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Mumon’s Comment 

For the practical study of Zen you must pass the barrier set up by the Masters of 
Zen.  The attainment of this mysterious illumination means cutting off the 
workings of the ordinary mind completely.  If you have not done this and passed 
the barrier you are a phantom among the undergrowth and weeds. 
 

Now it has finally come to pass that the day has arrived I will speak on 

Mumon’s comment.  However, when you really look at this comment, and you 

try to find a hand hold on it, there really is no place to grasp it.  It is as if I am 

looking at a big round ball.  There is no way you can try to pick it up with just 

one hand.  You really have to use both hands.  If you know what I mean about 

having to use both hands, then you already understand Mumon’s comment, but I 

do not think you really know what I mean. 

The very first word of Mumon’s comment is sanzen 参禅, translated as 

“The practical study of Zen,” so, what does sanzen mean?  The first part of 

sanzen is “san 参,” this character means to go, or to arrive.  If that activity of 

humbly going or arriving takes place then there has to be a result of that activity.  

When the activity of going forward takes place there is always a result from that 

activity of going forward?  Why?  Why does going forward have a result?  

Most people commonly would think that if there is no obstruction to the activity 

of going forward then that going forward activity would simply continue 
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infinitely, eternally, without limit.  If you think that way you would have to say 

that the going forward activity is eternal.  In fact, however, after all, the result of 

the going forward activity is to arrive at a state where going forward does not 

need to be done anymore.  Tathagata Zen, therefore, says that the way all of you 

think of eternity is a mistaken way. 

Why is it that the moving forward activity manifests the state of stopping?  

Buddhism says that it should go without saying that there is an opposite activity.  

There is an activity of not going forward, an activity of coming.  And that not 

going forward, coming activity makes relationship with that going forward 

activity, and therefore the going forward activity cannot unconditionally just keep 

on going.  It will reach a place where it is no longer capable of going forward.  

People love to talk about eternity, but you should be able to see from this that you 

have to interpret that in a different way. 

Most people think of, for example, the future as extending eternally into 

the direction of future.  Similarly people think of the past as extending eternally 

into the direction of the past.  Buddhism, however, says right from the start that 

is wrong.  Some way or another we must find a way to recognize these two 

opposite activities.  

I have been telling you that Buddhism concludes that this Great Cosmos 

we live in also is formed by the same two mutually opposing activities.  I also 

have told you countless times that Buddhism names those two activities tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata.  

The teaching of Buddhism, and the thing that Tathagata Zen asserts, is that 

if we personify these two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata we can say they 

are doing an activity of residing, of making a home, and that home is one home.  

They share a single home, and therefore they undoubtedly will meet each other.  

As I have been telling you, just as inevitably as the two activities meet 
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each other, they will also break through that meeting. 

I have been telling you that the tatha-gata activity can be understood as the 

plus, activity that forms man, expanding activity, and the tatha-agata activity can 

be understood as the minus, activity that forms woman, contracting activity.  

Tathagata Zen, however, very critically says that if you attempt to manifest these 

activities with will, there is no possible way that you can do the activity of them 

breaking through each other, and so you will never be able to experience plus 

experiencing the world of minus and minus experiencing the world of plus.  If 

you try to do it with will it just will not happen. 

Here is the arising of two different ways of thinking.  This is when people 

begin to argue with each other.  

One way of thinking is to say that because tatha-gata and tatha-agata do 

not have will, that is why they are able to break through each other, and 

experience each other.  If there is will then it is not possible for breakthrough to 

occur.  If tatha-gata and tatha-agata both do not have will, then there is no good 

and bad, and so breakthrough can occur.  Tathagata Zen says, in fact, plus and 

minus do not have will, and so they are able to break through each other.  But, 

we who are now thinking about this, and doing the activity of thinking, do have 

will.  The activity of thinking necessarily implies will. 

