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 Mumon’s Commentary:  Even if your eloquence flows like a river it is of no use.  
Though you can expound the whole of Buddha’s literature it will do you no good.  If you 
solve this problem you will give life to the way that has been dead until this moment and 
destroy the way that has been alive up until now.

 
Finally today we have gotten to Mumon’s comment on Kyogen’s climbing up the 

tree   And when it comes to the comment, as well, I think it is fair to say that for 

beginning students it is almost impossible to have any idea what Master Mumon is trying 

to talk about.   If you have been practicing hard for five or ten years, when you read the 

comment, you will think, “Oh yeah, of course, I know what he is trying to say.”

 What is Mumon trying to talk about?  He is talking about the fact that Kyogen 

was at the same time, at once, a scholar and also a practitioner who threw away his 

scholarship, both. As I tell you all the time, Tathagata Zen is to see clearly into the 

bottom of Buddhism itself; it is to practice the Dharma activity, itself. When Shakyamuni

was about to die, he left his final words to his disciples and he told them, “After I die, 

look up to the Dharma activity, itself, as your teacher.” Tathagata Zen takes those words 

and actually strives to do that, to take the Dharma activity as our teacher. 

Most people that study Buddhism study the sutras.   In other words, they take 

what is written in the sutras and they try to manifest the wisdom that knows Buddhism by

studying the words of the sutras.  That is not so bad.  It is fine to take the Buddha’s words

and through studying the Buddha’s words, try to understand what he is trying to say, to 

try to fathom the nature of the self and the nature of the world that this self lives in. 

 I am not sure how many people can really go all the way, through believing the 

words of the Buddha. It was different for the people who were seeing the actual living 

Buddha, himself, and hearing his words, themselves.  Then they could receive the 
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teaching without any doubt. But when the sutras were written Buddha wasn’t around, 

anymore.  This was two or three hundred years later, therefore, in Tathagata Zen we do 

not depend upon the sutras. We take the Dharma activity, itself, as our teacher.  In other 

words, we investigate the Dharma activity and we stand upon the Dharma activity and try

to do the Dharma activity, just as the Buddha told us to. 

For people who do the Dharma activity, who practice the Dharma activity, such 

people have always told us concerning the Dharma activity that the Dharma activity is the

very activity that brings all existent beings into being.  Then we have to ask the question, 

“What exactly is that Dharma activity?  To give one simple example of it, in Zen, it is the

Dharma activity that is the activity that births all of us, and also gives birth to the world 

that we live in together with all of this.  The world that we all live in together, that is the 

Great Cosmos itself and all of us, when I say that, I mean every single existent being, so 

you can see that it is no small problem to fathom the Dharma activity.  

In Mumon’s comment he talks about eloquence which “flows like a river,” and 

this is an old Chinese expression.  So, even though this expression of being eloquent as a 

flowing river” was popular in Ancient China, what is being said is that even if you have 

this great ability, this great eloquence, you couldn’t explain the Dharma activity with it.  

The Dharma activity is the activity the forms this very cosmos, itself, and so we need to 

try to understand it.  And then he talks about the whole of Buddhist literature, which 

means all that was written about Buddhism and is trying to explain Buddhism, all of the 

silas, all of the laws.  When you talk about the whole of Buddhist literature, the one great 

compendium of Buddhism, as it is written in the original, that actually can be analyzed 

into three, the sutras, themselves, which are said to be the words of the Buddha, and then 

the comments on those sutras, the shastras, which were written by the patriarchs of 

ancient times, and then the third is the laws, the sila. You can’t arrive at the true place, at 

reality itself, through talking about those sorts of things.  Buddhism is to see clearly into 

the condition of the origin. The condition of the origin, the source, that means the origin 

of the cosmos, itself, and the origin of everything in it.  So, to fathom the source or the 

foundation is to fathom the Dharma activity. 

Then Master Mumon says that if you can experience the foundation, then you can 

experience the source, you can experience the condition of the origin, you can manifest 
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the wisdom that knows the activity of that source. If you can do that, then what can you 

do?   Mumon says something quite difficult, he says, “that you can turn the activity that 

was doing dying, into the activity that gives life.”

 When we investigate the Dharma activity we are investigating the activities of 

living and dying.  We are investigating those two opposing forces and we come to 

understand how to transcend living and transcend dying. If we can transcend the living 

activity and also transcend the dying activity, that is good enough.  There is nothing else 

that we need to do.  It is easy enough to say those with your mouth, it is easy enough to 

say those words, “transcend living and transcend dying, but when it comes down to 

actually doing that, I think that it an awesome task for anyone to accomplish. 

That, however, is what Master Kyogen was talking about in the text of the koan, 

itself.  He was saying the true way for human beings to walk is to transcend both living 

and dying.  You can’t get to the end of the human road by only needing to live.  For 

people who go around saying, “We must live.  We must learn how to live, living is the 

important thing,” it is almost impossible for such people to do Zen practice because the 

questions that Zen practice presents to us are more than that.  I have previously before 

this talked in great detail about transcending living and dying. 

