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The Roshi, the Master 

 

 

                                   Lao Tzu said:ò If the Tao were something  

                                   that could be offered , everybody would offer  

                                   it to his ruler. 

                                   If the Tao were something that could be hand- 

                                   ed over, everybody would hand it over to his 

                                   parents.  

                                   If the Tao were something that could be im- 

                                   parted, everybody would impart it to his 

                                   brothers. 

                                   If the Tao were something that could be pre- 

                                   sented, everybody would present it to his  

                                   sons and grandsons.
1
 

  

Where there are objects, there is giving and receiving.  

If you have a piece of bread you may give me some and I may receive it.  

Where there is objectified knowledge, there is giving and receiving. The teacher tells the child 

that the earth is moving around the sun, and the child may receive this piece of knowledge 

information. 

  

Whether we receive a piece of bread, or whether we receive a piece of objectified knowledge 

or of information on whatever field of science, makes no difference in principle. Whether we 

get an object that we may store in our house or stomach, or whether we get an object that we 

may store in our brain, in all cases we receive something new and ready-made and we may 

use it.  

Objectified knowledge is teachable. Teaching is filling. 

  

Love is not teachable. No amount of teaching, explanation, or analysis will ever make 

anybody grasp how to feel love. Love cannot be given or received like an object or objectified 

knowledge. You may love someone, but you cannot give him a piece of love, ready-made, so 

that he/she may use it, i.e. that he/she may be able to love. 

  

ñHotò is not teachable. The most elaborate treatise on ñhotò wonôt make anybody grasp what 

ñhotò actually is ï He must experience it for himself, then he will know. So the educator tells 

                                                 
1
  Translated from the German translation by Richard Wilhelm in Dschuang Dsi (=Chuang Tzu), Diederichs 

Verlag, p. 110.- In the German translation the word ótaoô is given by óSINNô derived from the ancient German 

word ósinnenô = way. In English we donôt find an equivalent ï so the original Chinese word ótaoô (Jap. ódoô) is 

given. 



the child: ñPut your finger just a bit into the flame of this candle. Carefully!ò ï ñOutch!ò ï 

ñSee? Now you know what ñhotò is.ò 

ñHotò cannot be given or received, any more than all the other qualities. How to teach 

ñsweetò or ñbitterò? ñSoftò or ñroughò. Where teaching ends, instruction by practical 

demonstration begins. 

  

Where there are no objects, no objectified knowledge and where there are no qualities either, 

then there is neither giving nor receiving, nor teaching, and an instruction by demonstrating in 

a practical way is impossible as well. 

  

The Unobjectified-Qualitiless can neither be taught nor shown.  

So then: What is any master of spiritual training good for ï a Zen-Roshi, a Hindu-Guru, a Sufi 

Khan, a Yoga Master, a Zaddik of the Hassidim, etc. ï whose sole concern is to bring about 

the experience of the Unobjectified-Qualitiless in his disciples? 

  

The Roshi does not teach ï the Roshi IS! 

In a certain way we may compare the work of a master with that of a catalyst. The master 

does not add anything to his disciple, just as the catalyst does not add anything to the liquid it 

is put into. He does not take away anything from his disciple, just as the catalyst does not take 

out anything from the liquid. The catalyst therefore does not work in the way of a teacher, nor 

in the way of an educator. Its mere presence is enough to make the liquid react, to crystallize. 

Just so, the mere presence of the master makes our consciousness react in a certain way. 

  

However, for the beginner, the Zen-master or the Guru gives a few practical instructions; and 

later on another level some instructions again are necessary. And so it is with the other 

masters of other Ways. The role of the Roshi is also not merely that of a good pedagogue who 

influences by example. The Roshiôs role goes far beyond that. He is the manifestation of the 

discipleôs true nature. The Roshi is not outside. No master is outside. If the disciple wants to 

find the master, he must dive into himself. The disciple may look at the master, but that is just 

looking at a picture created by his own state of mind. In that way we cannot discover the 

master ï neither anything else.  

