over the regular kimono in the Edo period (1603-1867); used by such
people as Confucian scholars, retired monks, and lay Buddhists.
13. Great Learning (Ta-hsueh in Chinese; Daigaku in Japanese), one
of the four classic books of Confucianism. This famous passage appears
at the very beginning. See Introduction, p. 5.
14. Bankei refers to his teacher Umpo Zenjo.
15. The constant repetition of the formula "Namu-Amida-Butsu"
("Homage to Amida Buddha"; also called Nembutsu) leading to samadhic
concentration and unity with Amidha Buddha is a practice espoused by
the Pure Land schools and the Jodo sect in particular. As a boy, Bankei
spent time at a temple of the Pure Land Shin sect. See Introduction, p. 6.
16. Omoyu in Japanese, this broth, consisting of the liquid drawn off
from rice gruel, is traditional food for invalids and sick people who can
take no other sustenance.
17. Gudo Toshoku (1579-1661) was one of the leading Rinzai Zen
figures of his day. Itsuzan, in the Ryakki, calls Gudo "the foremost mas
ter in the land." Goroku, p. 226.
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18. In the biographies, the identity of these priests is given variously
as Sekio, Ryodo, and Mitsuun; the last was a disciple of Gudo Toshoku's.
See Notes to the Introduction, number 15.
19. Lying is one of the five cardinal evils of Buddhism, along with
taking life, stealing, adultery, and drinking intoxicants.
20. "Heresy" refers to any non-Buddhist teaching. Christianity was
introduced into Japan by Francis Xavier and other priests from the mid
dle of the sixteenth century: The years 1549-1650 have been called the
"Christian century" of Japan. Beginning in the early seventeenth century,
Japanese government policy changed. A period of suppression of Chris
tianity and persecution of its adherents began, which ended in a com
plete proscription. George Sansom, in his History of Japan, 1615-1867,
p. 102, cites a document, dated 1658, containing various governmental
prohibitions; one states: "In rural districts not a single Christian priest
or brother or other member of a forbidden sect may be allowed entry.
Care must be taken to prevent such entry."
21. The beginning of the twelfth month is traditionally the start of
the Rohatsu sesshin in Zen temples, a period of intensive practice; it
ends on the morning of the eighth day, the time when Shakamuni is tra
ditionally thought to have attained his enlightenment.
22. Greed, anger, and foolishness or ignorance are called "poisons"
because they are the source of all human passions and illusions.
23. See note 7.
24. Ingen (1592-1673) was a Chinese priest (his name in Chinese is
Ym-yuan Lung-ch'i) and founder of the Obaku Zen school in Japan.
Bankei is not known to have been in Nagasaki in the summer of 1654,
when Ingen arrived. Apparently, either there is a mistake in the tran
scription here, or else Bankei himself confused Ingen for Ingen's disci
ple Mokuan, who arrived in Nagasaki in 1655, when Bankei was th ere
visiting Dosha. See Introduction, p. 18 and Notes to the Introduction,
number 26.
25. A central Mahayana Buddhist concept: Deluded samsaric exis
tence is, as such, nirvana, the perfectly tranquil state of enlightenment.
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26. One stick of incense lasts approximately thirty minutes. Kinhin,
sometimes called walking zazen, means walking about during periods of
meditation to relieve fatigue or drowsiness.
27. "Old tools" refers primarily to koans.
28. The great ball (or lump, or mass) of doubt (in Japanese, daigidari) is "the state of mind reached by the koan student when he has pur
sued the koan up to a certain stage. . . . It is a kind of mental blockade
. . . [in which] the stream of thought is blocked up . . . does not run on
but is frozen and forms a lump." Daisetz Suzuki, Living by Zen, p. 221.
29. Bankei refers here to the distinction made between the teaching
of the Pure Land school, which holds that enlightenment is attained
solely through the compassionate power of an "other," Amida Buddha,
and other schools, such as Zen, which hold that it is achieved through
the self-effort of each practicer.
