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Mumon’s Comment 

Now what is this barrier?  It is simply “Mu”, the Barrier of the Gate of Zen and 
this is why it is called the “Gateless Barrier of the Zen Sect.” 

 Those who have passed the barrier are able not only to have an intimate 
understanding of Joshu, but also of the whole historic line of Zen Masters, to walk 
hand in hand with them, and to enter into the closest relation with them.  You 
see everything with the same eye that they saw with, hear everything with the 
same ear.  Is not this a blessed condition?  Wouldn’t you like to pass this 
barrier? 
 

From my point of view the part we read today does not seem to be 

particularly difficult.  If you simply understand that there is a barrier, and you 

understand the principle behind what that barrier is, then today’s reading should 

not be particularly difficult.  If you do not, however, see clearly into what the 

barrier we all have is, then I suppose it is difficult.  

This is the place, I suppose, then, that I have to explain to you what 

Mumon means by the barrier set up for us by the masters of Zen.  As I have been 

telling you, this barrier is in no way a fixated thing.  If you really understand 

what it means to not be a fixated thing then nothing will be difficult about this for 

you. 

The way of looking at things according to the Zen school is based upon 

this non-fixated barrier.  Mumon calls this koan of Mu, this koan of the 

no-barrier, the gateless barrier.  This barrier is completely not fixated.  It is a 

gateless barrier.  This means that absolutely anybody can pass through this 
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barrier.  There is no gate holding you back.   

But the moment you insist on asserting your "I am" then an enormous 

barrier is already there for you.  It is normal and usual for people to believe in the 

existence of their "I am".  The teaching of Buddhism, and of course Tathagata 

Zen, that has embodied the teaching of Buddhism, however, says that originally 

there is no fixated "I am" self.  

What kind of a self is this "I am" self, then?   

When we look at this world that we live in, there are all sorts of different 

beings.  There are the ones who walk on this earth, the ones who fly through the 

sky, the ones who walk on the water, and the ones who swim in the water.  They 

are all existent beings.  And if we look at each one of these existences carefully, I 

am sure that each one can seem very mysterious and mystical in its own way.  

Human beings have "I am" selves just in the same way as other existent beings 

do, but we are not capable of flying through the sky, or walking on water, or 

existing under the water.   

The teaching of Tathagata Zen, however, says that if you do not fixate 

your "I am" self, you will be amazed at all of the things that you are then able to 

do, that you were not previously able to do.  You will be able to walk without 

legs, and fly in the sky without wings, and live under the water without having 

gills like a fish.  If you really can, through and through, understand that your "I 

am" is not a fixated thing, then you will, according to Buddhism, be able to do 

these things, such as walking without legs, or flying without wings.  Don’t you 

think it is a mysterious, mystical thing?  Oppositely, if you do insist upon 

fixating your "I am" then you will not be able to fly, you will not be able to walk 

on water, you will not be able to walk on this earth without legs.  

You have to be very careful here, to understand what it means to pass 

through the gate of , the koan of Mu.  To pass through the Mu barrier, the Mu 

koan means to become the absolutely, completely liberated self.  You must really 
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understand that this is the meaning here.  To become truly free.  This is the 

reason for the coming up of the koan given to many people who are starting to do 

zazen, “Try to run on the earth without using your legs!”  This is the same 

perspective from which the koan is born, “Without touching, without using your 

body to touch, try to give your love to each person that you meet.”  If you are 

capable of not fixating your self, in other words if you can beat to death that way 

of thinking that fixates your self, and realize, truly, that there is no fixated self, 

then you will be able to manifest your self in this completely free way. 

It seems as if everybody loves freedom.  Everybody asserts their right 

to freedom.  Tathagata Zen, however, says that true freedom can only be won 

through the activity of not fixating your "I am" self.   

There is another koan that has been born from this, “Look at that car that 

is going down the road, ten miles away from you, and try to grab it!”  if you 

fixate your self you are not able to answer, but if you do not fixate your self then 

you can appropriately respond.   

Mumon says that if you pass through this Mu barrier, then not only will 

you become intimate with Master Joshu, you will also be walking hand in hand 

with all of the Zen masters in the Zen lineage.   

These things such as God and Buddha, are also not fixated.  If you 

fixate God or Buddha then you will no longer be able to freely meet them.  You 

will no longer be able to freely walk with them and jump with them.   

When you read the part that says that you will lock eyebrows with, and 

see with the same eyes as, and hear with the same ears as the patriarchs, I imagine 

that it is difficult for you to really understand what is meant.  Because the 

principle being spoken of here is not usually spoken of in other religions, I 

suppose it is natural for it to be difficult for you to understand.  But truly, it is not 

difficult.  If you truly understand the principle that if you do not fixate your self 

there will be no fixated barrier, then this principle of simultaneous activity, (You 
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acting simultaneously with the patriarchs), also will not be difficult.  

