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Chinese Buddhism was above all a system of monastic life exemplifying a body of doctrine. 
What concerns us is the system. It was intended to create a model society that the whole world 
could copy. Thus, it has the fascination of all utopias. The ideal is alluring, its realization 
astounding, and its failure consoling.  
 
 Holmes Welch, “The Practice of Chinese Buddhism,” 1900-1950 
 
 
Master Dòngshān said, “Only once you’ve gotten a substantial understanding of the matter that 
surpasses the buddhas will you then have some share in the conversation.” A monk asked him, 
“What is that conversation?” Master Dòngshān said, “You can’t hear it while you’re talking, 
wise guy.” The monk said, “Do you hear it, or not?” Master Dòngshān replied, “Wait until when 
I’m not talking anymore, then you’ll hear it.” The monk asked, “What is proper questioning and 
answering?” Master Dòngshān replied, “It doesn’t come out from the inside of the mouth.” The 
monk said, “Then if someone asks, will you answer them, or not?” Master Dòngshān replied, 
“Nobody’s ever asked before.”  
 

trans. in exc. from “The Compendium of the Five Lamps” [五燈會元] 
 

Master Fóyǎn waited for a while and then exhorted the assembly, saying, “The ancestral teachers 
are truly some of our best friends!” He then laughed several times, and continued, saying, “One 
can only really say so much…if you can get a real understanding, then you’ll personally benefit 
from them, and moreover have somewhere to tread. However, if you get involved with how and 
why, or with words and speech, then you won’t understand, nor will you be able to get any 
personal benefit from them. During the times when you’re walking to-and-fro in the hallways, or 
when you’re in your cell, washing your clothes and picking out what to wear—right then, can 
you clearly see that the ancestral teachers are truly some your best friends? It’s precisely because 
you don’t see this that, when questioned, your body quakes and you get all flustered.” 

 
trans. in exc. from “The Recorded Sayings of the Ancient Worthies” [古尊宿語錄] 
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Translator’s Introduction 

Like all forms of remembrance, every act of translation is an act of interpretation. 

Likewise, with any act of interpretation, a whole host of limitations—assumptions, omissions, 

embellishments, etc.—find new purchase. There is no view from nowhere, much less any place 

to tread. This predicament is compounded by the fact that this excerpted translation spans 

veritable chasms of linguistic, temporal, and cultural difference—chasms in which scholars of 

Buddhism make their living “dwelling steeply.”1 Nevertheless, this project proceeds from the 

premise that elevating these inherent limitations to the level of conscious self-reflection is a 

necessary part of learning how to “hear the conversation” and engage in “proper questioning and 

answering” —in short, the process of becoming a better reader. Despite the ambition of this goal, 

we hope that the following introduction will suffice not only as a practically useful “road map” 

for the included translated text, but also as a theoretically generous orientation to what the 

French philosopher Paul Ricœur called a “post-critical, second naiveté”—a posture for reading 

that simultaneously encourages appreciative engagement with traditional narratives as well as 

critical reflection on their cultural and historical contexts.2 With this hermeneutical methodology 

in mind, we will attempt to make the case for a literary and heuristic approach to our text, 

something we call “intimate reading.”3 In our view, this approach has two distinct advantages:  

 
1 a phrase borrowed from one of Yàoshān ’s earliest commentators. See page 36, “A Monk Asks Yàoshān about Life 
& Death.” 
2Paul Ricœur, “The Symbol” in The Symbolism of Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan. Boston: Beacon Press, 1967, 347-
362. 
3 Drawing on both Latin roots intimare and intimus, meaning “to announce” and “innermost,” respectively.  
‘Intimate’ is a translation of the Chinese term 親切, which comes from the kōan featured in “Book of Serenity” Case 
#20, where the phrase ‘not knowing is most intimate.’ [不知最親切] is found. In Chinese, the term connotes 
closeness, affection, aptness, and vividness.  See: 
https://www.hanyucidian.org/dictionary/entry?dictionaryCode=hydcdcx&entryName=%E8%A6%AA%E5%88%87 
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First, in advocating for a literary interpretation of Chan/Zen lineage claims, our approach 

mitigates a reductionist tendency in certain recent scholarly approaches that, in its zeal for 

historical coherence and critical objectivity, sometimes misses the implication of Chan/Zen 

historiographic motifs. Second, by reading encounter dialogues through the framework of 

various heuristic devices, our approach also calls into question idealistic assumptions sometimes 

harbored by popular readers that tend to warp their image of Chan/Zen into something that is 

essentialized, ahistorical, and liable to reflect anachronistic projections. Finally, in pursuing a 

literary and heuristic approach, our intention is not to critique the premise of critical scholarship 

in general, nor to condemn popular reading practices in particular, but rather to engage in a 

sustained reflection about how our hermeneutical commitments as readers ultimately shape the 

kinds of conclusions we can make about the objects of our studies. In the case of our excerpted 

translation, we will argue that an overly historicist commitment distorts more than it clarifies the 

meaning of classical Chan/Zen encounter dialogues, and in particular, the lineage claims therein. 

The purpose of the following introduction is therefore three-fold: (1) to inform the reader 

regarding the history and genre of the source text for our excerpted translation.  (2) to explain our 

approach to translation, both in terms of the historicity of source material and the style of our 

translation. (3) to offer the reader different heuristic devices and reading strategies for ongoing 

study and appreciation of the text. 

The History and Genre of the ZTJ 

This translation is excerpted from the Zǔ-táng-jí 祖堂集 or ‘Record of the Patriarchs’ 

Hall’ (hereafter ZTJ), a Chan Buddhist text compiled in the tenth century during what historians 
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refer to as the period of ‘Classical Chan.’4 The preface of the ZTJ, written by two Chan masters, 

Jingxiu [淨修] and Wendeng [文僜], indicates that it was completed in 952 CE in southern 

China near present-day Fujian Province by two unknown monks named Jing [靜]and Yun [筠]. 

While there is still some debate over certain later sections of the text that were likely appended 

later by Korean monks, most scholars agree that the majority of the ZTJ was completed 

sometime during the second half of the tenth century.5 The sole surviving copy of the ZTJ is 

dated considerably later to 1245 CE, and was preserved in the form of carved woodblocks as part 

of a “supplementary canon” to the Koryǒ edition of the Korean tripitika.6  

Prior to the ZTJ’s rediscovery in 1912 by Japanese scholars Sekino Tadashi and Ono 

Genmyō at Haein monastery in modern-day South Korea, the text experienced a relatively 

complex history of recension, circulating in various forms throughout China for at least 100 

years after its initial completion.7 After that, the ZTJ all but disappeared from Chinese 

bibliographic records, and more research is needed to understand the precise reasons for this 

lacuna. For now, we might simply state that the ZTJ was largely eclipsed by the imperially 

sponsored Jǐngdé Cháundēng Lù 景德傳燈綠 or ‘Record of the Transmission of the Lamp’, 

which was similar in style and considerably broader in scope. Also, the compilers of the ZTJ 

themselves borrowed heavily from earlier prototypical texts, prompting several scholars to 

observe that the first portions of the text were “basically copied” from the Bǎolín zhuàn 寶林傳 

or ‘Biographies of the Bǎolín [Monastery]’.8 The ZTJ is thus something of a ‘middle child’ in the 

 
4 A period of 200 years ranging from the ‘mid Tang’ (618-907) to the ‘Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms’ (907-979). 
See Jia, “The Dating of the Zutang Ji and the Shaping of Classical Chan Literature and History,” 2023, pp. 1, n2. 
5 For an overview of the ZTJ’s textual development, see Jia (2023), which includes an in-depth analysis of 
Kinugawa’s “three-stage formulation” theory. 
6 Anderl, Christoph, Studies in the Language of Zǔ-Táng Jí. Vol. 1. Oslo, Norway: Unipub, 2004, “ZTJ and the 
Korean Tripitika” (pp. 2-4). 
7 Ibid., 19-21. 
8 Jia, 7n33. The first two juan account for everyone up through Huìnéng. 
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development of the ‘lamp record’ genre and is widely regarded by scholars as a critical window 

into the development of Chan/Zen lineage texts in the Classical period. 

The twenty juan version of the ZTJ, and the edition used as the basis for this translation, 

contains a total of 246 individual biographic entries.9 The text begins with a formulaic account of 

the ‘seven successive buddhas,’ followed by 27 Indian ancestors, then Bodhidharma, and finally 

through to the sixth Chinese ‘patriarch,’ Huìnéng, before splintering off to hundreds of 

subsequent Chinese figures, as well as several Korean ones. The biography of Yàoshān Weiyan 

(751-834 CE) is the last entry in the fourth juan. To date, there has been no complete English 

language translation of his entry.  

After the ZTJ’s rediscovery in 1912, the ZTJ first received scholarly attention from 

Japanese scholars, chief among them was Yanagida Seizan (1922-2006), whose publications and 

five-part reproduction of the original woodblock text were monumental in generating subsequent 

interest in the text by Western scholars.10 Thereafter, the ZTJ has been widely regarded as an 

important source regarding Tang dynasty Chan/Zen history and grounds much of what we know 

today about the tradition’s historiographic self-conception during this important period of 

sectarian development. 