30. There is a well-known exchange similar to this one between Huik'o and Bodhidharma. See Zenkei Shibayama, Zen Comments on the
Mumonkan, case 41.
31. Bankei alludes to the well-known maxim attributed to Bodhi
dharma that describes the principles of the Zen sect: "Kyoge betsuden,
furyu monji, jikishi ninshin, kensho jobutsu." This states that Zen is "a
special transmission outside the Buddhist scriptures, not based on
words or letters, in which one sees into one's true nature and attains
Buddhahood by directly pointing to one's own [Buddha-] mind."
32. The three evil realms (in Japanese, san-akudo) are the three low
est and least desirable rebirths in the wheel of existence: the realms of
hell, hungry ghosts, and animals. See note 10.
33. "Indifferent" translates the Buddhist technical term muki (San
skrit avydkrta). Muki is used in conjunction with zenki ("good") and
akuki ("bad") to refer to what is neutral, indifferent, or neither good
nor bad. The English word "indifferent," although admittedly inade
quate, does, I think, convey the basic sense of muki as it is being used
here. The monk imagines that dwelling in what Bankei calls the unborn
Buddha-mind would mean entering into a zombielike state of indeter125
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minate, anesthetic inactivity, cut off from feeling and sensation. See Living by Zen, p. 224.
34. The thief earned his sobriquet from being so elusive; the kappa
is a type of Japanese water imp.
35. Kumasaka Chohan, a famous robber who figures in the stories of
the twelfth-century wars between the Taira and Genji clans. According to
one legend, he went to the great monastery at Mount Koya intending to
steal but instead realized his evil ways and became a priest of deep faith.
36. During the Edo period (1603-1867), criminals were often re
cruited from among the inmates in the prisons to work as agents
(meakasht).
37. According to the Pure Land schools of Japanese Buddhism, the
calling of the formula "Namu-Amida-Butsu" (or Nembutsu) brings salva
tion and rebirth in the Pure Land of Bliss through the grace of Amida
Buddha.
38. One of the six "supernatural" powers attained by Buddhas is the
ability to see into others' minds (tashinzu in Japanese). See note 54.
39. "Hyakujo's Fox" is a famous koan, found in the popular koan col
lection Mumonkan (in Chinese, Wu-men kuari), case 2. See Shibayama,
pp. 33-44.
40. The priest alludes to the "Triple Invalid" koan, which appears in
the Hekiganroku, case 88. In it, the T'ang priest Gensha Shibi (Chinese,
Hsuan-sha Shih-pei) speaks these words to his disciples:
All masters speak about their office of ministering for the sake of
living beings. How would you deal with a triple invalid if he
should appear suddenly before you here? You may hold up a mallet
or a fly whisk, but a man suffering from blindness cannot see you.
You could give play to all the verbal resources at your command,
but a man suffering from deafness cannot hear you. You may let
him tell you his understanding, but that is impossible since he is
mute. How, then, will you deal with him? If you cannot
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deal with him, the Buddha Dharma must be pronounced wanting in
spiritual efficacy.
41. The Precepts, or Vinaya (Ritsu in Japanese), sect bases its teach
ing on the strict observance of certain rules (250 rules for a priest; 500
for a nun), which is thought to lead one to enlightenment. The Precepts
sect was one of the old Buddhist schools brought from China in the
Nara period (646-794). Its influence greatly waned with the appearance
of new schools in the Kamakura period (1192-1333).
42. Bankei refers to the term zenchishiki, literally a "good man," a
name given to a person who helps another to make progress toward en
lightenment.
43. Bankei was, like many of the great Zen teachers, a painter and
calligrapher (specimens of his work fetch high prices whenever they ap
pear). He was also an accomplished sculptor of Buddhist images; many
of his works are still enshrined in the temples with which he was associ
ated. See Fujimoto, pp. 614-15.