I suppose that there is no way around the necessity for me to try to 

explain a little bit, although it is difficult, this principle of simultaneously action.  

Please listen carefully.  Really there is nothing hard about it. 

As I always tell you the teaching of Buddhism says, when you give your 

self, it is because there is a world to receive you that it is possible for you to give 

your self.  When you run, it is because there is an opposite world to that world of 

running, affirming your activity of running, that it is possible for you to run.  

When we manifest the state of mind of tranquillity or peace, it is because there is 

a world to receive that peaceful activity of mind or heart, that it is possible for us 

to manifest peace of mind.  I always tell you that it is because the female world 

exists, it is because the activity of woman exists that the male activity, the male 

world can be manifest.  Conversely, the reason why it is possible for you to 

affirm your female activity is because there is an opposite, male activity, who is 

already giving his affirmation of that female activity.  To jump to the conclusion, 

Buddhism says that there are, simply, no other activities except for the two 

mutually opposing activities of plus and minus.  For example, all of us are 

striving to live, but we must remember that the reason why we can do living is 

because, already, there is the opposite, dying activity, that is affirming that living 

activity.  Because living has a partner, in dying, he is able to do his living 

activity.   

In our human world we have many different cultures.  We have many 

different ethnic groups, and each group seems to have their own culture, and some 

groups seem particularly afraid of death.  I have been in this country thirty seven 

some odd years, and it was not until I came here that I saw people so afraid of 

dying.  I have seen many people here who fall unusually deeply into fear, and 

crying and sadness, when it comes to death.  Although there are many people like 

that, I also have noticed many people who are not afraid of death here.  From my 
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point of view, when I see people who are not afraid of dying, I think that some 

how or another they know the natural principle that without minus there is no 

plus, and without plus there is no minus. 

Your very "I am" self is formed through both the plus and minus 

activities, and so if you only affirm the plus activity, and negate or deny the minus 

activity, you will never be able to solve the problem of you, and you will end up 

being afraid of, and saddened by death.  From having lived here thirty seven 

years, I feel that the fundamental principle that we come into existence because 

we have both plus and minus as our content, this principle simply is not infused 

into American culture. 

What is the work of a so called religious person?  What is the work of a 

Buddhist monk?  There are some doctors here, and of course it is the work of 

doctors to heal illness, and therefore, in the same way, it can be said, that it is the 

work of monks and religious people to teach the spiritual nature of human 

existence.  In other words, it is our job to heal people’s fears of dying, and fears 

of living.  

Plus and minus, living and dying are absolutely, diametrically opposing 

activities, and so to say that we must make them both, together, our content, for 

people who are fixating their "I am" selves, is a very difficult job. 

There is this teaching called religion.  And, truly, Buddhism is not a 

religion.  Don’t you think that one way to describe religion would be to say that 

religion makes clear the position of us people, and the position of God, and then 

says that we must obey the teachings of God?  Religions say that God made this 

world we live in, of course, and also all of us.  This is also the point of view of 

Brahmanism.  Before the birth of Buddhism in India I think it is fair to say that 

almost the entire country was Hindu.  Because it is founded on the thought that 

God, Brahma creates everything, then it follows from that that we must obey the 

will of God.  That makes sense, does it not?  We can define Brahmanism to 
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mean, fundamentally, the teaching that asserts that it is the God Brahma who 

controls the worlds of living and dying.  It is through Brahma’s will that 

everything is born, and everything is also led to annihilation.   

But then came Buddhism, and Buddhism said No, that cannot be right.  

No, there is no such thing as a personified God like Brahma.  The only thing that 

there is are two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  So, to just say it 

simply, we can say that Buddhism says that it is a mistake to fixate the existence 

of an absolute almighty God, and that if we must posit the existence of a God we 

must conceive of that God as simply manifesting, will-lessly, the fundamental two 

opposing activities.  In this way we can see that, in one way, Buddhism simply 

added on to Brahmanism the part that had been insufficiently explained up until 

then, by making clear, making certain, the existence of these two mutually 

opposing activities.   

In general people think of Buddhism as the teaching that negates the 

existence of God or Brahma.  But it really is not the case that Buddhism negates 

the God activity, or the Brahma activity.  Buddhism simply says that it is a 

mistake to fixate God’s existence.  Buddhism says that if we must conceive of 

the existence of a God, this is the way we should conceive of it:  we have to think 

that God or Brahma voluntarily divides himself in two, and shedding his own 

blood, with this kind of passion, he gives birth to all existences.  And then, with 

Great Compassion he leads all existences to oneness.   