In terms of genre, the ZTJ represents one of the earliest, complete, and fully extant 

examples of a Chan/Zen ‘lamp record,’11 distinctive both in terms of its content as well as its 

format. In terms of content, these ‘lamp records’ are unique for their presentation of the 

 
9 Several different editions of the twenty juan version were consulted in preparing this translation. Chief among the 
scholarly editions was a publication by Kinugawa, et al. in 2007. For ease of access, CBETA (2024.R3, B25, no. 
144, p. 382b4), a print edition of the woodblock manuscript, (Jingyuner, 2010) and a jiaozhu critical edition (Zhang, 
2009) were also consulted. The separation of the text into distinct ‘episode’ was our own convention. 
10 Andrel, 2004: 27. 
11 ‘deng lu’燈綠; a term here that refers to the specific historiographical genre of spiritual genealogy typical of 
medieval Chinese Buddhism, the most well-known example being the aforementioned ‘Record of the Transmission 
of the Lamp’ 景德傳燈綠,  completed between 1004-1007 CE.  
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Chan/Zen school’s lineage of masters through a “multilineal framework.”12 According to Welter, 

Heine, and Wright, this characteristic became instrumental in reshaping the Chan school’s 

identity from a unilineal, one-to-one transmissional model to a more diffuse one based on the 

notion of a “special transmission outside the teachings” during a period of relative political 

instability towards the end of the Tang Dynasty.13 To that end, the ZTJ features two primary 

lineages: the Xíngsī-Shítóu branch and the Huáiràng-Mǎzǔ branch, named after prominent 

successors from each branch’s first (Xíngsī/Huáiràng) and second (Shítóu/Mǎzǔ) generations 

following Huìnéng.14 In terms of extant schools, the Xíngsī-Shítóu is most closely associated 

with the Cáodòng/Sōtō school, and the Huáiràng-Mǎzǔ is similarly associated with the 

Línjì/Rinzai school.  

Yàoshān Wéiyǎn formally belonged to the Xíngsī-Shítóu branch, and the section of the 

ZTJ pertaining to his teachings was selected for two related reasons. First, though formally a 

member of the Xíngsī-Shítóu branch, Yàoshān also famously studied under Mǎzǔ Dàoyī, whose 

direct descendent, Bǎizhàng Huáihái, features prominently in the text. In this way, Yàoshān 

Wéiyǎn functions as an important and rare “bridge” between several prominent masters in 

distinct lineal branches.15 Second, Yàoshān Wéiyǎn was selected to compensate for a 

preponderance of research related to the post-Mǎzǔ/Hóngzhōu school of Chan/Zen and to 

generate interest in the understudied key figures in the early development of the Cáodòng/Sōtō 

school.16 

 
12 Welter, Albert, Steven Heine, and Dale S Wright. 2004. “Lineage and Context in the Patriarch’s Hall Collection 
and the Transmission of the Lamp.” In The Zen Canon. New York: Oxford University Press, 138. 
13 Ibid., 137-144. 
14 For a topographical overview of these lineages and an analysis of their overall prevalence in the ZTJ, see 
Cutsem’s groundbreaking study see: 
 Cutsem “Lineages as Network, A Study of Chan Genealogy in the Zutang Ji 祖堂集 Using Social Network 
Analysis,” 2023. 
15 Ibid., 10. 
16 For an overview of Yàoshān Wéiyǎn’s place in the Cáodòng/Sōtō lineage, see Schlutter (1998). 
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In terms of format, each biographic entry in the ZTJ is comprised almost entirely of what 

appear to be transcriptions of conversations between a given master and various kinds of 

interlocutors. For instance, our text features conversations between Yàoshān Wéiyǎn and notable 

lay people, (typically high-ranking imperial bureaucrats) preeminent monastic disciples, (often 

his successors in the lineage) and anonymous monastic disciples (referred to by the generic 

‘monk,’ or by their rank/title in the monastic system). These conversations, or “encounter 

dialogues,” are typically devoid of narrative content, and instead feature a staccato-like “back-

and-forth” dialogical format that preserves the vernacular language of the period and gives a 

distinct impression of their being transcriptions of live conversations.17 One could even go as far 

as to say that they read like court transcripts, which has led some scholars to speculate over the 

etymology of the term ‘kōan,’ a genre which developed directly out of collections of encounter 

dialogues such as the ZTJ.18 Other scholars argue that the minimal dialogical format of the text 

served a heuristic function as well, inviting readers to, “imagine themselves in the presence of 

their lineage ancestors.”19 For these reasons, collections of encounter dialogues like the ZTJ were 

instrumental in preserving not only the legendary genealogy of the Chan/Zen lineage, but the 

words and teachings of its many masters as well.  

 

Historicity & Style 

 
17 ‘encounter dialogue’ jiyuan wenda/kien mondo 機緣問答 is a term coined by the Japanese scholar, Yanagida 
Seizan, and was later widely adopted by others in the field. It refers to the ‘question-and-answer’ type dialogical 
transcriptions found throughout the ZTJ and other ‘lamp records.’ See Mcrae, John R, Dale S Wright, Steven Heine, 
Steven Heine, and Dale S Wright. 2000. “The Antecedents of Encounter Dialogue In Chinese Ch’an Buddhism.” In 
The Koan. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 47-48n4. 
18 For an in-depth discussion of the term kōan as it relates to imperial court cases, see T. Griffith Foulk, “The Form 
and Function of Kōan Literature: A Historical Overview,” in The Kōan: Texts and Contexts in Zen Buddhism, ed. 
Steven Heine and Dale S. Wright. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000, 15-45. 
19 Van Overmeire, Ben “Reading Chan Encounter Dialogue during the Song Dynasty: ‘The Record of Linji’, the 
‘Lotus Sutra’, and the Sinification of Buddhism,” 2017, 211. 
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Why call this the ‘legend’ of Yàoshān Wéiyǎn and depart from the academic convention of 

referring to it as a ‘biography?’ To answer that question, we will first have to make a brief foray 

into the state of the field of Chan/Zen studies, but if our reader is willing to follow us through it, 

our reasons for doing so will hopefully become clear.  

In general, scholars and practitioners of Chan/Zen have presented a vast and highly 

disparate range of interpretations regarding the significance and meaning of encounter dialogues 

as well as the historicity of the lineage claims embedded within the structure of their textual 

sources. At first, it is helpful to imagine this range of interpretation as existing on a ‘spectrum of 

criticality.’ At the least critical, or “pre-critical” end of this spectrum, we find examples of the 

traditional attitude of the Chan/Zen school itself which regards encounter dialogues as a form of 

scripture, i.e., a record of the transcribed sayings and teachings of its enlightened masters. At the 

most critical end, we find examples of scholars referring to encounter dialogues as a “peculiar 

type of religious gibberish”20 embedded within “parsimonious symbolic order[s],”21 that are 

“blatantly partisan”22 and “intellectually debilitating”23 from the perspective of anyone outside 

the tradition. It is this later far end that interest us and that forms the target of our response. 

However, before venturing onward, it is worth pausing for a moment to acknowledge that 

this ‘spectrum’ is a caricature of the fact; indeed, most scholars of Chan/Zen fall somewhere in 

the middle, and we will argue later that the characterization of the ‘pre-critical’ end as 

dogmatically insistent on the historicity of these texts is largely a rhetorical strawman that does 

not reflect the historical consciousness of premodern Chan/Zen adherents. Nevertheless, for the 

 
20 Poceski, Mario. The Records of Mazu and the Making of Classical Chan Literature. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2015, 170. 
21 Cole, Alan. Fathering Your Father: The Zen of Fabrication in Tang Buddhism. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2009, 308. 
22 Gregory, Peter N. Tsung-mi and the Sinification of Buddhism. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2002, 17. 
23 McRae, John R. Seeing through Zen: Encounter, Transformation, and Genealogy in Chinese Chan Buddhism. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003, 10. 
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sake of conceptual clarity, we will continue to describe this spectrum in terms of its “far-ends.” 

In general, our point here has been not to argue for the ultimate veracity of either end, nor to 

establish a definitive hierarchical relationship between them, but rather to provide a rough sketch 

of the range of interpretations related to the historicity of encounter dialogues and texts like the 

ZTJ. 

As we have seen, scholars at the far-end of criticality are often dismissive of encounter 

dialogues on the basis that the lineage claims embedded within their textual structure does not 

withstand their kind of critical scrutiny. In general, this scrutiny is predicated on a particular 

conception of historical reality and a general analysis of power that both contribute to an 

understanding of Chan/Zen discourse, and texts like the ZTJ in particular, as instances of a 

deliberate campaign on the part of their medieval compilers to attain institutional power and 

establish sectarian supremacy. In other words, according to this view, the compilation and 

circulation of these texts is understood as reductively motivated by a political desire to assert and 

cement the enlightenment of Chan/Zen masters, and by extension, the supremacy and exclusivity 

of the Chan/Zen school itself in transmitting the ‘true dharma.’24  

Moreover, these analyses categorically reject the notion of encounter dialogues as records 

of transcription, i.e., historical events—and by extension, the continuity of the lineages they 

purport—and instead claim that they are merely the product of a retrospective spiritual 

imagination deployed for the purpose of presenting the tradition in an idealized, hagiographic 

form.25 Though this account is reductive, it is not altogether without justification. Indeed, we 

might even consider such reduction to be the inevitable conclusion of the same hermeneutical 

 
24 Borrowing from Cole’s discission of lineage claims in:  
Cole, Alan. “Chan Buddhism in the Tang Dynasty.” Lecture, UArizona Center for Buddhist Studies. Video, 03 
November 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_ogz4WdzZT0&t=1414s.  
25 Following closely Cole, 2009. 
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commitments that animate more moderate scholarship, albeit taken to a logical extreme. In other 

words, the impulse to reduce the significance of encounter dialogues and texts like the ZTJ to 

power relations and political grandstanding is best understood as the outcome of how scholars 

define their epistemic criteria, i.e., that which conforms to standards of empirical verification, 

which is itself a process susceptible to academic pressures to produce knowledge. When these 

criteria are limited to concerns over the historicity of traditional narratives, then the knowledge 

thereby produced, though astonishing in its own right, tends to be marked by a certain air of 

disappointment or rejection, as evidenced by our previous examples. This is all understandable 

but is by no means the only hermeneutical option available to us. In addressing ourselves to this 

far-end of critically, we hope not to limit our conversation to just a couple of outlying examples, 

but rather to engage the field broadly on the issue of historicity as it relates to this early period of 

Chan/Zen lineage discourse. 