44. The three "worlds" (same in Japanese) refer to the past, present,
and future. Attainment of Buddhahood is said to bring with it the ability
to see all time and space as if you are looking at the palm of your hand.
45. Bankei had to cross the Inland Sea from the Ryumon-ji, his main
temple, to reach Marugame, a castle town on the Inland Sea coast of the
island of Shikoku. Sanuki Province is present Kagawa prefecture. The
H6shin-ji was built by the lord of Marugame Castle, Kyogoku Takatoyo,
for his mother, a devoted follower of Bankei. She had passed away the
previous year, and her dying wish was that Bankei lead a retreat at the
H6shin-ji. Bankei's sermons took place from the twenty-third day of the
eighth month to the second day of the ninth month. He returned on the
third of the month to the Ryumon-ji to begin the long winter retreat,
which opened on the fifth. Chronologically, then, the H6shin-ji sermons
were delivered before those at the Ryumon-ji. All the main manuscript
copies have the Ryumon-ji sermons first.
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46. Bankei refers to the four constituent elements of the universe. A
Japanese poem attributed to Bankei reads: "This Mind is unborn and
undying, Earth, water, fire, and air are its temporary home." Goroku,
p. 181.
47. The Sanskrit word nirvana appears in transliterated form as the
Chinese nie-pan or nie-p'an, which in Japanese becomes ne-han. The
word is used popularly to mean "death," but that is wrong, for nirvana is
regarded as putting an end to all coming into life and dying. Here
Bankei's explanation of nehan (nirvana) as "unborn" and "undying" fol
lows a popular etymology that was apparently current in China and
Japan. Cf. The Influence of Buddhism on the Chinese Language, Mission
Press, Newchwang, 1889.
48. The Jizo-ji, rebuilt by Bankei in 1664 on the site of an old
Kamakura-period temple, was a favorite resting place to which Bankei
often repaired when his chronic illness made periods of convalescence
necessary. At times, he also used it for retreats. Yamashina lies just to the
east of Kyoto, beyond the Awataguchi pass, the old eastern entranceway
to Kyoto on the Tokaido road.
49. In 1692, Engelbert Kaempfer described the execution grounds in
Edo: "Just before we came to Sinagawa, the place of publick executions
offer'd to our view a very shocking and unpleasing sight, human heads
and bodies, some tending to putrefaction, some half devour'd, lying
among other dead carcasses, widi multitudes of dogs, ravens, crows,
and other ravenous beasts and birds, waiting to satisfy their devouring
appetites upon these miserable remains." Kaempfer, vol. 3, p. 70. The
condemned were spread-eagled on a Cross or wooden plank and dis
patched with lances. When the method of execution was beheading, the
head was displayed on a pike at the execution ground before the prison
gates.
50. It was customary on the anniversary of the death of a member of
one's family for Buddhists to observe the occasion by eating vegetarian
fare and practicing the Buddhist virtues. A day of "general abstinence"
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presumably refers to the death anniversary of the shogun or some member
of his family, which the entire country was expected to observe.
51. A formula recited when a person enters the Buddhist life reads:
"Human form is hard to get, now I have it; the Buddha Dharma is hard
to hear, now I have heard it; if I do not gain salvation in this life, when
will I have this chance again? All the great multitude of beings must with
wholeness of heart take their refuge in the Three Treasures: Buddha,
Dharma (Law), and Sangha (Community)."
52. This idea derives originally from Indian Buddhism. In India,
where the social position of women was low, the idea developed that
women were unable to attain salvation as women; they had first to as
sume the body of a man. Although later the Mahayana teaching that all
beings possess the Buddha-nature allowed to women the possibility of
attaining Buddhahood, the earlier notion did not completely die out,
and it is seen in the Buddhist canon, whence the idea no doubt found
its way into Japan. The idea of childless women being cut off from Bud
dhahood does not have any basis in orthodox Buddhist teaching and
probably represents the strong influence of Confucian ancestor worship
prevalent in Tokugawa Japan.