If you cannot understand these two differing positions of having will and 

not having will, then you will not be able to understand sanzen.  That is what I 

meant by saying how difficult Mumon made it for us, because the very first word 

he uses is “sanzen.”   

If plus and minus do have will, minus may say, “No way.  I am not letting 

you pass through today.  I don’t feel like it today.  Today I am just fine the way I 

am.  ‘No thank you.”  Plus might feel the same way, “I am sorry but there will 

be no passing through for you today.”  And of course breakthrough will not 
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happen.  Tathagata Zen says that in this case, therefore, both activities may have 

met each other but there will be nothing for them to do except for to say 

“Good-bye,” and part from each other.  In this case we can explain that they have 

met each other, but having will, they simply return back from where they came 

from.   

Just in the same way as these two ways of understanding sanzen have 

appeared, there are many and various different ways people can understand 

sanzen, and you have probably heard some of these differing explanations.   

Even from just these two points of view, the point of view of having will, 

and the point of view of not having will, there can be born many different ways of 

explaining. 

If I begin talking about this activity of sanzen from the point of view of 

having will, then I will not be able to go forward in the talk, and really, there is no 

need to talk about this willful position, so I will not.  I will just continue talking 

about sanzen in the way that I have up until now.   

In fact, although all of you do have will, we say that, to the degree that 

you can study this activity of sanzen will-lessly you really will be able to 

understand it.  Only by approaching it will-lessly will you be able to understand 

it.  You, actually, have will, and so if you are told that you can only come to 

understand sanzen through approaching it will-lessly, of course this is going to be 

difficult for anybody.   

In fact, it is because the two opposite activities do not have will that they 

can meet each other in the first place.  Even this activity of meeting will not take 

place if the two functions have will.  For example, the woman might see the man 

coming, and think, “I really hate that guy.  I think I will sneak down this back 

alley, so I won’t have to meet him.”   

But, in fact, plus and minus inevitably meet each other.  
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Plus and minus have met, but then in Tathagata Zen we ask you Where 

were they before they met?  Where have they come from?  We answer that 

question by saying that they both have their own sources, and they have come 

from their sources.  Although we speak of the origins or the sources of these 

activities, we also further remind you that those places are not fixated places.  

From this manifestation of both activities condition of origin, the condition of 

meeting is manifest.  So, the condition of the origin is not fixated. We must, 

however, find a way to understand that these two activities did have a place of 

origin from which they departed.  They took off from their place of origin, and 

then, after that, they meet each other.  

Within the teaching of Tathagata Zen we say that plus and minus do not 

have will, and so when they meet they break through each other, and when they 

break through each other they inevitably go on to arrive at each other's origins.  If 

we think about it this way, we can think, “Here they took all that trouble to 

actually meet each other, but the moment they meet they have to say ‘Good-bye.”  

Please be careful, however, to not misunderstand this good-bye.  This good-bye 

is different from the other good-bye, where we were talking about willful 

activities who turned around and went home.  In this good-bye the two activities 

are breaking through each other in good-bye, and then they go on to experience 

each other's worlds.  This is the kind of activity you have to be contemplating 

when you sit. 

This good-bye, this breaking through good-bye, as I have been telling you, 

only can occur when both activities simultaneously give, shall we say, one 

trillionth of themselves, and then from that giving, they are able to breakthrough.  

But it is not enough just to listen to the words.  You must contemplate this for 

yourself until you really know it to be true.  It is not really doing zazen until you 

do this sort of contemplation to the point where blood spurts out, and sweat pours 
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down.  If you do this kind of zazen you will sweat, certainly.   

The explanation given by Tathagata Zen says that when plus and minus 

have arrived at each other's origins this is the break time, this when they can rest, 

this is when the activity stops.   

Of course the activities of plus and minus in this condition do not have 

will, do not have the function of consciousness, but that entity that came into 

being when they gave that one trillionth of their power, their strength, when one 

trillionth of plus and minus came together as an imperfect zero, is the thing that 

will come to develop to have the thinking function.  Plus and minus themselves 

never think, but the zero who is manifest when the one trillionth of plus and 

minus come together is the zero that will come to do the thinking activity.  But if 

you do not very firmly, and seriously contemplate this, it does not matter how 

many hours of zazen you do, it does not matter how many tens of thousands of 

years of so called practice you do, you will not be able to understand.   

