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After passing on to us the teachings of Master 
Unmon, a disciple of Seppo Gison, Koun Ejo 
quotes the latter: 

‘The Buddhas of all ages turn the Great Wheel of 
Teaching amidst the flames and fire.’ 

The Wheel of the Teaching is the Wheel of the 
Law or the Wheel of the Dharma. Turning it has 
been the expression used to denote the stages of 
the Buddha’s major teachings.  

Tenbôrin means ‘to turn the wheel of the Dharma’: 
Rin, the wheel; Bô or Hô, the Dharma, the Law; 
Ten, rotation. 

Today's kusen is primarily a teaching on early 
Buddhism: 

The first turning of the Wheel of the Dharma took 
place at Sarnath, in the city of Varanasi, also 
known as Benares. This is why the Buddha’s first 
teaching on the Four Noble Truths was called the 
Sermon at Benares. It is a fundamental teaching 
for all beings. The Buddha demonstrated this 
throughout his whole life through practising Right 
Conduct which forms part of the Noble Eightfold 
Path. 

The second turning of the Wheel of the Dharma 
took place at Vulture Peak near Bodhgaya, in the 
south of the state of Bihar, 250 km east of 
Varanasi (Benares). Here, the Buddha taught the 
Prajñāpāramitā to advanced disciples. This 
teaching essentially concerns the doctrine of 
Emptiness. Among these teachings on the 
Prajñāpāramitā we have the Heart Sutra (of Great 
Wisdom), the Diamond Sutra, the Lotus Sutra and 
the Vimalakirti Sutra, (or Sutra of Inconceivable 
Freedom).  

The Buddha identified Emptiness as the 
knowledge that the practitioner must acquire in 
order to attain Awakening. This he affirms 
categorically in the following declaration, which 
concerns us all:  

‘No one can attain liberation without advancing 
along the path of Emptiness.’ 

 

 

 

 

The third turning of the Wheel of the Dharma 
speaks of the luminous aspect of the mind and of 
what buddha-nature is (i.e. the Tathāgata-garbha 
Sūtra) – our true identity. This is the theme of the 
Lankavatara Sūtra, to which the Chan Masters 
referred, among them Bodhidharma. 

The Lankavatara Sūtra proposes a radical 
contemplative method, based on the 
'buddha-nature’ as the ‘natural clear light of the 
Mind’, of which Chan/Zen is the deepest 
application. This is Shikantaza. Everything is 
Mind-only, and there is nothing other than an 
unfathomable emptiness, with no holiness. 

Here is how the Lankavatara Sūtra puts it: 

‘Suchness, emptiness, the summit of Reality, nirvana, 
the absolute dimension, as well as the non-arising of 
all things - this is the absolute truth. Since nothing 
has essence, everything is simply a perception at the 
core of your mind. Understand that nothing of what 
you perceive actually exists.  

If you do not realise the nature of your mind, you will 
produce nothing but fictitious ideas. In Mind-Only, it 
is impossible to find anything either real or unreal. ’ 

We're totally frustrated if we stay within the realm 
of language!! We must take very seriously Master 
Dogen’s recommendation to go beyond thought: 
Hishiryo, there where the "I do not know " becomes 
the answer that sets us free. 

For Koun Ejo, the Wheel of the Dharma turns within 
the luminous source of fire and flames, that is to 
say, at the heart of the light of the Mind. It's like the 
point of convergence, in a precise spot, of the sun’s 
rays passing through a magnifying glass. It's like the 
fire that lies in wait inside a flintstone. 

Following in the footsteps of his Master Seppo, 
Master Unmon adds: 

‘The flames of fire expound the teachings of the 
Buddhas of all times.  

The Buddhas of all ages remain there, seated, and 
listen.’ 

 

*** 
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