From the chapter ‘Sogen’s One Drop of Water’ – from ‘The Path to Bodhidharma’, by Shodo Harada Roshi


Tekisui Giboku is known to the West through the story ‘Sogen’s One Drop of Water’.  As the story goes, one day Gisan Zenrai Zenji (Tekisui’s teacher) was about to take a bath, in the very same bath which is still used today at Sogenji.  The water became overheated and way too hot to get into.  Gisan Zenrai Zenji called his attendant and ordered him to go and get some cold water from the well by the back gate of Sogenji.  From that well his disciple brought the water to put in the bath, and after many trips back and forth carrying water, Gisan Zenrai Zenji, his teacher, finally said that it was enough, that the temperature was just right and stopped him from bringing more.  Having been told this, the monk took the little bit of water left in the bottom of the bucket, threw it away nearby and placed the bucket upside down.  Seeing him do this, Gisan Zenrai Zenji yelled, ‘You idiot! You just threw away that little bit of water on the ground and turned over that bucket!’ Gisan Zenrai Zenji continued: ‘At the moment you did that you were only thinking of that as just a little bit of water and were therefore carelessly throwing it away, weren’t you?  Why didn’t you go just one step further, especially knowing that this is the time of the year when there’s never enough rain?  Why didn’t you put it on the garden’s trees or flowers?  If you had put it on the tree it would have become the very life of that tree!  If you had put it on the flowers, it would have become the very life of the flowers and  lived on.  Why do you begrudge such a small effort as that?’ 

With these scathing words he severely reprimanded his disciple.  Continuing, he said, ‘In even one drop of water, no matter how  tiny a drop, the water’s great value doesn’t change at all!  If you can’t understand this value of one single drop of water, no matter how hard you train you’ll never become someone who can give life to that training.’
Gisan Zenrai Zenji had always lived on the few drops of water provided by the rain.  Seeing this precious water being wasted in front of his own eyes, for him, having come from that background, there is no doubt that water was so precious that he felt that his very own life was being discarded right in front of him.  If we look carefully, he didn’t get so unreasonably angry: it was his own life energy, his very way of living being discarded right in front of him.

The monk received his teacher’s admonition.  For him, this was a most moving lesson which struck him deeply and echoed within.  He changed his name to Tekisui, which means ‘one drop of water’, and went on to complete his training.  This is the reason Tekisui was able to realize his deepest enlightenment in the one expression ‘Sogen’s One Drop of Water’.

Later, Tekisui went from Sogenji to Tenryuji where he became the abbot and raised many disciples and did much for Buddhism.  Tekisui Zenji lived at a time when Japan was in great political upheaval.  Tenryuji was in the very middle of this and was burned down while Tekisui was abbot.  The temple was burned down completely, but by doing takuhatsu (gathering of alms), Tekisui raised the money to rebuild the temple and bring it back to life.

At that time the religion of Buddhism – which had supported the country of Japan for so long – was being rejected by the government.  Buddhism became intrinsically involved in the tumultuous changes in the political situation to the point where even its continuing existence became threatened.  At this precarious time, Tekisui and his disciples pleaded with the Emperor Meiji to allow Buddhism to continue in Japan, and declared that the very Buddhism which had given birth to all of Japanese culture up to that time mustn’t be allowed to perish.  Through their great efforts their goal was accomplished, and Buddhism was allowed to continue in Japan.
At Sogenji, Tekisui was taught the value of one drop of water and, although he used its teaching throughout his life of seventy-four years, it was never exhausted.  This teaching, as insignificant as it might seem, has great meaning when expressed with one’s whole total energy to help all people in society and all those who feel Buddhism is so necessary.  For these people he had used this and worked it fully, expressing this meaning in his last poem:

           Sogen’s one drop of water
            For seventy-four years
           Used fully, never depleted
           Traversing heavens, earth
             and all ten directions.