How might we reconcile ourselves to these issues of historicity? For the moment, let us 

acknowledge that the characterization of the ‘pre-critical’ or traditional position as one centered 

around the commitment to a doctrine of an unbroken lineage of ‘mind-to-mind’ transmissions as 

a historical claim is primarily a consequence of how critical scholars themselves interpret the 

meaning of Chan/Zen discourse. The point here to simply notice that the apparent 

disappointment of these scholars is proportional to a particular expectation they harbor 

concerning the historicity of Zen lineage claims that is presupposed by their methods of reading 

texts and doing history. In our view, referring to the text as a ‘biography’ sets one up for similar 

disappointments because doing so similarly narrows the field of available knowledge concerning 

our text to the domain of historical truth or falsity.  
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What then, is the interested reader to do when faced with apparent historical 

inconsistencies and contradictions? At first glance, it may seem that the whole genre of 

encounter dialogue rests on a foundation of revisionist history and self-interested fibbing. For the 

sake of intimate reading, we suggest that our readers put aside knowledge claims concerning 

both the true motivation of the text’s compilers as well as the historicity of its content and see the 

“choice” between a traditional account of history and a critical one for what it is: a false 

dilemma. In other words, we need not choose between the ‘pre-critical’ and ‘critical’ 

orientations, either by retreat or by insistence. Instead, we can expand our hermeneutical horizon 

and frame our inquiry into Chan/Zen lineage claims with questions of historiography, rather than 

historicity. In other words, we stop asking the question, “Did it really happen?” and instead ask 

ourselves, “How was it recieved?” This approach to Chan/Zen lineage claims is literary in the 

sense that it focuses on the form and meaning of these claims as it relates to Chan/Zen 

historiographic practices over and above their empirical validity as an account of historical 

events. In this same way, the lineage claims embedded within texts like the ZTJ become a 

symbolic lens through which we learn about the historiographic self-representation of the 

Chan/Zen tradition in its early written stages. For example, the motif of an unbroken lineage, 

along with the dialogical format of encounter dialogues themselves, implies a strong 

commitment to relationality as the locus of religious life in this early stage of the Chan/Zen 

tradition. Thus, far from abandoning critical concerns, this method merely relativizes critique 

and deconstruction as necessary, though insufficient, steps in an ongoing process of intimately 

reading Chan/Zen discourse. This relativization is also what is meant by the “post-critical, 

second naiveté,” and the remainder of this section will attempt to mark a pathway there. 
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In his book, “The Saga of Zen History & the Power of Legends,” scholar John Maraldo 

develops the category of “legend” as a literary framework for interpreting Chan/Zen 

historiographic discourse that seeks to balance pre-critical idealism and critical disappointment. 

Maraldo begins by pointing out that, in claiming to have final knowledge concerning the ‘actual,’ 

i.e., political, intentions of pre-modern authors and exegetes, critical scholars of Chan/Zen 

ironically enact the tradition’s quintessential capacity to “point straight to the human heart.”26 

Moreover, in organizing their arguments around the rejection of the historicity of traditional 

lineage claims, scholars tend not to apply their critical methods back on to their own specific 

conceptions of ‘fact,’ or what counts as history in the first place.27 Second, Maraldo points out 

such a conception of history would have been completely alien to pre-modern Chan/Zen 

historians themselves, calling this “will to fact-finding” the “orthodoxy of modern [Zen] 

scholarship.”28 In calling these assumptions into question, Maraldo advocates for the category of 

“legend” because it has the heuristic function of inviting the reader to reflect on their own 

hermeneutical position relative to the text. 

With these insights in mind, one can begin to see how the characterization of the 

traditional or pre-critical viewpoint as one primarily concerned with the historical reality of an 

unbroken lineage is largely a product of anachronistic projections, unrecognized assumptions, 

and unacknowledged differences between modern and premodern forms of historical 

consciousness.29 In light of all this, Maraldo advocates that we learn to meet the tradition on its 

own historiographic ground, “suspend [the question of] historicity”30 altogether, and thereby 

 
26 John C. Maraldo. The Saga of Zen History and the Power of Legend. Nagoya: Chisokudo Publications, 2021, 28-
31; 181. 
27 Ibid., 119. 
28 Ibid., 121. 
29 See also, Maraldo, J. C. (1985). “Is there historical consciousness in Ch’an?” Japanese Journal of Religious 
Studies. 
30 Ibid., 217. 
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understand traditional narratives as “legends”, which he defines as a category of narrative written 

in the form of “symbolic representation”31 that straddles the line between myth and history, and 

“allows us to hold open simultaneously a range of points of view, interpretations, temporalities, 

and possibilities.”32 This reframing of Chan/Zen discourse as “legendary” affords us the 

opportunity to consider the unique literary value of lineage claims, which function as a pillar of 

the tradition’s historiographic self-concept, grounded in relationality.   

Finally, in reading the text through the framework of “legend” we become capable of 

drawing simultaneously from both resources of pre-critical enthusiasm and critical insight. In 

this way, the post-critical position is discovered not somewhere out beyond the two ‘far-ends’ 

but is, in fact, the pivot between them wherefrom the twice-naïve reader freely responds to 

critical concerns. Moreover, insofar as we might imagine virtuosity in Chan/Zen as emerging 

from the dialectical relationship between emptiness and form—manifesting as the capacity to see 

through constructed views while continuing to engage skillfully and responsively with their 

contents— Ricœur’s “second naiveté” is in many ways a natural twin to this ideal, functioning as 

a hermeneutical mirror to Chan/Zen’s own soteriological process. 

In summary, we would do well to recognize that whatever astonishment we may 

experience after imbibing academically critical insights is proportional to how much we allow 

ourselves to be captured by an alluring, fixed image of Chan/Zen. If there is to be any of Welch’s 

promised ‘consolation’ in seeing its history “fail,” we suggest it will have to come from 

embracing a post-critical approach to studying the tradition. This post-critical approach is 

marked by an expansion of our hermeneutical horizon that includes appreciation for the literary 

and heuristic depth of encounter dialogues and related lineage claims. In this way, the ‘second 

 
31 Ibid., 131. 
32 Ibid., 215. 



 14 

naiveté’ blooms not in the lowering of our expectations, nor in the endless morass of picking and 

choosing one set over another, but rather in our disavowal of expectations altogether. This ‘not-

knowing’ or letting go of expectations, in turn, creates the conditions for approaching texts like 

the ZTJ on their own historiographic ground, thereby allowing the tradition to announce itself to 

us, rather than producing knowledge at the expense of traditional narratives. In fact, the 

Chan/Zen tradition already has a word for this: intimacy. Let us then learn to read intimately. 

This introduction has proceeded from the simple observation that the ZTJ’s account and 

representation of the history of the Zen school as a record of conversations between people 

suggests that our primary obligation as readers interested in intimately reading the text is to make 

a sincere effort is to simply listen before making our minds up about what any of it must mean. 

To that end, we will offer different reading exercises and heuristic devices with the intention that 

they might provide the reader with different ways to engage the text and listen in on its many 

conversations from different vantage points. 

 

A Note on Approach 

A note on our stylistic approach to this translation is warranted here: In preparing this 

translation, we borrowed heavily from Luis Gómez’s paradigm of ‘Free’ vs. ‘Technical’ modes 

of translation.33 We prepared the technical translation first—cross-referencing various versions 

of the text with specialized dictionaries and annotated critical editions. In this way, we attempted 

to account for each word and translate as ‘literally’ as we could. After that, we rewrote the 

technical version into a ‘free’ version. We removed the footnotes, brackets, and annotations with 

the intention to produce something that was simply readable on its own. We have also divided 

 
33 Luis O. Gomez, The Land of Bliss: The Paradise of the Buddha of Measureless Light. University of Hawaii Press, 
1996: ix-xvi. 
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the text into numbered sections and chose a title for each ‘episode,’ conventions that are wholly 

absent in the source material. Nevertheless, some ambiguities and difficulties are bound to 

remain. We hope that the reader will find the fault with us, rather than text. For our part, the joy 

experienced from reading these conversations has less to do with “solving” their many 

ambiguities than it does with sensing their immediacy. For that reason, we have endeavored to 

translate them “freely” into an English vernacular that reflects this aspect.  

We would also like to take a moment to reflect on our position as a translator. On one hand, 

we recognize that it has never been technically easier to translate a text like this one. That is, 

with the advent of technologies like online textual databases such as the Chinese Buddhist Text 

Association (CBETA), massive electronic dictionaries such as the Hànyǔ Dà Cídiǎn and AI-

powered translation tools such as ChatGPT, translating ancient texts like this one has never been 

faster, nor more possible by non-specialists. However, at the same time, insights from academic 

scholarship in the fields of critical history, philology, and religious studies have made us keenly 

aware of the unreliability of our ability to parse their meaning and the many challenges and risks 

associated with attempting to interpret material so distant in time and space from ourselves. Put 

simply, we find ourselves feeling simultaneously technically empowered and epistemically 

hamstrung. Nevertheless, we continue with the hope that our efforts may express some small part 

of our gratitude and respect for this tradition, especially the community of practitioners at Bread 

Loaf Mountain Zen in Vermont, who collectively form our familial connection to it. 