53. Srimala, the daughter of King Prasenajit of Kosala, is the protago
nist of the Srimala Sutra. The Naga maiden appears in the Lotus Sutra
(Devadatta chapter), as the eight-year-old daughter of the Dragon King
Sagara. After presenting the Buddha •with a precious gem, she turns into
a man and immediately attains Buddhahood. Ling -chao (Reisho in
Japanese), the celebrated daughter of the T'ang layman Houn (P'ang yun in Chinese; 714-808), appears with her father in a number of
episodes recorded in the Zen histories. Taima Chujohime is a semi legendary eighth-century daughter of Fujiwara Toyonari. She is said to
have become a nun and devoted herself to the practice of Nembutsu
and, with the aid of Amida Buddha, to have embroidered a picture
(known as the Taima Mandala) depicting the splendors of the Pure Land
of Bliss.
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54. The text is literally, "Shakamuni's six sense organs [vision, hear
ing, smell, taste, touch, and faculty of mind] possess the six supernatural
powers." These are the six superhuman faculties acquired by a Buddha,
giving him extraordinary powers of seeing, hearing, discernment, and so
on, incomprehensible to unenlightened beings. His vision is such that
he can see everything, from the highest heavens to the lowest hells.
"Skillful means" (upaya) refers to the various devices a Buddhist teacher
uses in instructing the unenlightened and leading them to deliverance.
55. Bankei refers to the K6rin-ji, built for him in 1678 by the lord of
Marugame Castle, Kyogoku Takatoyo, at the behest of his mother, the
nun Y6sho-ni (see note 45). The K6rin-ji was one of Bankei's three main
temples.
56. Called tsujigiri in Japanese, these samurai would test the edges
of their swords by striking down chance wayfarers on lonely byways. A
rumor current earlier in the century was that Shogun lemitsu (1603 1651) himself indulged (incognito) in nocturnal excursions of this kind.
Boxer, The Christian Century in Japan, 1549-1650, p. 364.
57. 6zu was an ancient castle town in lyo Province (present Ehime
prefecture) on Shikoku. The Nyoho-ji was built for him there in 1669.
58. In 1692, just two years after Bankei spoke these words, a con
temporary witness, the German physician Engelbert Kaempfer, gave this
description of "hawkers and pedlers":
The crowd and throng upon the roads in this country is not a little
encreas'd by numberless small retail-merchants and children of
country people, who run about from morning to night, following
travellers, and offering them to sale their poor, for die most part
eatable merchandize; such as for instance several cakes and sweetmeats, wherein the quantity of sugar is so inconsiderable, that it is
scarce perceptible, other cakes of different sorts made of flowers
. . . all sorts of roots boil'd in water and salt, road-books,
straw-shoes for horses and men, ropes, strings, tooth-pickers, and a
mul-
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titude of other trifles made of wood, straw, reed, and bambous, such
as the situation of every place affords. Kaempfer, p. 345.
59. In the Lotus (Hoke in Japanese), or Nichiren, sect, the title, or
Daimoku, of the Lotus Sutra, pronounced Myohorenge-kyo, is recited by the
devotee in the belief that he will thereby receive all the merits con-I.
tained in the sutra.
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The Dialogues of Zen
Master Banket

The following short talks and dialogues are taken from a
work entitled Butchi kosai zenji hogo (The Dharma words of
Zen master Butchi Kosai, that is, Bankei), a compilation by
Itsuzan Sonin (1655-1734), who served as Bankei's atten
dant from 1689 until his death in 1693- Itsuzan's work cov
ers a somewhat wider time period than the preceding
sermons and consists mainly of Bankei's responses to ques
tions from his own Zen disciples and followers and from rep
resentatives of other Buddhist sects. The colophon of the
manuscript copy of this work, which is preserved in the
Ryumon-ji, is dated 1730, when Itsuzan was seventy-five
years old. I have used the text given in Fujimoto Tsuchishige's
Bankei zenji hogo shu. / have added (pp. 154-59) a number
of anecdotes from other sources as well, for their intrinsic in
terest and for the further light they shed on Bankei's religious
personality.