We have both the living activity and the dying activity as our content, already.  

That is why we must come to manifest complete living and complete dying. If we 

complete the living activity and manifest perfect, total living, then we must also complete

the dying activity and manifest perfect dying. That is the road of being a human being; 

that is the path.  This is something that is also clearly stated in the sutras. This is point 

concerning which there is no disagreement between the practice of Tathagata Zen and the

teaching of the sutras.  

As everybody who has read anything about Buddhism knows, the sutras talk 

about the Four Sacred Truths, or the Four Noble Truths. If you really know the truth of 

the Four Noble Truths then when you read what Master Mumon has written here, you 

will also realize the truth of that.  From the Zen point of view, the path that we all must 

walk is the practice of the Dharma activity, of doing the Dharma activity.  According to 

Tathagata Zen, the Dharma activity is always two activities working together. It is taught 

that if you, yourself, experience the Foundation, the Source, the Origin , then inevitably 
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you will come to know, you will come to manifest the wisdom, that knows that the 

Foundation is an activity and that activity is comprised of the living activity and the 

dying activity, working together. It is important to manifest the wisdom that knows that it

is the Dharma activity that is reality.  As I have been telling you, it is very important to 

understand that although these two essential forces of living and dying are opposite from 

each other, they will inevitably come to manifest the condition of meeting each other. 

 Another way that Tathagata Zen interprets these two opposing forces is to say 

that the living activity is the force that affirms the "I am" self, and the dying activity is the

activity that negates that self. This is not only talking about you, this is talking about 

absolutely everything.  In other words the living activity, which is also the plus activity or

we could say the tatha-gata, thus going activity, is the activity that affirms everything.  

And the opposite, tatha-agata, thus coming, dying activity, minus activity, is the activity 

that negates everything. 

The problem is that you have been brought up religiously, learning about God.  

Your head is just filled up to the brim with God, and so even though a Zen Master might 

tell you this and that, it can’t get into your head.  The reason why in Tathagata Zen the 

Dharma activity is taught in terms of living and dying, is because you have already 

directly experienced the living activity and the dying activity.  That is why Tathagata Zen

so forcefully instructs that the plus activity means living and the minus activity means 

dying. 

 When today came, I thought to myself, “Here I am alive, manifesting as a living 

being again, but tomorrow, who knows, I might be dead.”  So, please listen carefully.  I 

am thinking maybe I won’t have another time when I can get down and talk about the 

details of the living and dying activities. But, as I just said, because your minds are so 

filled with God, it is not possible for the teachings of a Tathagata Zen person to enter 

your mind.  

What I am trying to tell you is that, in actuality, right now, these two essential 

opposing activities which we can call expanding and contracting, living and dying, the 

activity that affirms the self and the activity that negates the self, the activity that forms 

man and the activity that forms woman, although they are opposite from each other, they 

will, very interestingly, meet each other.  Perhaps most people will think, “They are 
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opposite from each other, they will never meet each other.  One is facing the West and 

heading off towards the West, and the other is facing the East and heading off towards 

the East.  How can they meet each other? “The past is the past, and the future is the 

future; past and future just can’t meet each other.” Many people are quite content to say 

such things.  “The past is eternal; the future is eternal.”  Many people are quite content to 

say such things and to have no doubt about it, and people receive such teachings quite 

contentedly, having no question about it, even now, even these days. But, we know that 

even here, the activity that forms man and the activity that forms woman, expanding male

activity and contracting female activity are meeting each other.  We are meeting each 

other right now, here. 

 After teisho we will all gather off in our separate ways, but then we will meet 

again.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen Masters who have practiced the Dharma activity, 

who have done the Dharma activity, is this.  As I have just said, these two essential, 

opposing forces inevitably will meet each other, and then just as inevitably they will 

again break through that meeting, that means that the plus activity will take one step into 

the world of minus and, at once, he will have arrived at the very source of minus.  

Conversely, minus will step into the world of plus and arrive at the source of plus. 

When plus and minus meet each other, that situation of meeting is one in which both 

have experienced half of their total one shared world. When plus and minus meet each 

other, that means, the world of life and the world of death have met each other, that is the 

world that is manifest as the activity of living and the whole world that is manifest as the 

activity of dying, have met each other.  

They do not, however, as I have been telling you, stop at only having met each 

other.  After meeting, just as inevitably as the meeting occurs, the breakthrough of that 

meeting occurs.  That means that the living, the plus activity, steps into the world of 

death, steps into the world of minus, and experiences death, as simultaneously, the minus,

death activity steps into the world of life and experiences it.  Do zazen and carefully 

contemplate this.  This is the teaching of Tathagata Zen. When they meet each other we 

must carefully contemplate that the living activity has manifested half of the total activity

of life, and the dying, contracting activity has manifested half of the total world of death. 

