Treasury of the Eye of the True Dharma
Book 62

The Intention of the Ancestral Master’s Coming from the West
(Soshi seirai i)
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The Great Master Xideng of Xiangyan zi (succeeded Dagui; known as Zhixian)
addressed the assembly, saying, “A person is up a tree above a thousand foot precipice. His
mouth bites the tree branch; his feet don’t stand on the tree; his hands don’t hang on a branch.
All of a sudden, a person beneath the tree asks him, ‘What is the intention of the ancestral
master’s coming from the west?’ At that time, if he opens his mouth to answer him, he
forfeits his body and loses his life; if he doesn’t answer him, he flunks his question. Tell me,
what should he do?”

At that time, the senior monk Hutou Zhao came forth from the assembly and said, “I’'m
not asking about when he’s up the tree; please tell us, Reverend, how about when he’s not yet
up the tree?”

The master gave a great laugh, “Ha ha.”’
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Although there have been many discussions and comments on the present episode, those that
can say something are rare. Generally speaking, they all seem to be at a loss. Nevertheless,
when we take up “not thinking,” when we take up “non-thinking,” and think about it, we will
naturally have concentrated effort on the same cushion as old Xiangyan. Since we are sitting
fixedly on the same cushion as old Xiangyan, we should go on to a detailed investigation of this
episode before Xiangyan has opened his mouth. Not only should we steal old Xiangyan’s eye
and look at it; we should take out “the treasury of the eye of the true dharma” of the Buddha
Sakyamuni and look through it.”
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“A person is up a tree above a thousand foot precipiece”: we should quietly investigate these
words. What is the “person”? If it is not a column, we should not call it a post. Though it be the
face of a buddha and the face of an ancestor breaking into a smile, we should not be mistaken
about the meeting of self and other. This place where “a person is up a tree” is not the entire
earth, not “a hundred foot pole”; it is “a thousand foot precipice.” Even if he drops off, he is
within “a thousand foot precipice.” There is a time of dropping, a time of climbing. Where he
says, “A person is up a tree above a thousand foot precipice,” we should realize that this is
saying there is a time of climbing. Consequently, ascent is a thousand feet, descent is a thousand
feet; left is a thousand feet, right is a thousand feet; here is a thousand feet, there is a thousand
feet. “A person” is a thousand feet; “up a tree” is a thousand feet. So far, a thousand feet should
be like this. Now, what I ask is, “what size is a thousand feet?’ It is the size of “the old mirror”;
it is the size of “the brazier”; it is the size of “the seamless pagoda.”™
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“His mouth bites the tree branch.” What is the “mouth”? Even though we do not know the
whole mouth, the whole vastness of the mouth, we will know the location of the mouth by
starting from “the tree branch” and “searching the branches and plucking at the leaves” for a
while. By grasping the branch for a while, the mouth was made. Therefore, the whole mouth is
the branch; the whole branch is the mouth. It is the mouth throughout the body; throughout the
mouth is the body. The tree stands on the tree; therefore, it says, “his feet don’t stand on the
tree,” as if his feet themselves stand on his feet. The branch hangs on the branch; therefore, it
says, “his hands don’t hang on a branch,” as if his hands themselves hang on his hands.
Nevertheless, his feet still “step forward and step back”; his hands still make a fist and open a fist.
We and others sometimes think he is “hanging in space.” However, can “hanging in space”
compare with “biting the tree branch”?*
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“All of a sudden, a person beneath the tree asks him, ‘What is the intention of the ancestral
master’s coming from the west?’” This “person beneath the tree” is like saying “a person within
the tree,” as if it were a person tree. “All of a sudden a person beneath a person asks him”—this
is what this is. Therefore, the tree asks the tree; the person asks the person. They raise the tree
and raise the question; they raise “the intention of coming from the west” and question “the
intention of coming from the west.” The questioner also asks the question with “his mouth



biting the tree branch.” If his mouth were not biting the branch, he could not be questioning: he
would have no sound filling his mouth; he would have no mouth filled with words. When he
asks about “the intention of coming from the west,” he asks while biting “the intention of coming
from the west.”
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“If he opens his mouth to answer him, he forfeits his body and loses his life.” We should
become familiar with these words “if he opens his mouth to answer him.” It sounds as if there
must also be “not opening his mouth to answer him.” If such is the case, he should not “forfeit
his body and lose his life.” Even if there be opening the mouth and closing the mouth, they
should not prevent “his mouth bites the tree branch.” Opening and closing are not necessarily
the whole mouth, though the mouth does have opening and closing. Therefore, biting the branch
is the everyday routine of the whole mouth; it should not prevent opening and closing the mouth.
Does saying “he opens his mouth to answer him” mean he opens “the tree branch” to answer
him? He opens “the intention in coming from the west” to answer him? If it is not opening “the
intention of coming from the west” to answer him, it is not answering [the question of] “the
intention of coming from the west.” And, since it is not answering him, this is “his whole body
protecting his life”’; we cannot say that “he forfeits his body and loses his life.” If he had already
“forfeited his body and lost his life,” he would not answer him. Nevertheless, in Xiangyan’s
mind, he does not avoid answering him; it seems he has simply “forfeited his body and lost his
life.” We should realize that before he has answered him, he is guarding his body and protecting
his life; once he suddenly answers him, he is flipping his body and restoring his life. Thus, we
know that each person with a mouth full is saying it: he should answer the other; he should
answer himself; he should ask the other; he should ask himself. This is the mouth biting the
saying; his mouth biting the saying is called “his mouth bites the branch.” If he answers him, he
opens a mouth on top of his mouth; if he does not answer him, though “he flunks the other’s
question,” he does not flunk his own question.’
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Therefore, we should realize that all the buddhas and ancestors who answer [the question of]
“the intention of coming from the west” have been answering it as they encounter the moment of
“up a tree, his mouth biting the tree branch”; all the buddhas and ancestors who ask about “the



intention of coming from the west” have answered it as they encounter the moment of “up a tree,
his mouth biting the tree branch.””
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The Chan Master Mingjue of Xuedou, the Venerable Chongxian, said, “To say something up
a tree is easy; to say something down a tree is hard. This old monk is up a tree. Bring me a

: ”8
question.
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About this “bring me a question,” though we bring it with all our might, the question will
arrive too late; I regret that we will have brought the question after the answer [has been given].
I ask the “venerable old awls” everywhere in past and present: Xiangyan’s great laugh, “ha ha”
— 1is this “saying something up a tree,” or is it “saying something down a tree”? Is it answering
“the intention of coming from the west,” or is it not answering “the intention of coming from the
west”? Try saying something.’
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Presented to the assembly on the fourth day of the second month of the second year of Kangen
(kinoe-tatsu),
in the deep mountains of the region of Etsu'’
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Copied on the twenty-second day of the sixth month of the second year of Koan (¢suchinoto-u),
at Eihei Monastery, Mt. Kichijo'"