Plus and minus are not realizing what is going on here.  Because 

consciousness has not yet appeared.  Plus and minus, when they give the one 

trillionth of their power do not do it with thought or will.  There is no thinking or 

will here.   

In this zero, this one trillionth of plus and minus coming together, of 

course, at this point as well, there is no function of consciousness as such, but 

there is some kind of mind or heart activity here.  Some kind of shock, I suppose 

you could say, in English.  The very most imperfect activity of feeling, the very 

beginning of the heart activity is manifest here. You, who are now doing zazen 

here, now have the function of consciousness, so you have to come to know that 

this condition I am now describing is the very origin of the function of 

consciousness.  

Plus and minus do break through each other, and there is a by-product, we 
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can say, of the breakthrough.  This zero, this one trillionth zero is the by-product 

of their breaking through each other.  It is just as if a flower blooms.  When a 

flower blooms there is a by-product of that blooming.  It is through manifesting 

that by-product that plus and minus are able to break through each other.  

Having manifested that by-product, that result, they arrive at each other's 

origins, and there they can rest.  However, they cannot, in fact, rest, because they 

both immediately do the activity of turning around, and when they do turn around, 

in Tathagata Zen we say, they are then doing the activity of both gazing back into 

their own pasts.  Both plus and minus do an about face, and then they are looking 

at the past.  They do an about face, and as I have been telling you, even just to do 

that about face, already, plus and minus have to have transformed into each other.  

They have to already have taken the form of the other in order to turn around.   

The plus activity is now doing the minus activity, and he turns around, and 

he looks into the past, and he sees, we can simply say, his child.  Minus takes the 

form of plus, and turns around, and now is seeing her child. 

It is not enough, however, just to see, just to look.  To be truly convinced, 

to truly know you must make it your content.  And so plus and minus, knowing 

that child is their child, then do the activity of making it their content.  In order to 

do that they must go back to that place that they had met in the past.  They return 

to their place of meeting.  We ask you to carefully contemplate this activity of 

returning to the meeting place. 

Tathagata Zen says that plus is now doing minus, and he does the activity 

of returning to the previous, past meeting place, and there he meets his child.  

Part of that child is the plus activity he had previously given to the child, and he 

takes that plus back, and so now he is the complete plus activity, and being 

complete he can return back to his own origin.  We ask you to really get serious 

in your zazen, because if you do not you never will be able to grasp this.  Minus 
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is similar.  She is now doing plus, and meets up with the child she had previously 

birthed, meets up with the minus portion of that child.  She then also takes back 

that portion of the child that is the minus part, and becomes the perfect minus 

activity, and returns to the origin of minus, although now, of course, she is doing 

plus.  Having gotten back to her source, that is peace of mind.  

From the point of view of the child, from the point of view of that thing 

that had received the one trillionth of plus and minus, although it appeared, 

oppositely, and immediately, it now has to do the activity of giving back the plus 

it had received from plus, and giving back the minus it had received from minus.  

It gives back to mother and father, and then mother and father become the 

complete activities of plus and minus again.     

Then these perfect plus and minus return to their own sources, and at this 

point plus is back being the original, and minus is also again the original minus. 

Here, according to Tathagata Zen, if the first condition of the origin was level 

one, a new level two condition of the origin is manifest.  When you contemplate 

this activity to the degree that you have the realization, “Yes, that is the way it is,” 

that is when we say you have manifested the wisdom that knows the activity of 

one condition of the origin manifesting a new condition of the origin.   