  

In the beginning, the disciple does not have the faintest experience of what his Roshi is. In 

fact it is almost a miracle that anybody of the ordinary ñeverybody-consciousnessò (Jap. 



bonpu-no joshiki) ever comes to be the disciple of a true master. In our everybody-

consciousness we are much more inclined to take a false ñmasterò for a true one. And the 

other way around. This happened very frequently and perhaps today happens more often than 

ever before. Our ordinary state of mind does not give us the slightest possibility to evaluate 

the Roshi. 

  

This gets quite evident in the following story taken from ñTales of the Hasidimò by Martin 

Buber. 
2
 

        

       ñThe Rabbi of Kotzk asked:ô What about the world (i.e. the congregation)?ô His  

       disciple (Rabbi Mendel of Vorki) replied: óThe world stands.ô (i.e. the question of the  

       succession has not been solved). Then the Rabbi continued: ôThey say you will take  

       over the world.ô And young Mendel answered: ñIf that were so, I should have a  

       feeling.ô In conclusion the zaddik said: ó They say it is the Hasidim who make a  

       rabbi.ô Thereupon Mendel of Vorki replies: ó I was never eager to accept alms.ô ñ 

  

And Martin Buber says concerning this in his Preface:
3
 

ñBy that he meant that he did not wish to receive the gift of heaven from the hands of the 

congregation and that he did not recognize their authority, but kept to the great Hasidic 

tradition.ò 

It is only the master who can recognize who is a master, not the disciples. 

  

But in some human beings there is a dark drive, a stirring, an instinct, a feeling of value, a 

secret working of their True-Nature, an almost artistic inkling that drives them to the Roshi, or 

any other genuine master, manifestation of their inmost Being  

  

While a teacherôs knowledge must be directly proportionate to the abilities of his students ï a 

university professor needs greater knowledge than a kindergarten teacher - , it is different with 

spiritual guidance. Here the least developed ones need the most deeply enlightened sage or 

saint for their master, while a more developed human being can be furthered by many a 

master, as long as that man or woman genuinely has experienced enlightenment. 

  

                                                 
2
 Tales of the Hasidim by Martin Buber, II, p.8f  Schocken Books, N.Y., 1948 

3
  Tales of the Hassidim  by Martin Buber, II, p.9   dito. 



Many years ago, I once read a line in a Far Eastern tale that said about: ñHe can even  guide 

the fishesò, indicating that only a man of the highest state of consciousness is able to reach 

into the dullest, e.g. that of fish. The state of consciousness has nothing to do with 

intelligence. A university professor, a famous scholar, an excellent engineer may well be 

ñfishò, while a gardener or waiter may be of a more highly developed consciousness - - - 

although not necessarily so. 

  

The words of the Roshi are of great simplicity. Endlessly, patiently he repeats the same 

sentence, the same words over and over again, words often that do not need the slightest 

intelligence to be understood the very first time. But: Often only after years often we grasp 

what his words really imply. Several times on or the other co-disciple said after having 

arrived at a small insight concerning his practice: ñIt is so easy. Why did they not tell us?. 

However, ñtheyò ï that is our two Roshi ï had told us many times, only we just had not been 

able to ñhearò it. We can hear only what we know, what we have experienced even if ever so 

slightly; we can understand only to the degree that our consciousness is developed by 

experience. The rest passes unnoticed. So, where is teaching? 

  

The Bible says: 

       ñHe who has ears, let him hear.ò (Luke 14,35) 

  

But alas, in our ordinary consciousness we just donôt have ñears to hearò. 

  

Why then does a master say anything at all? 

Whatever the master says comes from his direct experience of the Truth ï or whatever we 

want to call IT - , when he uses a given text. Nothing is bases on hearsay, on learnt 

knowledge, nothing is secondhand. The masterôs words thus donôt act upon us by literal 

contents, by an objectified knowledge that we may or may not understand with our brain. In 

fact, whether his words have any literal meaning or none, is not of such great importance. In 

the beginning without understanding the Japanese words of a Roshi, I was still well guided by 

them. How? What matters most is the way in which the words are carried forth by the whole 

being of the Roshi, a Being that is my Being. His words vibrate at the Source that is the 

Roshiôs as well as the discipleôs, whether the latter knows it or not. 



