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Koun Ejo continues his account today by 
speaking of Master Seppo Gison, who is said to 
have passed on the transmission to at least 56 
successors, including Master Unmon. Seppo 
Gison was ordained as a monk at a very young 
age, then set out on a pilgrimage across the 
country, visiting many Chan masters and serving 
in numerous monasteries as tenzo. He attained 
enlightenment at around the age of 45 during a 
mondo with one of his Dharma brothers. 

One day, to instruct his assembled disciples, 
Seppo Gison posed this kōan to them, reputed to 
be one of the most famous in the Hekigan roku, 
the oldest collection of kōans in Chan literature: 

"Taken between the fingers, the whole earth, 
however vast it may be, is never more than the size 
of a grain of rice. I cast it before you. A bucket of 
lacquer that you cannot grasp! Beat your drums, stir 
heaven and earth, and seek. Seek. ” 

How should this kōan be interpreted? 

In the world of Awakening and non-duality, can 
one distinguish between the earth and a grain of 
rice? If you seek to answer using your intellectual 
faculties, one could wager a lacquer bucket - 
which is of immense value - that you will never 
succeed. And yet, to awaken and recognise that 
the whole earth is no bigger than a grain of rice, 
one must beat the drum, stir up heaven and 
earth, without ever ceasing to seek. Let us have 
no doubt about this. To seek is nothing other 
than to go to the deepest part of oneself, into 
our own Treasure of Light, where the great 
meets the small - there where the self is 
forgotten. 

 

Koun Ejo tells us of another teaching given by 
Seppo Gison: 

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

 

 

 

 

 

The flames and fire are those of our Treasure of 
Light. It is nowhere else that dazzling 
understanding can arise. It is there that all kōans 
arise, and it is there that every one of them is 
resolved. It is always beyond words that the 
answer springs forth. So go on, beat the drum of 
false views, and seek. Seek the Treasure within 
yourself. Let yourself be absorbed by the flames 
and fire. It is worth far more than a bucketful of 
lacquer! 

And Unmon adds: 

"The flames and fire reveal the teachings of the 
Buddhas of all ages. And the Buddhas of all ages 
remain there, seated, and listen.” 

 

Koun Ejo concludes: 

"The light of the flames and fire is the place of 
enlightenment for the Buddhas of all ages; it is the 
master of the Buddhas. For this reason, all of the 
Enlightened Ones always expound the teaching in 
the midst of myriad forms, shiki, even as they 
remain in the very place of enlightenment, which is 
the light of peaceful and perfect tranquillity.” 

​
All this may seem rather vague, fanciful and out 
of reach to us. A sort of utopian language born 
of the imagination of the Buddhas - themselves 
also imaginary - to delude credulous beings. 

​
Yet the flames and fire emanating from our 
Treasury of Light are those of our own heart - 
the very heart that is opening right now, listening 
to this teaching in the posture of the Buddhas. 
And it is within the Treasury of our own heart 
that the Buddhas are born to teach the world, 
and turn the Wheel of the Dharma. 

​
 

*** 
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