We can attach the name “object:” to the plus activity, and attach the name 

“subject” to the minus activity.  When the level two condition of the origin is 

manifest from the level one condition of the origin we say that manifestation has 

taken place through passing through the process of the separation of subject and 

object and a new unification of subject and object.  Only through the Dharma 

activity manifesting both of these can a new condition of the origin be manifest.  

What I tell you over and over again, and over and over again, is that this 

new condition of the origin is manifest through one repetition of the separation of 

subject and object, and then the unification of subject and object.  And when you 
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contemplate the appearance and then disappearance of your "I am" self, you, if 

you truly, seriously contemplate this, can come to know that appearing and 

disappearing of your self also occurs through this same process of separation of 

subject and object, and unification of subject and object. 

This is what is meant by sanzen. 

The Zen 禅, however, in sanzen, does not mean simple dhyana.  The 

original word Zen came from is the Sanskrit word dhyana, but simple dhyana just 

means unifying the scattered mind, but that is not complete Zen.  In general 

people think that dhyana means that tatha-gata and tatha-agata go from a state of 

opposing each other to a state of unification.  But when that state of unification 

again is scattered, or is sown out like seeds, then, again, the self appears. In 

Tathagata Zen, therefore, we say that true dhyana, true Zen, must include doing 

both of these activities.  You must do both the activity of unification of subject 

and object, and also the activity of spreading out, sowing out.  You have to repeat 

both of them, over and over.  It is only after doing both expanding and 

contracting that a new level two condition of the source is manifest.  

Within this school called Tathagata Zen we say that the historical Buddha 

at first called the activity that includes both unification and separation, over and 

over again, that includes both tatha-gata and tatha-agata, the activity of The 

Tathagata, the activity of thusness itself, and then later on in his teaching he 

re-named that entire activity as the Dharma activity.  In Tathagata Zen we say, 

therefore, that the meaning of The Tathagata activity and the Dharma activity are 

the same.   

Maybe some of you are thinking, “Roshi, I really don’t care about all that 

stuff.  I came here because I am trying to find some tranquillity and peace of 

mind, I came here because I am sick, and I’m trying to get better.  I don’t care 

about ‘Tathagata this, and Dharma that.”  However, in Tathagata Zen, and in 
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Buddhism in general too, it is said that as long as you still have an "I am" self, no 

matter what you do, you will never be able to find true peace of mind.  In 

Tathagata Zen we say that when we are liberated from our imperfect "I am" 

selves, and manifest the perfect self, that is true salvation, that is true peace of 

mind.  It is a different kind of peace of mind than the kind of peace of mind you 

might get from when your lover, who had run away from you, comes back.  

When your wife, who ran away from you, comes back home, that is salvation, but 

you have to understand that salvation comes because then you have manifested a 

new self.  

In Tathagata Zen we say that we can personify the activity of plus and 

minus, the activity of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, The Tathagata, Dharma activity, 

and call it the heart activity.  This heart, mind activity brings you into being.  

Tathagata Zen also says that when the perfect heart activity is manifest then the 

perfect body comes into being.  When heart manifests itself completely, and 

perfectly, there is no separation between heart and body.  There is no body apart 

from the activity of mind at the times mind is manifest completely. When that 

happens there is no need to assert the "I am".  However, according to Tathagata 

Zen when the heart, mind activity manifests itself imperfectly then that is when 

the thinking "I am" self is manifest, and that thinking self makes objects of plus 

and minus.  

Whenever the self who thinks about past, present and future is manifest 

that is necessarily not the perfect condition.  When past, present and future, on 

the other hand, become totally one, that is the condition in which the self no 

longer needs to see itself. 

From listening carefully to all this you should be able to understand what 

sanzen is. 

Sanzen means the imperfect self manifesting itself as the perfect self.  
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Sanzen is also, conversely, the perfect self manifesting, again, the imperfect self.  

This is when finally you will be able to manifest the wisdom that clearly 

knows, that whenever the "I am" self appears it appears because tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, the subject and the object, separate from each other.  Then you have 

overcome one barrier, according to Tathagata Zen.  

The condition of oneness, however, is not the human world anymore.  