 

Heuristic Devices and Literary Reading Strategies 

 We propose three heuristic devices for intimately reading our text: Protreptic dilemmas, 

performative contradictions, and conversational implicature. 
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First, in attempting to interpret the pedagogical logic of Yàoshān’s utterances to his 

various students—monastic and lay alike—it is helpful to think of his “words” and “phrases” as 

placing each student in a ‘protreptic dilemma.’ The word, ‘protreptic’, here means intended to 

instruct or incite understanding and, as heuristic device, it applies equally to the interlocutor 

within the text as well as the reader. In other words, as you read, try placing yourself in the 

student’s position. That is, try taking on their question as your own and consider the implications 

of Yàoshān’s responses.  

Consider, for example, episode #21: “Yàoshān Questions the Gardner.”34 In questioning 

the very premise of the Gardner’s role, Yàoshān places the monk in a dilemma: he is forced to 

justify his labor to Yàoshān. So, he retorts: “If I don’t teach the roots to grow, then how will the 

great assembly get enough to eat?’ Then, Yàoshān’s response doubles down on the redundancy 

of the Gardner’s labor. ‘You have a mouth, don’t you?’ In this way, Yàoshān’s reply flatly 

refuses the premise that the Gardner need look anywhere outside of themselves for what they, or 

the assembly at large, needs in order to carry out their practice. 

 

34 師問園頭：「作什摩來？」對曰：「栽菜來。」師曰：「栽則不障，你莫教根生。」園頭曰：「既不教
根生，大眾喫個什摩？」師曰：「你還有口摩？」 

The Master [i.e., Yàoshān] asked the Head Gardner: “[You] came [here] to do what?” 

[He] replied: “[I] came [here] to plant vegetables.” 

The Master said: “[If] planted, then not obstructed. You do not teach roots to grow. 

The Head Gardner said: “Since no teaching roots to grow, [then] what does the great eat?” 

The Master said: “You have a mouth, no?” 
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 Second, when you encounter instances in which Yàoshān gives an answer that seemingly 

contradicts real or imagined Buddhist doctrines, assume that such utterances are not merely 

provocative, but are, in fact, intelligible to both speakers. We can also make better sense of 

Yàoshān’s delivery if we imagine that, from his position, the students are making performative 

contradictions by asking their questions in the first place.  

Briefly, if we begin from the Chan/Zen school’s central premise that all beings are 

originally complete—that the minds of sentient beings and buddhas are fundamentally identical, 

and that there is no buddha outside of or apart from this identity35—then it follows that any 

question regarding the ultimate meaning, identity, or location of buddha betrays the questioner’s 

lack of having confirmed this fact for themselves. Thus, Yàoshān’s apparent refusal to answer 

questions, his insistence that he has already done so, and his occasional derision of the 

interlocutor, all serve the heuristic function of prompting each student to recognize their doubts 

and questions for what they are: performative contradictions.   

For example, in #24: “Yàoshān Resolves the Student’s Doubts36,” instead of hearing the 

student out, Yàoshān literally throws him to the floor. We can understand this as instance of 

 
35 Our paraphrase of a statement from the “Bloodstream Sermon,” attributed to Bodhidharma: 
[⼼即是佛。佛即是⼼。⼼外無佛。] 
“Mind is exactly buddha; buddha is exactly mind. Apart from [this] mind, [there is] no [other] buddha.” 

36 問：「學人有疑，請師決。」師曰：「且待上堂時來。」師晚際上堂曰：「今日有僧決疑，在什摩處？
出來！」其僧纔出來，師便托出，卻入方丈。師行次，雲嵒避邊側立，待師到，云：「後底，後底。」師

便驀口摑。 

[A monk] asked: “[This] student [still] has doubts, [I] requested [that] the Master [=Yàoshān] resolve 
[them].” 

The Master said: “Just wait [until] the [next] time [I] go to the hall [to teach].” 

The Master, at night, went up inside the hall and said, “Today, there is a monk [who asked me to] resolve 
[his] doubts. Where is [he]? Come out!” 
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Yàoshān once again refusing the premise of the question. From Yàoshān’s perspective, the 

student saying that he has doubts is similar to saying in English, “I don’t know how to speak 

English.” In other words, because the student’s mind is fundamentally identical with buddha, to 

admit that one ‘has doubts’ is a performative contradiction that reveals the student’s lack of 

having confirmed this truth regarding this fundamental identity for themselves. Afterward, when 

Yúnyán tries to pull one over on Yàoshān by calling out “Behind you! Behind you,” Yàoshān 

displays his virtuosity by striking Yúnyán. The directness and harshness of Yàoshān’s blow 

demonstrates his lack of hesitation and inability to be literally “turned around” by the antics or 

doubts of his students. 

Finally, as a general approach to understanding these encounter dialogues, the framework 

of ‘conversational implicature’ is helpful in unpacking the mechanics of reference that come up 

throughout the text. Briefly, ‘conversational implicature’ simply describes the way that, in any 

given conversation, the meaning of an utterance is partly determined by the explicit content of 

the utterance and partly by implicit references that derive their meanings from a shared 

discursive context.37 Conversation thus depends on implicature for coherence, and implicature 

depends on conversation for its basis. We may be able to converse with ourselves, but we can’t 

implicate anything without an interlocutor. For example, imagine that in a classroom, a student 

 
As soon as that monk came out, the Master immediately held [him] out, shoved him aside, [and] then 
stepped back to into [his] quarters.  

The Master walked [past] the sequence [of monks], Yúnyán stepped to the side and stood, waiting for the 
Master to arrive.  

[Yúnyán] said: “Behind you! Behind you!” 

The Master then slapped [him] right on the mouth. 

 
37 Davis, Wayne, "Implicature", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2024 Edition), Edward N. Zalta & 
Uri Nodelman (eds.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2024/entries/implicature/>.  
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raises their hand and says, “I’m not following you.” The teacher replies, “Where did you lose 

me?” The student’s utterance implicates that they are failing to comprehend the teacher’s 

presentation, and the teacher picks up on this and participates in the student’s metaphor by 

replying in a way that implicates “What don’t you understand?” albeit shaped in the same 

metaphorical form as the student’s utterance.  

A similar structure occurs in, for example, episode #33: “Yàoshān Asks Yúnyán About a 

Unicorn.”38 At first glance, it is perhaps difficult to get a sense of what the significance of a 

unicorn might possibly be in this context. However, if we interpret Yàoshān’s initial question as 

a ‘test’ to see whether Yúnyán is still attached to the duality of real/unreal, then we can likewise 

understand Yàoshān’s second utterance as implicating an approval of Yúnyán’s understanding.  

From here, their exchange is simply understood as Yúnyán expressing his readiness to 

leave Yàoshān’s monastery, expressed through the implication of the ‘fineness’ of his ‘horse.’ In 

fact, Yúnyán leaves Yàoshān’s monastery shortly after, in episode #36, and returns only after 

obtaining a testing question from his brother, Dàowú, that he uses to further question Yàoshān. 

Yàoshān’s final utterance in episode #36 again implicates that the truth to be realized is that one 

need not look outside of one’s own self for the answer to their question. 39 

 

38 師問雲嵒：「馬有角，你還見也無？」對曰：「有，要見作什摩？」師曰：「與摩則好馬也。」對曰：
「若是好馬，則將出去。」 

The Master [=Yàoshān] asked Yúnyán, “[If] a horse had a horns, [would] you see it, or not?” 

[Yúnyán] replied, “There is. [I] need see it for what [purpose]?” 

The Master said, “If that’s the case, then it’s a fine horse!” 

[Yúnyán] replied, “If this [is] a fine horse, then [it] will lead [itself] out.” 

 
39 師曰：「書卷不曾展。」“[I] never opened up [any] books or scrolls.” 
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These tools are meant to counteract certain reading habits that would have us quickly 

interpret difficult-to-parse statements as examples of performative non-sequiturs meant to 

frustrate or even arrest the rational mind. In our experience, these types of utterances are the rare 

exception and not the rule. As a translator, we have endeavored to render such utterances as 

straightforwardly as possible, when possible. Still, the nature of this implicative discourse is such 

that bewilderment is still likely to occur—sometimes by design—and where that confusion 

exceeds the intention of the text, we hope that our readers will find the fault in us and not the text 

itself. In general, however, it is best to assume that each utterance is intelligible to both speakers. 

When intelligibility seems lacking, it is helpful to remind oneself of the shared discursive context 

of both speakers, as evinced by the constant use of vernacular language throughout the text. 

 

Preface 

Encounter dialogues implicate freedom. The pleasure we may experience in reading them 

comes not only from the satisfaction of witnessing the provocative and playful freedom of the 

master, but also from our own bewilderment in seeing each speakers’ expectations and 

preconceptions about the Path laid low. Moreover, in representing itself as a record of unbroken 

conversation, despite the assertion that reality is ‘not dependent on words and letters,’40 the 

Chan/Zen school asserts a startling and demanding claim: language is both the problem and the 

solution; where students trade in hierarchies of concepts, teachers respond by taking advantage 

of the capacity of language to gesture beyond itself to the ‘subtle source’ of experience, 

encapsulated in the doctrine of buddha-nature.41 From this perspective, the realization that 

 
 
40 【不⽴⽂字】 
41 Recall the verse by Yàoshān’s teacher, Shítou from the ‘Identity of Relative & Absolute’ 「參同契」: “The 
subtle source is clear and bright; the branching streams flow in the dark.” 「靈源明皎潔，支派暗流注。」 
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freedom from concepts is co-extensive with concepts themselves is the engine of this genre. 