So the masterôs words affect us not the way science does, but the way art does. They are not 

addressing our head, but our heart. They are not addressing the feelings, the emotions of our 

heart, but its very root. 

  

Does art depend on the objects given? For example, does the great art of a picture depend on 

the objects it shows? No! An apple by Cezanne, a stone by Sesshu
4
 are great art, while many a 

picture representing Jesus-Christ or the Madonna are nothing but ñKitschò, as millions of little 

ñreligiousò pin-up pictures demonstrate. Blasphemy! 

  

By his ñteishoò
5
the Roshi overshowers his disciple with his direct experience of the Essential-

Nature. It is very misleading to translate the word ñteishoò by ñlectureò. A teisho is the 

offering of a Roshiôs experience of the Source, art rather than science, the re-sounding of the 

primordial Truth. Do you understand his words? Do you know the language? Donôt even care! 

Just listen with you whole being and let your heart be pierced by this power. 

  

What is Rinzai Zenjiôs 
6
 ñKatsu!ò other than this direct expression of the Genuin? Of that 

which cannot be expressed in words of logic. There is no logic, scientific, psychological, 

philosophical meaning whatsoever. Teaching? Instruction? Example? Ha, ha! 

  

But just as millions of us cannot discriminate between art and trash in paintings, sculpture, 

music, or poetry, the multitude of people is even less able to discriminate between the genuine 

and the false in religion. Sticking to the objectified, being nailed down on the literal meaning, 

the Unobjectified is not discovered. The Genuine is only perceivable to the one who has 

become genuine himself to a certain degree. To perceive it is the first step. With that, 

however, we are still far from being able to realize it, still farther from living it, ñactingò it. 

Just as the able perceiver of art is unable to paint a great picture or to compose a great 

symphony, so it is here. 

  

Just as it is with the pinkish-sweetish pin-up picture of a saint or of Jesus, painted by an 

usurping dilettante, and the apple painted by Cezanne, so it is with words. The most supreme 

words ï the Sutras, the Bible, the Tora, the Vedas and Upanishads ï are nothing but a lie in 

                                                 
4
  Sesshu Toyo (1420-1506)  Zen monk and famous painter, China and Japan 

5
  ñteiò means ñ to hand up, to offerò, and ñshoò is ñto recite or read with loud voiceò. So it is a ñrecited offeringò 

to the Buddha and not an instruction for the disciples. 
6
  In Cinese; Lin-chi I-hsuan, Jap.: Rinzai Gigen (? ï 867), famous Zen master, founder of the Rinzai-sect. 



the mouth of a fool, i.e. of one who has not experienced to some degree that state of 

consciousness by which those were written. But the very simplest word, coming from direct 

experience, is the revelation of the Truth itself. A sentence that is perfectly true in the mouth 

of one, is a lie in the mouth of another. 

  

  

Listen to one of the Tales of the Hassidim 
7
 called ñThe Receptionò (p.99), where Rabbi Baer, 

ña keen scholarò visits the Baal Shem for the first time . 

       ñTake this book, the Tree of Life, open it and read and expoundò, the Baal told him. 

Rabbi Baer did. ñYou have no true knowledgeò said the Baal Shem. ñGet up!ò The maggid 

did.The Baal Schem stood in front of him and recited the passage. Then, before the eyes of 

Rabbi Baer the room went up in flames . . .and his senses forsook him. Then he awoke, the 

room was as it had been when he entered it. The Baal Shem stood opposite him and said: 

ñYou expounded correctly, but you have no true knowledge, because your knowledge has no 

life.ò 

  

Information- knowledge, second hand-knowledge, knowledge without experience: dead 

words! 

  

It is the master who knows the copy from the original. Can he explain it?  There is no 

explanation, just as nobody can explain why this or that piece of music is great art. We 

experience it or we donôt ï it canôt be helped.  

  

ñHock!ò The Roshi hit his desk. What meaning does this have? It is just ñHock!ò Now is this 

a Buddhist, or a Christian, or a Jewish or a Taoist hock? 