The condition of oneness is God’s world, is Buddha's world, is the world of muni.   

Muni is a Sanskrit word, and it refers to this perfect condition, this 

condition of which there are not two.  According to Buddhism, Siddhartha was 

the young man born into the Shakya tribe, and the reason why he was later called 

Shakyamuni was that he became the first person in human history to plumb this 

condition of muni to its very depths.  Thus he was named Shakyamuni, the one 

from the Shakya tribe who had completely experienced muni.   

Muni means the perfect zero.  When Buddhism went to China they 

interpreted muni to mean the condition of utter silence, the condition of 

sacredness, the condition where nothing needs to be said.  When you manifest 

your self in a state where you do not need to speak, then you are manifesting the 

state of true God, or true Buddha.  

That world is not the human world, so probably you think it would not be 

very interesting.  From the point of view of the fixated human self that world of 

God, that world of Buddha must seem utterly boring.  There must seem to be 

nothing interesting or fun about.  Who would like it?  Who would want to go 

there?  This is why I always describe that condition of sacredness, of utter 

silence, of muni, as the place where there are no restaurants, and no need for 

toilets either.  In heaven there are no restaurants or toilets.  But, even so, it 

seems as if people love heaven.  If you realize, however, that there are no 

restaurants or toilets in heaven then you would undoubtedly feel that it might be 
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okay to stay there for a minute or so, but after that it would start to become a 

disagreeable place.   

Therefore Tathagata Zen is very careful to further teach that the condition 

of heaven, God’s world, Buddha's world, only appears within the process of the 

Dharma activity, within the process of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  It is not a 

fixated thing.  

This condition is also called the manifestation of samadhi.  If we want to 

posit the existence of a personified God or Buddha, that guy must be in samadhi.  

God or Buddha is manifesting the condition of not needing restaurants or toilets.  

But when samadhi bursts apart then the three human worlds of past, present and 

future appear.  This is when we think, “Ahh, it’s good to be back in the human 

world.”  It is just like when the teisho bell goes ‘ching,’ and you think, “Oh 

good!  I have to go to the toilet.  This means we should be getting back to the 

human world soon.”  But, as you know, the human world has fun things in it, but 

it also has a lot of suffering in it too.  

According to Tathagata Zen the nature of being a human being is for we 

ourselves to make these barriers for ourselves.  We go to heaven, but then we 

come back to the human world, and then we go to hell, and then we burst out of 

hell, and are back in the human world, and then we again negate the human world 

and go to God’s world again.  We make and pass through these barriers over and 

over again.  A barrier must be passed through to go from the human world to the 

world of God, and another barrier must be passed through to go from God’s world 

back to the human world.  Without passing through these barriers then neither the 

human world nor God’s world will be manifest.  Then you will not be able to 

understand the nature of what it means to be a person.   

Tathagata Zen, also, however, says, that after all, in fact, everyone, every 

single day, is already passing through barriers, and entering God’s world, and 
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entering the human world again. These barriers themselves are not fixated things.   

When you fixate the barriers, then, according to Tathagata Zen, is when 

you make the concept of sin, and also the concept of joy.  Although, in reality, 

these barriers are not fixated things, everybody seems to be running up into these 

barriers, and then suffering by tying themselves up with God’s world and the 

human world. Those barriers are not fixated things, but we still tie ourselves up 

with these non-fixated barriers.  In Tathagata Zen, as it will become clear later on 

in the comment, we call these non-fixated barriers the gates of Mu, the barriers of 

Mu.  The barriers that are no-barriers.   

Today, I am sorry, I really have to apologize.  I mean I tried to talk about 

Mumon’s comment, but only got to the first word, sanzen.  I just cannot seem to 

get anywhere in these teishos.   

Tomorrow I plan to speak about how these barriers are not fixated. In 

other words, how because these barriers are not fixated it is possible for 

absolutely everyone to pass through them. 

 

終 

The end 

 

 

 

 