However, even in saying that much we have already fallen back into concepts, so the 

conversation must continue. Freedom is thus realized through the implicature of conversation in 

the context of relationship with another. Thus, in learning to read these dialogues, we also learn 

how to implicate ourselves in this ancient conversation, and in so doing, perhaps taste freedom as 

well. The alluring form of these dialogues reminds us that the astonishing truth of Chan/Zen is 

just as capable of consoling the careful reader today as it is the hapless monks of the past.  

1. The Legend of Yàoshān Wéiyǎn 

The monk, Yàoshān, succeeded Shítou and lived in Lǎngzhōu. His posthumous name was 

Wéiyǎn, and his common surname was Hán. He was originally from Jiàngzhōu and later moved 

to Nánkāng. At the age of 17, he began serving Chan Master Huìzhào in the western mountains 

of Cháozhōu. In the eighth year of the Tàiì reign [773 CE], he received the precepts from 

Preceptor Xīcāo at Héngyuè Monastary. One morning, Yàoshān said, “A man of great character 

should be willing to abandon even the Dharma itself for the sake of maintaining purity, how can 

one fritter away the time by busying themselves with trivial matters?”  

Afterward, he promptly made a pilgrimage to visit the Great Master, Shítou, where he 

secretly received the profound instruction from him.  

2. Yàoshān Agrees to Teach 

At the beginning of the Zhēnyuán era [785-805 CE], he took up residence in the Sháoyào 

mountains of Lǐyáng county, and was called henceforth called “Yàoshān,” the monk. At the 
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beginning of Yàoshān’s residence there, he approached the village headmen and begged for the 

use of a cow pen, that he might make it into a monks’ hall. He had not been dwelling there long 

before he had nearly twenty people coming to visit him. 

One day, a monk suddenly came and asked Yàoshān to become the abbot of the nearby 

monastery. It also happened that the number of people visiting him gradually grew to nearly 

forty or fifty. As a result, the converted pen had become cramped and narrow, so the villagers 

went up the back mountain and built a small hut for Yàoshān. Then, they requested that he go up 

and stay there instead. Little by little, Yàoshān ascended the monastic hierarchy until he was 

again offered the role of guiding teacher at the nearby monastery. Time and time again, the abbot 

and monks there requested that Yàoshān preach the Dharma for their sake of the people. The first 

and second time he was asked, Yàoshān refused. Only after they asked him a third time did they 

finally get him to agree. The abbot was overjoyed and went first to announce it to the great 

assembly of monks. The assembly was so delighted they could hardly contain themselves. They 

struck the bell and invited everyone into the lecture hall. As soon as all the monks had gathered, 

Yàoshān withdrew, shut the door behind him, and went straight back to his quarters. Once 

outside, the abbot of the monastery rebuked him, saying, “Not even a moment ago, you agreed to 

my request to preach for the sake of the people gathered here today, so why didn’t you say 

anything!? You tricked me!” Yàoshān replied, “You already have masters of scripture here, you 

already have masters of treatise here, and you already have masters of precepts here! Abbot, 

where do you find fault in this old wretch?” 

3. Yàoshān ’s One Line of Text 
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From then on, and for several days afterward, Yàoshān was left alone to his own devices. 

Sometime later, he ascended the seat to preach again, and then someone proceeded to ask him 

the following: 

 “I still don’t get it, who exactly did you succeed and inherit the dharma from?” Yàoshān 

replied, “In my former master’s hall, I picked up just one line of text.” The questioner continued, 

“And what did that one line of text say?” Yàoshān replied, “It’s not like me, and I’m not like it, 

and for that reason I accepted those words.” 

4. Minister Lǐáo Pays a Visit 

When the Minister, Lǐáo, came to visit Yàoshān, he was busy reading sutras, completely 

oblivious to the Minister’s presence. So, the Minister refused the customary pleasantries, and 

then scoffed on his way out the door, saying, “I was much more impressed by hearing your 

reputation than I am seeing you here today,” and then made to leave. Yàoshān called out to him, 

“Minister Lǐáo!”  He turned and replied, “Yes?” Yàoshān said, “How can you esteem your ears 

while you denigrate your eyes?” Shocked, the Minister bowed, stood up again, and asked, “What 

is the Way?” Yàoshān pointed to the sky, then pointed to the ground and said, “Clouds in the 

blue sky; water in the bottle.” The Minister just bowed. Later, he wrote this verse to 

commemorate the event, 

Yàoshān practiced and thereby obtained a body just like a crane. 

Beneath thousands of pine trees there are two encased sutras. 

I’ve heard the master’s way; there’s nothing left to say, 

“Clouds in the blue sky; water in the bottle.” 
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5. Yàoshān’s Great Laughter 

One night, relying on nothing but the light of the moon, Yàoshān climbed up to the top of 

Mt. Peony and, at midnight, let out a great laugh. The sound of it rang all the way out to Lǐyáng, 

some ninety miles east of the mountain. That night, the people in Lǐyáng all heard the sound of 

his laughter and said to each other, “That must be coming from someone in the east.” They went 

from place to place looking for him and kept going east until they eventually found Yàoshān. 

The group of disciples then said, “Last night, we heard your laughter from this mountaintop.” 

Minister Lǐ wrote a verse in praise of Yàoshān, which said, 

“He chose to live a life in seclusion, contenting his rustic spirit. 
 
All year round, sending no one off, and welcoming no one in. 
 
Sometimes, he went right up to the top of some solitary peak— 
 
Under the moonlight, splitting clouds apart with the sound of a single laugh.” 

 

6. Minister Bié Asks About the Threefold Training 

Minister Bié asked, “What are morality, meditation, and wisdom?” Yàoshān responded, 

“This poor monk doesn’t have any of that useless furniture here.” The Minister asked, “I still 

don’t quite understand your point. I beg you to instruct me again.” Yàoshān thought about it for a 

while and then replied, “Right now, it wouldn’t be difficult at all for me to say a phrase to you, 

just as long as, as soon as you hear it, you go and see for yourself.” 

7. Dàowú Questions Yàoshān ’s Use of the Novices 
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Yàoshān called out to summon one of the novice monks. Dàowú asked him, “What use is 

that child’s practice?” Yàoshān said, “For this fellow here.” Dàowú said, “Then why not just get 

rid of him?” Yàoshān said, “How long has he been here?” 

8. Yàoshān Quotes his Teacher 

Yàoshān, quoting his teacher, Shítou, imparted the following words: “Using speech and 

language has got absolutely nothing to do with it.” Commenting on this, Yàoshān replied, “Not 

using speech and language also has nothing to do with it.” Shítou said, “Not even a needle can 

get through here.” Yàoshān replied, “It’s like trying to plant flowers on a rock here42.” 

Later on, someone took up the same question with Zhāngnán and asked, “What did the 

ancients mean by ‘trying to plant flowers on rocks?” Zhāngnán responded, “I bow to your great 

courage!” The person then continued, “So do you understand their meaning, or not?” Zhāngnán 

replied, “No.” Zhāngnán later commented on the exchange, and said, “The leper was eating 

pork.”43 

9. Yàoshān Asks about Bǎizhàng’s Teachings 

Yàoshān asked a monk, “Where did you just depart from?” The monk replied, “I just left 

from Bǎizhàng Huáihái’s place.” Yàoshān said, “What sort of dharma does my elder brother, 

Hái, preach to the teachers and monks during the twenty-four hours of each day there?” The 

monk replied, “Sometimes he says, ‘Go examine beyond the three statements.’ Other times he 

 
42 A pun using Shítou ’s [lit. “Rock Head”] name. 
43 This line depends on the belief that sufferers of leprosy crave pork as a symptom of  their illness. 
Nishiguchi, Yoshio, and Kenji Kinugawa. “Translation and Annotation of the Zutang ji, Vol. 10 (3), Chapter on 
Master Jingqing (2).” Bulletin of the Institute for Zen Studies 35 (May 2021), (79–189); 106. 
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says, ‘Get an understanding beyond the six statements.’ And still other times he says, ‘When it 

comes to those who haven’t obtained the profound mirror awareness, if they would just rely on 

the complete teaching, then they would’ve at least gotten a little further along.’” Yàoshān said, 

“We’re leagues apart and happily have nothing to do with each other.” 

10. Yàoshān Slashes Dàowú  

One time, Yàoshān was walking around with a knife. Dàowú asked him, “What’s that 

behind you?” Yàoshān drew the knife, and then slashed Dàowú across his mouth. 

11. Yàoshān Waits for the Bull to Give Birth 

One night, Yàoshān didn’t call for the fire to be lit. A monk stood there for a while, and 

then Yàoshān said to him, “I have a phrase, but I’ll wait until the bull gives birth to a calf before 

I speak it to you.” The monk said, “The bull already gave birth to a calf. You just haven’t said 

anything yet.” Yàoshān then called for the fire to be lit. As soon as it was lit, the monk withdrew 

and rejoined the assembly. 

Later, Yúnyán raised presented the case to Dòngshān for comment. Dòngshān said, “That 

monk did indeed see the point, he just refused to bow.”  

A monk presented the same case to Zhǎngqìng, and asked, “If he saw the point, then why 

did he refuse to bow?” Zhǎngqìng said, “He was just being impolite.” 