(NW)
A LAYMAN: I'VE HEARD YOU SAY THAT
BE-cause we have foolish thoughts, we become animals, and
pass from darkness to darkness cut off from Buddhahood.
Yet when there's no sadness in the animal's mind, it's able to
do as it likes, without any awareness of its suffering. Shouldn't
that be a carefree existence after all?
Bankei: But isn't it sad to live completely unaware that
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you're turning the one and only Buddha-mind that you got
from your parents into the sufferings of hell? If someone beats
the dog that stole a chicken the day before, the dog doesn't
know it's being beaten for what it did yesterday. Just the same it
howls piteously when the stick falls. As an animal, not
knowing the principle of cause and effect, it undergoes an
endless round of suffering. For you as a human being, whose
intelligence is beyond dispute, it's a relatively easy matter to
encounter a good teacher and become a Buddha. So you
ought to be deeply thankful that you've had the good fortune
to be born into a human body. Right at hand, then, you have a
matter of incalculable importance. Don't let your time pass in
vain!
A layman: Every time I clear a thought from my mind, another
appears right away. Thoughts keep appearing like that without
end. What can I do about them?
Bankei: Clearing thoughts from the mind as they arise is
like washing away blood in blood. You may succeed in washing
away the original blood, but you're still polluted by the blood
you washed in. No matter how long you keep washing, the
bloodstains never disappear. Since you don't know that your
mind is originally unborn and undying and free of illusion, you
think that your thoughts really exist, so you transmigrate in the
wheel of existence. You have to realize that your thoughts are
ephemeral and unreal and, without either clutching at them
or rejecting them, just let them come and go of themselves.
They're like images reflected in a mirror. A mirror is clear and
bright and reflects whatever is placed before it. But the image
doesn't remain in the mirror. The Buddha-mind is ten
thousand times brighter than any mirror and is marvelously
illuminative besides. All thoughts vanish tracelessly into its
light.
134

THE DIALOGUES

A farmer: Since I was born with a short temper, angry
thoughts come into my mind very easily. This distracts me
from my work. I find it extremely difficult to remain in the Unborn. What can I do so that my mind will be in harmony with
the unborn mind?
Bankei: Since the unborn Buddha-mind is something you
and everyone else are born with, there's no way you can go
about attaining it now for the first time. Just attend to your
farmwork and have no other thoughts. That's the working of
the unborn mind. You can swing your hoe while you're angry,
too, for that matter. But in that case, since anger is an evil that
links you to hell, your work becomes hard and one rous.
When you hoe with a mind unclouded by anger and other
such things, the work is easy and pleasant. It's the practice of
the Buddha-mind itself, so it's unborn and undying.
A monk: It took much hard practice for the great Zen masters of
the past to penetrate great enlightenment so deeply. From
what I have heard, your own realization also came only after
many hardships. Someone like me, who hasn't engaged in any
practice or arrived at any enlightenment, couldn't possibly
achieve true peace of mind simply by perceiving the necessity
of living in the unborn Buddha-mind and staying just as I am.
Bankei: It's like this. A group of travelers, climbing through a
stretch of high mountains, gets thirsty, and one of them strikes
out and makes his way far down into the valley to fetch water.
It's not easy, but he finally finds some and brings it back and
gives his companions a drink. Don't those who drink without
having exerted themselves quench their thirst the same as the
one who did? Now, if a person refused to drink the water
because he felt that doing so was wrong, there wouldn't be
any way to quench his thirst.
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My own struggle was undertaken mistakenly, because I
didn't meet up with a clear-eyed master. Eventually, though, I
discovered the Buddha-mind for myself; ever since, I have
been telling others about theirs, so they'll know about it without going through that ordeal, just as those people drink water
and quench their thirst without having to go and find it for
themselves. So you see, everyone can use the innate
Buddha-mind just as it is and achieve a trouble-free peace of
mind, without resorting to any misguided austerities. Don't
you think that is an invaluable teaching?