In our everybody consciousness we are not happy if we cannot label a thing. We do not drink 

a delicious whisky, but we drink ñRed Horseò or ñBobby Runnerò, in short as Erich Fromm 

says, ñWe drink labelsò. In the same way we do not undergo any experience pure and simple, 

but we label it ñChristianò or ñBuddhistò, or ñIslamicò, or whatever. We live in the realm of 

the objectified. The labels belong to the hearsay world. 

  

As soon as we come to an experience, to a breakthrough, we exclaim: ñReally! Thatôs IT!ò 

Now we come to realize that it is THAT which the Roshiôs words have been revealing to us 

                                                 
7
  ibid 



all the time ï to our deaf ears. To a certain degree now we have ñears to hearò. Suddenly we 

know by experience. We are affirmed by the master, and the master is affirmed in some 

measure by us, by our indescribable experience. 

  

When we discover the Source, the Unobjectified, all the many religions that sprout from it 

snap back into the source, are consumed by this Original-Point. In an instant objectified 

knowledge is gone, all labels, all thoughts are gone. But every single item now is just ITself. 

In the Original-Point with no qualities whatever every quality comes up brilliantly shining, 

most expressive, most unique. ñForm is nothing but emptiness, emptiness nothing but formò
8
 

Yes, indeed! 

  

With the experience of this Zero-Point, the Absolute, for the first time we also catch a glimpse 

of our master. Up to that moment we may have trusted him, venerated him, and obeyed him, 

but what we venerated was not him-Self. We may have said that he is wise or kind or patient, 

but what qualities the Roshi has we come to see a bit only after we have touched the ñpointò 

where he has no qualities at all. 

  

But beware of starting out with this as an idea in mind! In fact, the master is the most personal 

person. Out of the personal relationship between the master and his disciple, a relationship of 

great profundity, there grows the General. But what do I say? Nothing ñgrows outò! But 

suddenly one day we realize: the utmost Personal IS the General, the Absolute! 

The Roshi just IS! I just AM! At the Root of Being ï the ROOT-ZERO-BEING, there is no 

difference, there are not two. The masterôs wisdom: THAT, my foolishness: THAT. 

WISDOM! FOOLISHNESS! No difference. 

  

The master is and acts in the Root, in the Original-Consciousness. And what do we do? Can 

anyone ever act outside this Consciousness? This consciousness has no outside. There is 

nothing else. The difference between the master and ourselves is only in the awareness or 

non-awareness, the experience or non-experience of this basic fact. 

  

With opening our eyes a bit to our-Self, we discover the Roshi ï and the whole world. 

Although after such a first glimpse our world still has a fissure, now after all we have come to 

be aware of the Ever-Existing. 

                                                 
8
  From Makahannya Haramita Shingyo = The Heart of the Great Wisdom Sutra 



  

       ñAnd lo, I am with you always, until the consummation of the world.ò (Matth.28,20) 

  

Yes, of course! 

  

Finally, there is no ñwithò. So it is also with us and a living master. Finally there is no ñandò.  

But as long as we are not living that ñFinallyò, we need the masterôs guidance. 

  

What does he do? He is there. 

Does he reveal anything special to us? Anything different from the rest of the world? No! 

Every tree, every stone, every cloud ï every bird, every cat ï every gourd, every apple ï each, 

any, everything reveals the Same.  

  

So then, why a Roshi? Why, why, why a master? 

  

While everything reveals the same, these everthings have not realized that they do so. The 

master has. He has made the real REAL, is fully conscious of it. Our consciousness reacts to 

this Consciousness. All of us in our ordinary state of mind, our everybody-consciousness, are 

unable to react in this way to the existence of a blade of grass, a bush, a table, or a human 

being that is not Self-realized. So it is the enlightened master, magnifying glass to our weak 

eyes, catalyst to our consciousness who makes us see THAT what IS. 

  

  

Kamakura, August 19, 1971 

  



  



 

  

  



  

 
 

Dear Go-Roshi Sama 
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In Memory YAMADA KOUN ROSHI 
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In Memoriam  
Yamada 

KOUN ROSHI 

13.Sept. 1989 





 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Memory YAMADA KOUN ROSHI 
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