Another time, Báilián presented the same case to his assembly and asked, “If he saw the 

point, then why did he refuse to bow?” There was no response. Báilián, answered for them, 

saying, “He didn’t want to show his face again.” 
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12. Yàoshān’s Broken Pot 

 Yàoshān again called out to one of the novice monks. Yúnyán said, “What are you 

calling him for?” Yàoshān replied, “I have pot with a broken leg, and I want him to carry it up 

and down for me.” Yúnyán replied, “If that’s the case, then let’s each of us lend a hand.” 

13. Yàoshān Chides a Naughty Monk 

Another time, Yàoshān asked a monk, “In all your many travels, wandering around on 

pilgrimage, seeking to get your hands on that thing which is so difficult to obtain—have you 

managed to get a hold of it yet?” The monk replied, “I’m still off the mark.” Yàoshān said, 

“Then what’s it good for?” The monk couldn’t response. Yàoshān continued, “If it weren’t for 

whatever’s holding you back, you would have found it a long time ago.” 

14. Yàoshān Question Yúnyán’s Water Carrying 

Yàoshān asked Yúnyán, “What are you doing?” Yúnyán responded, “I’m carrying 

water.” Yàoshān said, “Which one?” Yúnyán responded, “Exactly!” Yàoshān said, “Who are you 

doing all this running around for?” Yúnyán responded, “I’m doing these things on its behalf.” 

Yàoshān said, “Why not tell it to come along with you?” Yúnyán responded, “Master, don’t 

slander others.” Yàoshān said, “You shouldn’t talk like that.” Yúnyán couldn’t respond. Yàoshān 

continued, “What else are you still carrying?” 

15. Yàoshān’s One Phrase, 

One time, Yàoshān said, “I have a phrase that I’ve never said to anyone before.”  
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Dàowú said, “Even still, it goes with you wherever you go.” 

16. Yàoshān Questions the Monk about Nánquán’s Dining Hall 

Yàoshān asked a monk, “Where have you come from?” The monk replied, “I’ve just 

come from Nánquán’s place.” Yàoshān said, “How long were you there?” The monk replied, 

“Through the winter and summer.” Yàoshān said, “If you keep on like that, then you’ll turn into 

a water buffalo!”44 The monk replied, “Even though I was at Nánquán’s place, I never once 

entered his dining hall.” Yàoshān said, “Still, it’s not like you could’ve subsisted off of the 

eastern and western winds!” The monk replied, “Don’t misunderstand me, master. Naturally, 

someone was holding the spoon and chopsticks there.” 

17. Yúnyán Goes to Bǎizhàng for Alms 

Yúnyán asked, “In just one phrase, how would you say it?” Yàoshān replied, “It’s not 

something that can be spoken.” Dàowú said, “Then it’s been said already.” Yúnyán then made to 

go and beg Bǎizhàng for alms instead. So, Yàoshān asked him again, “If those beings in hell 

can’t eat it, then who’s it for?” Yúnyán replied, “There’s still someone who needs it.” 

18. Minister Yúdí Asks for the Highest Principle 

Once, Minister Yúdí asked Zǐyù, “What is the highest principle of the Buddhadharma?” 

Zǐyù called out, “Minister Yú?” He turned and replied, “Yes?” Zǐyù said, “Don’t seek anything 

more than this.” When Yàoshān heard about this, he presented the case and said, “Zǐyù tied that 

 
44 According to Muller, “[water buffalo] is a metaphor for a practitioner pursuing the ultimate truth.” 
http,//www.buddhism-dict.net/cgi-bin/xpr-ddb.pl?q=%E6%B0%B4%E7%89%AF%E7%89%9B 
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guy up so tight that he died.” A monk then asked Yàoshān, “What do you mean?” Yàoshān, 

instead of a response from the monk, said, “What is this?” 

19. Yàoshān Challenges the Abbot 

The Abbot announced to Yàoshān, “Ring the bell! And invite the monk to enter the lecture hall.” 

Yàoshān said, “You there, come here and hold up my alms bowl for me.”  

The Abbot didn’t understand. 

20. Yúnyán Asks About Yàoshān’s Limbs 

Yúnyán said, “How long have you been without hands and feet?” Yàoshān replied, 

“You’re just twisted up in your monk’s robe.” Yúnyán replied, “If I’m just like that, then what 

about you?” Yàoshān replied, “I don’t have those sorts of underlings.” 

21. Yàoshān  Questions the Gardner 

Yàoshān asked the monk in charge of the vegetable garden, “What are you doing here?” 

The monk replied, “I’m here to plant the vegetables.” Yàoshān said, “Plants simply sprout 

wherever there’s enough room; you don’t have to teach roots to grow.” The monk replied, “If I 

don’t teach the roots to grow, then how will the great assembly get enough to eat?” Yàoshān 

said, “You have a mouth, don’t you?” 

22. Yàoshān Questions Dàowú about “Buddha” 

Yàoshān wrote the character for “Buddha,” and asked Dàowú, “What does this say?” 

Dàowú replied, “That’s the character for ‘Buddha.’” Yàoshān said, “Ugh! This poser talks too 



 30 

much!” Dàowú couldn’t respond. In lieu of a response from Dàowú, myriad buddhas withdrew 

and stood behind him with their palms together. Then, in place of Yàoshān’s second utterance, 

they all said, “Wrong!” 

23. The Head Cook Storms Off 

There was once a monk who had served as the head cook in Yàoshān’s monastery for 

three years. Yàoshān asked him, “Have long have you been here?” The monk replied, “Three 

years.” Yàoshān said, “I don’t recognize you at all.” The monk didn’t understand, was furious, 

and left the monastery. 

24. Yàoshān Resolves the Student’s Doubts 

A monk asked, “This student still has doubts, please resolve them for me.” Yàoshān said, 

“Just wait until the next time I enter the lecture hall to teach.” That night, Yàoshān entered the 

hall and said, “Today I ran into a monk who asked me to resolve his doubts. Well? Where is he? 

Come on out!” As soon as the monk stepped forward, Yàoshān grabbed him, shoved him aside, 

and then went straight back to his abbot’s quarters. While Yàoshān was on his way out, Yúnyán 

stepped to the side and stood there, waiting for Yàoshān to walk past him. As soon as he had, 

Yúnyán called out, “Behind you! Behind you!” Yàoshān then suddenly slapped him in the face. 

25. Yàoshān Advises the Monk Against Self-Deception 

A monk asked, “How can I get to the point where I’m not bewildered by all these 

different situations that I find myself in?” Yàoshān replied, “Just allow them to happen. How can 
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they trouble you?” The monk replied, “I still don’t understand. What do you mean?” Yàoshān 

said, “Which situations are bewildering you?”  

26. A Monk Asks Yàoshān About the Most Important Thing 

The monk asked, “What is the most precious teaching in the Way?” Yàoshān replied, 

“Don’t deceive yourself.” The monk continued, and asked, “And when I’m not deceiving myself 

anymore, then what?” Yàoshān said, “Not even for all the wealth in the world would one be 

willing to trade away such an achievement as that.” 

27. Yúnyán Recognizes his Brother, Dàowú  

Dàowú was ordained as a monk only after turning forty-six years old. His common 

surname was Wáng, and he was a native of Jiànchāng county in Zhōnglíng. He had a younger 

brother named Yúnyán. Yúnyán ordained earlier than Dàowú and was serving as an attendant at 

Bǎizhàng’s monastery when the following took place: 

One day, Dàowú was in his room writing a report on the search for public servants. [After 

he left,] he was able to cover a great distance in just one day, before he eventually arrived right 

where Bǎizhàng’s village headman was, from whom he begged a meal. At that time, the temple 

attendant, Yúnyán, was also serving the headman. The headman thus summoned Yúnyán to greet 

their newfound guest.  

Yúnyán arrived, looked everything over, and then asked, “Honorable sir, where are you 

from?” Dàowú replied, “Jiànchāng county in Zhōnglíng.” Yúnyán continued, “And what is your 

surname?” To which Dàowú replied, “Wáng.” Hearing this, Yúnyán was finally able to 
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recognize his elder brother. He then grasped Dàowú’s hand and cried, “Is our mother still alive?” 

Dàowú replied, “Brother, remember our teacher’s instruction: if you don’t stop your wailing, 

then you’ll lose your eyes and descend into a lower realm of existence.” At these words, Yúnyán 

attained peace in his mind. That same day, he went to visit Bǎizhàng. 

After looking everything over, Yúnyán led his elder brother to visit the monk, Bǎizhàng. 

Then, Yúnyán reported the situation to Bǎizhàng, stating, “This guest is my elder brother; he 

wishes to ordain as a monk under you. Can such a thing be arranged?” Bǎizhàng said, “He 

cannot ordain under me.” Yúnyán asked, “Then what must he do?” Bǎizhàng replied, “He can 

ordain under the senior teacher at his place instead.” Yúnyán led him to the senior teacher’s 

place. When Yúnyán told him about what happened, he agreed and then ordained Dàowú. 

 Afterward, after Yúnyán took his brother to the capital and had him formally receive the 

precepts, they both moved back near Bǎizhàng’s monastery. One day, the two of them were 

sitting on the ground, absorbed in their meditation. Dàowú got up, bowed, and said, “I have this 

thing on my mind—something that I often find myself wanting to ask you about, but I haven’t 

found the right time to ask yet. Now, today is fortunate because it seems that I finally have the 

chance to ask you, brother. Do you mind?” Yúnyán said, “What’s the problem?”  Then Dàowú 

said, “After I leave this leaky husk of a body behind, where will I be able to see you again, 

brother?” Yúnyán replied, “We’ll see each other in the place where there is no birth and no 

death.” Dàowú said, “Don’t say that there’s no one in the weeds; in fact, there is a discerning 

person there.” Yúnyán replied, “How is it that you still harbor such traces of lay life, even as you 

now possess the body and mind [of a monk]?” Dàowú said, “I tell you, brother, do not speak 

such words. The Buddhadharma doesn’t depend on the distinction between monastics and laity.” 
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Then, Yúnyán asked, “If it’s as you say, and one only attains after elaborating doctrine, then 

what should I do?” Dàowú said, “It’s not to be found in the place where there is no birth and no 

death, nor in hoping to see one another again.”   