A layman: I don't question that there are no illusory thoughts
in the primary mind, but just the same, there's no letup to the
thoughts that come into my mind. I find it impossible to stay in
the Unborn.
Bankei: Although you arrived in the world with nothing but
the unborn Buddha-mind, you fell into your present deluded
ways as you were growing up, by watching and listening to
other people in their delusion. You picked all this up gradually, over a long period of time, habituating your mind to it,
until now your deluded mind has taken over completely and
works its delusion unchecked. But none of your deluded
thoughts was inborn. They weren't there from the start. They
cease to exist in a mind that's affirming the Unborn.
It's like a sake lover who has contracted an illness that
forces him to give up drinking. He still thinks about it.
Thoughts about having a few drinks still enter his mind whenever he has a chance to get his hands on some sake. But since
he abstains from drinking it, his illness isn't affected and he
doesn't get drunk. He stays away from it despite the thoughts
that arise in his mind, and eventually he becomes a healthy
man, cured of his illness. Illusory thoughts are no different. If
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you just let them come and let them go away, and don't put
them to work or try to avoid them, then one day you'll find
that they've vanished completely into the unborn mind.
A monk: I have great difficulty subduing all the desires and
deluded thoughts in my mind. What should I do?
Bankei: The idea to subdue deluded thoughts is a deluded
thought itself. None of those thoughts exists from the start.
You conjure them up out of your own discriminations.
A visiting monk: I appreciate very much what you told us last
night about everyone being born with a Buddha-mind. Still, to
me it would seem that if we are this Buddha-mind, illusory
thoughts shouldn't arise.
Bankei: The instant you said that, what illusion was there?
A layman: I can agree with what you say about seeing and
hearing by means of the Unborn. But while we're asleep,
someone may be right next to us and we don't even know it.
Isn't the Unborn's influence lost then?
Bankei: What loss is there? There's nothing lost. You're just
sleeping.
Bankei to his assembly: Your unborn mind is the
Buddha-mind itself, and it is unconcerned with either birth or
death. As evidence of this, when you look at things, you're
able to see and distinguish them all at once. And as you are
doing that, if a bird sings or a bell tolls, or other noises or
sounds occur, you hear and recognize each of them too, even
though you haven't given rise to a single thought to do so.
Everything in your life, from morning until night, proceeds in
this same way, without your having to depend upon thought
or reflec137
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tion. But most people are unaware of that; they think everything is a result of their deliberation and discrimination.
That's a great mistake.
The mind of the Buddhas and the minds of ordinary men
are not two different minds. Those who strive earnestly in
their practice because they want to attain satori, or to discover
their self-mind, are likewise greatly mistaken. Everyone who
recites the Heart Sutra knows that "the mind is unborn and
undying."1 But they haven't sounded the source of the Unborn.
They still have the idea that they can find their way to the
unborn mind and attain Buddhahood by using reason and
discrimination. As soon as the notion to seek Buddhahood or
to attain the Way enters your mind, you've gone astray from
the Unborn—gone against what is unborn in you. Anyone
who tries to become enlightened thereby falls out of the
Buddha-mind and into secondary matters. You are Buddhas
to begin with. There's no way for you to become Buddhas
now for the first time. Within this original mind, there isn't
even a trace of illusion. Nothing, I can assure you, ever arises
from within it. When you clench your fists and run about, for
example—that's the Unborn. If you harbor the least notion to
become better than you are or the slightest inclination to seek
something, you turn your back on the Unborn. There's neither
joy nor anger in the mind you were born with—only the
Buddha-mind with its marvelous illuminative wisdom that enlightens all things. Firmly believing in this and being free of all
attachment whatsoever . . . that is known as the "believing
mind."
A monk from the city of Sendai in northern Japan: What kind
of preparation must we undergo to enable us to conform with
this primary mind?
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