As I told you yesterday, when you manifest your complete self then 

there is no longer any mother or father for you.  Plus and minus are gone.  But 

whenever your "I am" self appears there will always be plus and minus on your 

outside and inside.  The conclusion Buddhism gives is that plus and minus have, 

as their very nature, to always appear simultaneously, and also be acting 

simultaneously.   

This country loves equality, especially the equality of men and women.  
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And Buddhism, of course, has always talked about the equality of the sexes, but 

the reason I wanted to talk about it a little bit, is that it seems as if Americans are 

talking about equality without understanding the principle behind it.  From my 

point of view, most people who speak about equality without knowing the 

principle of it, speak about it from the point of view of fixated "I am" selves being 

equal.  Buddhism, however, says that when you start thinking from the point of 

view of the "I am" self, it is inevitable that you will think, “I have a self, and 

therefore I will do the things that please me, and I will throw out those things that 

displease me,” and from this point of view the conquering mentality comes, and 

from the conquering mentality, of course, we end up waging war with each other.  

It is frightening.  It is natural that this terrifying human world comes into being 

when we fixate ourselves, and then create human culture based on that fixated 

self.  

Buddhism, however, says that plus and minus are always acting 

simultaneously, and always acting equally. 

There is a difference between the activity that initiates the action, and 

the activity that follows.  We can say one activity acts and the other reacts, but, 

although  there is that difference, the actions of the two activities, in the end, are 

always equal.   

When our friendships get ruined, when our loving relationships fail, it is 

always because we have denied the importance of this fundamental principle of 

simultaneous action.  This is always the origin of falling into bad harmony in our 

relationships.   

Sometime recently, maybe yesterday, or some other recent talk, I spoke 

about simultaneous action in terms of two people holding one giant saw between 

them, and with that saw they saw a giant log.  They are acting together, “Yosshi! 

Yosshi!” because they do the activity of giving and taking, taking and giving, 

exactly with each other, at the same time, that is why it is possible for them to 
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succeed in cutting through the log.   

From having listened to all this carefully you should have manifested the 

understanding, at least, for yourselves, that sees the necessity of plus and minus 

always acting together, simultaneously.   

It is because plus and minus arise together that the "I am" self arises.  

When the simultaneous action of plus and minus ceases, then the "I am" self, also, 

vanishes.   

Because of the difficulty of this principle of simultaneous activity, from 

all sorts of different angles and sides koans are formed to help us practice.  

Perhaps the reason practice becomes difficult is that living and dying themselves 

are happening at the same time.   

Within Indian culture, from the old days, it has always been understood 

how important breathing is.  It has always been said that without in-breathing and 

out-breathing we cannot exist.  And according to Tathagata Zen, we define 

breathing to be an activity in which in and out breathing occur simultaneously.  

This "I am" self, this so called “ego,” does the activity of giving itself, and letting 

into itself, at the same time.   

I think that especially these days, especially among those in the medical 

profession, people will say, upon hearing that, “No, Roshi.  That is just not 

possible.  That is unimaginable.  You know, the way it really happens is that you 

breathe out first, and then after that you breathe in, and then after the in-breath is 

finished you breathe out again.  Simultaneous breathing is just not possible.”  

But we caution you about why you are stuck in that kind of thinking, and say, the 

reason why you are stuck in that way of thinking is that the kind of consciousness 

that recognizes the "I am" self is always thinking about past and future.  When 

you are seeing things from the point of view of an "I am" consciousness, then, I 

suppose there is no other way for you to think other than, “After in-breathing is 

over, that is when out-breathing occurs,” and vice versa.  But Tathagata Zen is 
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very strict about this, and says, “The problem is simply that everybody is standing 

up within the kind of consciousness that unquestioningly recognizes the "I am", 

and that is why everybody’s thinking is wrong, and everybody’s activity is also a 

mistake.  But maybe it is only me who says this.  Even in America it seems as if 

the other popular Zen teachers do not speak in this way.  So maybe it is only me.  

So my Zen is not popular.  It is okay for it not to be popular. 

But how about all of you?  You are receiving this teaching of Tathagata 

Zen, and in Tathagata Zen we demand that you try to manifest this condition in 

which in and out breathing occur simultaneously.  Try breathing in like that.  