Later on, Yúnyán said, “Clearly, if your eyes are able to make out such details, then as 

soon as we arrive in the monastery, we’ll each liberate one another.” Then, he returned to 

Bǎizhàng. After a year had passed, Dàowú said his goodbyes to Bǎizhàng and then went to visit 

Yàoshān. 

Yàoshān asked, “In just one phrase, how would you say it?” Dàowú said, “I’ve never said 

it to even one single person.” Yàoshān said, “Where do the great and small treasuries of 

scriptures come from?” Dàowú replied, “They come out from everywhere.” Yàoshān was 

completely astonished by his response, so Dàowú continued to study Zen and managed to get a 

taste of understanding. Later, the only thing he could think about was his brother. 

So, one day, Dàowú wrote a letter which to him which said, “Shítou’s place is a real gold 

shop, while Bǎizhàng’s place is just a general store. What are you doing, wasting his time putting 

down roots there?! You must come quickly!” 

After Yúnyán received his brother’s letter, he was consumed with worry and distress. 

One day, while he was serving as an attendant at his master’s side all through the night, his 

master, Bǎizhàng said to him, “Take a break for a while.”  But Yúnyán didn’t leave.  So, 

Bǎizhàng said to him, “What’s the matter with you? Your face is all gaunt and stricken, like 

you’ve got a problem with your stomach. If you’ve got something to say, then just say it.” 

Yúnyán replied, “There’s nothing the matter.” Bǎizhàng said, “Then has this got something to do 
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with whatever ‘wisdom’ you were able glean from that fool’s letter?” Yúnyán responded, “I 

wouldn’t dare say that.” 

Then, Bǎizhàng demanded to see Dàowú’s letter, so Yúnyán took out the letter and 

presented it to Bǎizhàng. Once Bǎizhàng finished reading it, he said, “This is clearly a case of 

‘the ones that gave birth to me are my parents and the ones who complete me are my friends.’ 

There’s no need for you to stay here with me anymore, so go quickly.” Yúnyán said, “I wouldn’t 

dare leave you.” Bǎizhàng said, “I have a document as well as a letter that I want you to take and 

deliver to the venerable Yàoshān. Take them both and go quickly.” 

Yúnyán received his master’s instructions, took the letter, and brought it to Yàoshān. 

Dàowú welcomed him and brought him to see Yàoshān.  After Yàoshān received the letter and 

finished looking everything over, he asked Yúnyán, “What sort of dharma does Master Hái 

usually preach?” Yúnyán replied, “Sometimes he says, ‘Go examine beyond the three 

statements.’ Other times he says, ‘Get an understanding beyond the six statements.’ Yàoshān 

said, “We’re leagues apart and happily have nothing to do with each other.” He continued and 

asked, “What else does he say?” Yúnyán replied, “Sometimes he preaches the whole Dharma.” 

Later, when the great assembly was exiting the Dharma Hall, Yàoshān summoned them 

back in. When they turned their heads, Yàoshān said, “What is this?” And then continued, “Why 

didn’t you speak up earlier? Elder Hái is still here, and it’s because of you that I’ve come to 

recognize him as Master Bǎizhàng.” 

28. Yàoshān Asks Yúnyán about Birth and Death 
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Yàoshān asked Yúnyán, “Right here and now, how are birth and death?” He responded, 

“Right here and now there is no birth and death.” Yàoshān said, “You were with Bǎizhàng for 

twenty years and you still couldn’t manage to get rid of that vulgar stench.” Yúnyán continued, 

and asked, “If it’s as you say and I’m still like that, then what about you?” Yàoshān said, “I’m 

but a weary, hunch-backed, craven old man, riddled with countless disgraces and mistakes. I just 

pass the time as I am.” 

29. Yúnyán Goes Looking for Wéishān 

From then on, the Master Yàoshān and his disciple, Yúnyán, supported one another in 

their practice. Later, there came a day when Yúnyán said goodbye to Yàoshān. Yàoshān asked 

him, “Where are you going?” Yúnyán replied, “I intend to go pay a visit to my elder brother, 

Master Wéishān’s, place.” Yàoshān said, “What for?” Yúnyán replied, “While Wéishān and I 

were at Bǎizhàng’s monastery together, we made a promise to each other.” Yàoshān said, “What 

sort of promise?” Yúnyán replied, “Back then, while the two of us were staying at Master 

Bǎizhàng’s monastery, Wéishān served as the head cook, and I served as the master’s attendant. 

Together, we promised never to leave the master’s side and to continue to support him. Later on, 

though, we both broke that promise to each other. So, I want to go clear things up and get an 

explanation from him. Yàoshān agreed, and Yúnyán soon after departed from the monastery. 

30. Dàowú Notices his Brother’s Absence 

One day, Dàowú carried a robe and bowl across the bridge and delivered them to the 

pavilion near the rear of the monastery courtyard. Then, Dàowú turned around to leave without 

explaining what he was doing to Yàoshān. So, Yàoshān asked him: “Did you send Yúnyán off, 
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then?” He replied: “Yes, I did.” Dàowú continued and asked: “Since Yúnyán left his position as 

your attendant, does that mean he attained something?” Yàoshān replied: “Fool! Why must ask 

me such a thing? How many years have we been practicing together now? What haven’t we 

done? What haven’t we discussed? There’s no need to ask me that again.” Dàowú replied: 

“Without a word from you, Master, what will guide me later, after you’re gone? I beg you for a 

word.” Yàoshān said: “If that’s the case, then I’ll say this much to you: ‘The eyes are there—just 

lacking the waves that wash them clean.’” 

After Dàowú heard these words, he left the monastery that very same night. By the next 

day, he arrived at the village courtyard at the bottom of the hill where he met up with Yúnyán 

and told him what Yàoshān had said. Together, they turned around and returned to Yàoshān and 

for the rest of their lives, they never left his side again. 

31. Zhēnjué and Xuánwù Discuss Yàoshān’s “Eyes” 

Master Zhēnjué presented this case to Master Xuánwù and asked, “The eye-faculty emits 

light that brightly penetrates mountains and rivers. And as for those mountains, rivers, and 

indeed the whole Earth itself—none of them obstruct the eye’s light. Where have these people 

passed through, such that they are ‘just lacking the waves that wash clean?’”  Xuánwù replied: 

“Aside from these two people—no matter how many ‘great awakenings’ you may attain—

anyone less realized than them still need to ‘wash clean.’” He continued, asking, “What sort of 

people are they?” Zhēnjué replied, “There is one such person up in the Western Heavens, and 

there is one such person down here with us, on Earth.” He continued, asking, “Who is the one up 

in the Western Heavens?” and Xuánwù replied, “the layman, Vimalakirti.” Zhēnjué asked, “And 
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who is the one down here on Earth?” and Xuánwù replied: “Shuānglín Fùdàshì.”45 He continued 

and asked, “What sort of causes and conditions made it so that those two are ‘just lacking the 

waves that wash them clean?’” Zhengjue said, “To keep going on like this would be a mistake, 

elder brother.” 

32. Dàowú Revisits Death with Yúnyán 

Once, when Yúnyán was feeling unwell, Dàowú asked him, “After you leave behind this 

leaky husk of a body behind, where will we be able to see each other again?” Yúnyán responded, 

“We’ll meet again in the place of no birth and no death.” Dàowú said, “Why didn’t you say, ‘It’s 

not to be found in the place where there is no birth and no death, nor in hoping to see one another 

again?’” 

33. Yàoshān Asks Yúnyán About a Unicorn 

Yàoshān asked Yúnyán, “Take a unicorn, for example—is that something you can you see, or 
not?” 

Yúnyán replied, “I can. But why would I want to see that?” 

Yàoshān said, “If that’s the case, then it must be a fine horse!” 

Yúnyán said, “And if it’s a fine horse, then it will lead itself out.” 

 

34. Báiyán Asks About Reading Sutras 

One day, Yàoshān was pouring over some sutras when the monk, Báiyán, said to him, 

“You mustn’t read the sutras; there’s no use relying on other people’s attainments!” Yàoshān 

 
45 Shuanglin Fudashi 雙林傅大士 (497-569 CE) was a legendary Chinese Buddhist monk known for his 
commentary on the Diamond Sutra, the subject of case #67 of the Blue-Cliff Record. 
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rolled up the sutra and then asked Báiyán, “What time of day is it?” Báiyán replied, “It’s exactly 

midday.” Yàoshān said, “And yet I can still make out the patterns on the page.” Báiyán 

responded, “There are none—none at all.” Yàoshān said, “Well aren’t you a genius?!” Báiyán 

stepped back and asked Yàoshān, “If I’m like that, then what about you, Master?” Yàoshān 

replied, “I’m but a weary, hunch-backed, craven old man, riddled with countless disgraces and 

mistakes. I just pass the time as I am.” 