What I am asking you to do is to think that when you sit zazen, if you do in and 

out breathing at the same time, then your "I am" will have to disappear.  And 

what will be left?  According to this teaching all that will be left are the 

expanding and contracting activities, the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

The tatha-agata, female, contracting, thus-coming activity begins to act 

from the very outside, the very perimeter of this sphere, and she, herself, contracts 

herself until she reaches the ultimately small point.  That is in-breathing.   

The plus activity, the out-breathing activity, if we can use a geometric 

term, takes one point, and takes that one point, and expands that one point.  That 

is happening at the same time as the in-breathing.  

This is the action which brings this Great Cosmos into being.  This is 

the action that is occurring prior to the manifestation of any "I am".  

And here, as I have said so many times, inevitably, expanding and 

contracting meet each other. 

And as I have been telling you, also, when that meeting occurs, it will 

undoubtedly be broken through, and plus will arrive at the origin of minus, and 

minus will, simultaneously, arrive at the origin of plus.  

The problem is that we tend to insist upon our "I am" selves, and insist 

upon seeing things from that point of view.  We have this arrogant point of view, 
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that thinks that we are the only thing, and therefore when we breathe out we think 

that out-breathing is the only thing that is occurring, and we completely ignore 

that in-breathing is also occurring simultaneously.  Please contemplate that this is 

the problem.   

What happens is that the out-breathing occurs, the plus breaks through 

minus, and the out-breathing does arrive at the source of minus, but it has 

completely ignored the minus activity.  He thinks that he has arrived at the origin 

of minus completely on his own.   

As I also have been telling you, when this happens, and plus arrives at 

the origin of minus he then turns around and begins returning to his own origin.  

And it is only because he transforms himself into minus, he takes the form of 

minus, that he is able to begin to return home.  Up until now plus had been doing 

the out-breath, but now he transforms himself, he disguises himself as the 

in-breath, and it is through doing in-breathing that he is able to return to his own 

source.  This is how we teach breathing in Tathagata Zen.  

But this way of thinking, that I have described so far, is only in terms of 

the plus activity, it is only in terms of the "I am" self affirming its own way of 

consciousness, and completely ignoring the minus activity, the minus way of 

consciousness.  That is the big mistake.   

The man had been expanding, had been breathing out, and then he 

transformed himself into a woman, and did in-breathing, and did contracting, but 

all the while, simultaneously, the woman had been contracting, until she arrived at 

the origin of plus, and then she transformed herself into out-breathing, and 

simultaneously was doing out-breathing while the man was doing in-breathing.  

And so you should never think that only out-breathing, or only in-breathing is 

occurring.  They always together, both, are occurring.  Tathagata Zen teaches 

that when you sit you should carefully contemplate that when the man is 

breathing out at the same time the woman is breathing in.  Plus and minus are 
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always breathing oppositely from each other, and simultaneously.  It is never the 

case that one acts on its own.  That is true equality.  The only true equality is 

simultaneous functioning.  If only one side is occurring then it can never be 

equality.   

To think that, for example, the out-breath only occurs after the in-breath 

has finished is not the true way of breathing.  That is not the way of breathing I 

was taught in my school of Tathagata Zen.  That way of breathing is simply 

being stuck in thinking of only the plus "I am" self, or only the minus "I am" self.  

This is why, here, Mumon says that if you can really understand this 

principle, then for the first time, finally, the wisdom will arise in you that knows 

what freedom is, and then you will see how interesting things can be.  

“Anikeikai” he says.  Anikeikai means It is indescribably wonderful and 

interesting.   

Then the next sentence (Mistranslated in your version) says, “Really 

there is no one who must pass through this barrier that is no-barrier.”  There is no 

barrier, really.  Even if you want to fixate yourself, for example, as “I am a 

woman,” you cannot.  Inevitably, when you are returning to your hometown, plus 

will, unfailingly, transform into minus, transform into woman, and oppositely 

minus will, undoubtedly, take the form of plus in order to go home.  It simply is 

not the nature of plus and minus to be fixated things.   

This word, in Japanese and in Buddhism, bakeru 化ける, that has been 

being translated as “to transform” or “to take the form of,” and is often translated 

as “to incarnate” is very difficult to translate, and really, perhaps, cannot be said 

in English well, but what I mean is that when one person does both U and Mu, 

both being and non-being, at the same time, undoubtedly the transformed self will 

be manifest.  Without this activity of taking the form of the other, shall we say, of 

bakeru, there can be no manifestation of one true nature, or manifestation of true 

love. 
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I am sorry, because of my poor education, I cannot make this talk 

interesting enough for you.  I am sure if a more scholarly or better educated 

person  were up here he could really make it interesting.   

But the bell has already rung, so I should stop for today, and continue 

tomorrow.  

 

 

終 

The End 

 