35. Yàoshān and Yúnyán Discuss the Visitor, Míngxī 

After the monk, Míngxī, had spoken with Yàoshān and left, Yàoshān turned to Yúnyán 

and said, “Míngxī used to be a military commissioner.” Then Yúnyán asked Yàoshān, “What did 

you used to be?” Yàoshān replied, “I’m but a weary, hunch-backed, craven old man, riddled with 

countless disgraces and mistakes. I just pass the time as I am.” 

36. Dàowú Offers Yúnyán a Testing Question 

Yúnyán paid his respects, left the monastery, went to Dàowú, and brought up everything 

that had happened. Dàowú said, “Sounds like a good bit of conversation but it was missing a 

question.” Yúnyán replied, “How would you have asked it?” Dàowú said, “I would have asked: 

‘How did you get to be this way?’” Once Yúnyán got this testing question from Dàowú, he 

immediately went back to Yàoshān’s place to continue where he had left off. Yúnyán asked, 

“How did you get to be this way?” Yàoshān said, “I never opened any books.” Later, someone 

raised the case to Master Shíshuāng. He commented, “I never opened his books either.”  

37. Yàoshān Refuses Medicine 
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One time, an attendant asked Yàoshān to take some medicine, but he refused it. The 

attendant continued, “Why won’t you take it?” Yàoshān said, “Because I can’t digest it.” The 

attendant continued, “Then who can digest it?” Yàoshān replied, “One who doesn’t violate the 

laywomen.” The attendant asked, “Then why can’t you digest it?” Yàoshān picked up a rolled bit 

of cloth and said, “Wasn’t it this?!” 

38. Yàoshān Refuses a Bath 

Another time, Yúnyán asked Yàoshān to bathe, but he refused to. Yúnyán asked him, 

“Why won’t you bathe?” Yàoshān replied, “Because there’s no defilement.” Yúnyán replied, 

“But surely even those without defilement still have to bathe.” Yàoshān said, “Get a load of this 

guy! If there’s no defilement, then what’s there to bathe!?” Yúnyán replied, “But what about all 

those pores in your skin?” 

39. Cáoshān Tries to Avoid Yàoshān’s Blows 

Yàoshān questioned a traveling monk from Korea and asked him, “How old are you?” To 

which the monk replied, “I’m 78.” Yàoshān asked, “Are you really 78 years old?” The monk 

replied, “Yes, I am.” Then, Yàoshān hit him.  

Later, someone brought up the case with Cáoshān and asked, “How might the monk have 

responded so as to avoid Yàoshān’s blows?” Cáoshān replied, “Correctly receiving the 

Emperor’s mandates, the nobles all move to the side of the road.” The monk continued and 

asked, “If we take the senior monk as an example, then where exactly was his fault such that he 

then deserved to be hit by Yàoshān?” Cáoshān replied, “At first, the clangs of the swords were 

still shallow; Later on, an arrow struck the person deeply.” 
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40. Yàoshān Speaks with a Homesick Monk 

A monk asked, “What will it be like when it’s time for me to start preparing to go back 

home?” Yàoshān replied, “If someone’s whole body was burnt and oozing all over—that is, if 

they were laid down in thistle and thorn bushes—how would they get back home then, huh, wise 

guy?” The monk responded, “If that’s the case, then I don’t want to go home anymore.” Yàoshān 

said, “No. You still have to go home. And when you do, I’ll give you a method for fasting.” The 

monk continued, “Please tell me the method for fasting.” Yàoshān replied, “In the morning and 

evening, bring an alms bowl to the Hall, but don’t bite down on a single grain of rice.” 

Gatha of the Radiant Sun: 
 
Who could it be that is burnt and oozing all over? 
 
Laid down in a great mass of thorns; it’s all wisdom and truth. 
 
If you would answer for me, then you must first embody subtlety. 

 
In time—not planned—vividly fresh and new. 

 

41. The Novice, Stonehouse Gāo, Arrives 

The novice, Stonehouse Gāo, went to the capital to receive the precepts. While on his 

way, he passed by a resting place somewhere near the foot of Mt. Peony, where he suddenly 

happened upon an old man on the road. The novice said, “Hello, good sir.” The old man 

responded by saying, “Hello to you too, honorable monk.” The novice asked, “What’s it like 

ahead up on the road?” The old man replied, “Honorable monk, what’s the rush? Right here, 

there is a flesh-and-blood bodhisattva who has appeared in the world who is not only an arahant, 

but also serving as the monastery’s the abbot. Why don’t you go up the mountain and pay 
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respects to him?” At these words, the novice’s mind finally came to rest, and he went 

immediately to Yàoshān ’s monastery, swapped out his clothes, and went straight to the Dharma 

Hall to pay respects to him.  

Yàoshān asked, “Where did you come from?” The novice, Gāo, replied, “I came from 

Nányuè.” Yàoshān replied, “Where are you going?” He replied, “I’m going to Jiānglíng to 

receive the precepts.” Yàoshān said, “What’s your intention in receiving the precepts?” He 

replied, “My intention is to escape birth and death.” Yàoshān replied, “There is someone who did 

not receive the precepts yet who is still far-removed from birth and death. Do you know him, or 

not?” He replied, “If it’s really as you say, then for what reason did the Buddha make the two-

hundred and fifty precepts while he was here in this world?” Yàoshān replied, “Ugh! This 

blabbering novice! Still clinging here to lips and teeth!” 

Then, Yàoshān instructed him to join the assembly of monks there. When the novice, 

Gāo, went to the back of the storeroom to be looked over by the senior monk in charge there, 

Dàowú arrived, and greeted Yàoshān. Yàoshān looked at Dàowú and asked, “Did you see that 

dumb novice who just came in here?” Dàowú replied, “I saw him.” Yàoshān said, “That novice 

has got a bit of spunk in him.” Dàowú replied, “What sort of spunk could the boys and girls from 

the village possibly have? He hasn’t even got the basics yet; he still needs to examine his faults 

before he can even begin to make any progress.” 

Yàoshān instructed his attendant to summon Gāo. When the novice came into the hall, 

Yàoshān asked him, “I’ve heard it said that the capitol, Cháng’ān, is vast as it is noisy, do you 

think so too, or not?” He replied, “No, I don’t think that. My state is quite calm and serene.” 

Yàoshān said, “Did you get such an understanding from reading scriptures, or from asking other 
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people for help?” He replied, “I didn’t get it from reading scriptures or from asking others for 

help.” Yàoshān said, “There are many who neither read scriptures nor ask others for help. Why 

don’t they get it, just as you did?” He replied, “I wouldn’t say that they don’t get it, just that they 

aren’t willing to take it upon themselves.” 

Yàoshān looked at Dàowú and said, “I don’t believe that you don’t utter those words in 

vain.” Then he got down off his bed, patted Gāo on the back, and said, “A real lion’s cub!” 

When Gāo made to leave again, Yàoshān asked him, “Where are you headed off to?” He replied, 

“I’m off to live as a hermit.” Yàoshān said, “Life and death are of supreme importance. Why not 

receive the precepts?” He replied, “If you and I both know that this is all just the same thing, 

then why order me to receive the precepts?” Yàoshān said, “If you were like this by my side, 

then I would want to see you often.” Because of this, Gāo spent the rest his life in a hermitage 

right next to Yàoshān’s monastery. For this, he came to be known as Gāo, the Stonehouse 

Novice. 

42. A Monk Asks Yàoshān About Life & Death 

A monk asked, “How should one respond in this place where one’s life passes swiftly 

by?” Yàoshān replied, “Don’t plant coarse grains.” The monk continued, “Then what will we 

give as an offering?” Yàoshān replied, “The one without a mouth.”  Then Yàoshān cited the 

following: “If you all want to know how to nurture and sustain yourselves, then go and stand on 

the highest mountaintop and walk along the deepest ocean floor. Only once your conduct in these 

places does not differ, will you then have a small share of an appropriate response.” Someone 

took this teaching up with Shùndé, and asked him, “The ancient, Yàoshān, had a phrase: ‘go and 

stand on the highest mountaintop and walk along the deepest ocean floor.’ What does it mean to 
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‘stand on the highest mountain top?’ Shùndé replied, “just dwell steeply.” The monk continued, 

“What does it mean to ‘walk along the deepest ocean floor?’ Shùndé replied, “carry out your 

practice deeply.” 

43. Yàoshān Covers His Eyes with Sutras 

Once, while Yàoshān was busy reading sutras, a monk asked him, “You usually don’t let 

people read the sutras, so how come you’re reading them?” Yàoshān replied, “Because I want to 

cover my eyes.” The monk continued and asked, “May I study the sutra that you’re reading?” 

Yàoshān said, “If you want to study the sutras I’m reading, then first you’ll have to get through 

the ox’s hide.”  Chángqìng raised this case with a monk and asked, “The ancient, Yàoshān, 

covered his eyes. What was the problem with his eyes?” Among those that responded, none of 

them answered correctly or satisfied the teacher’s instruction. In lieu of a response, Chángqìng 

himself said, “How did his eyes get covered in dust again?” 

44. Yàoshān ’s Final Words to the Assembly 

On the sixth day of the eleventh month, during the Jiǎyín year of the eighth year of the 

Dàhé reign [834 CE], Yàoshān said to the assembly, “The Dharma Hall is collapsing! The 

Dharma Hall collapsing!”  The assembly was stunned and started gathering things to try to prop 

it back up. Yàoshān clapped his hands together and laughed loudly, saying, “You all don’t 

understand what I mean.” Soon afterward, Yàoshān died. He was eighty-four years old, sixty-

five of which he lived as a monk. By Imperial decree, he was given the posthumous title “Great 

Master of Proclaiming the Way, Stupa of the Conjured City.” 
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