This is frightening, this is terrifying.  Living and dying have met each other and to break 
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through that meeting and enter the world of the other, t is quite scary, especially for 

young people. Young people just can’t muster the courage to do it. 

The teaching of Buddhism and what we are now actually practicing as Tathagata 

Zen, is that it is inevitable that we will grow up.  Maturation, developing, growing up, 

inevitably occurs.  We experience meeting, again and again and again.  Plus and minus 

meet each other, again and again and again, and inevitably, we break through that 

meeting and plus comes to arrive at the source of minus and minus comes to arrive at the 

source of plus.  

There is this word “purity” or “pure,” “I want to always be pure.”  There is a time 

in our lives, when we are young that we all think like that.  When we think about not 

taking away our purity, then plus doesn’t want to go into the world of minus, and the 

minus activity doesn’t want to go into the world of plus, thinking, “That is not pure.” 

That is why there are some religions that teach this kind of attachment to purity. That 

way of looking at it is a mistake.  That is a mistaken view of purity, according to 

Tathagata Zen.  People who have that sort of view of purity are still depending upon 

mother and father.  They do no yet have the will to take the iniative to fathom their own 

sources, themselves.  That is the view of Tathagata Zen. [tape change] 

…break through this meeting, that living must experience dying and dying must 

experience living.  I have told this same story so many times that the older students 

having heard it so many times, must know this by now. Along the process of growing up 

we will come to the point with each other that we ask each other, “Where have you come 

from, and where are you going?” They have grown up, so they are able to answer like 

this:  the minus activity is able to say, “I’ve come from the foundation of minus, from the 

source of minus,” and the plus activity says, “Yes, I have also come from the origin, the 

foundation, the source of plus.”  “So, where are you planning to go?” plus may ask minus

and minus may ask plus.  Plus will have to honestly answer, “I have been walking all this 

way and am now meeting you because I am hoping to arrive at your very source; I am 

hoping to see into your foundation.” And, the plus activity will ask minus in the same 

way, and minus will answer in the same way.  

For example, this is just a metaphorical example, if we personify plus and minus, 

they would have such a conversation.  It is not the case that plus must conquer the world 
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of minus, or minus conquer the world of plus.  There is not conquering activity that goes 

on here.  Plus and minus do not have "I am" selves.  Well, they do have "I am" selves, but

in this condition, there is no need to assert themselves. Will-lessly, this problem of 

meeting arises and will-lessly, this problem of meeting is solved, and plus and minus do 

go on to arrive at each other’s foundation.  What happens when they arrive at each 

other’s foundations? There is no place for them to go now, is there?  If, for example in 

the case of plus, plus doesn’t have any place to go forward to into, any more, so now, at 

the foundation of  minus, he obeys, he follows minus.  Similarly, minus now at the source

of plus, her need to go forward is gone, and she now obeys, follows plus. 

 In Tathagata Zen it is taught generally, that now what happens is that both do the 

so called bakaru activity, the activity of ghosting into the other, or metamorphizing into 

the other. Man takes on the form of woman, woman takes on the form of man, plus turns 

around and does minus, minus turns around and does plus. Most religions don’t include 

this ghosting activity. It is not as if it doesn’t exist at all in other religions. It does exist, 

but the kind of ghosting that they do in other religions is the attached to the "I am" self 

sort of ghosting, not the real thing. 

 Plus turns around at the source of minus and looks back toward his own native 

land, his own source, but cannot clearly see it.  In the same way, minus now at the 

foundation of plus, turns around and looks back toward her own foundation, her own 

native land, but she cannot clearly see it.  Why is that? You have to carefully investigate 

this, carefully look into this teaching of Tathagata Zen. That is if you want to investigate 

the Dharma activity, itself, you have to look into this. These morphed versions of plus 

and minus, these ghosted versions of plus and minus, certainly cannot clearly see back to 

their own foundations.  But, what they are able to do is that both are able to think, “My 

foundation is there.”  Buddhism is teaching something very important here.

When plus and minus first broke through each other they made something in 

between themselves, not the cosmos itself, not perfect space, but they made an imperfect 

interval of space in between them.  It is not possible to unconditionally break through the 

meeting.  The condition for them breaking through each other was for them to have given

a part of themselves; plus must give 0.001 of the total amount of activity that he has, and 

minus must give 0.001 of the total amount of force that she has, and by giving those parts
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of themselves, they make this imperfect interval of space, not perfect space, but a limited 

space in between them, and that is the kind of space that we can see. 

As for us, it is a mistake for us to think, when we break through, that we have 

broken through unconditionally.  We have to clearly know that when we break through, 

we give 0.001 of our total strength, our total power.  To break through the meeting is in 

fact to separate from each other and we must know that when the Dharma activity divides

itself into two, that is when it separates, that distance is  manifest in between plus and 

minus as they give that infinitesimal part of themselves.

The Dharma activity has plus and minus, has living and dying, both as its content.

When the Dharma activity divides itself into two, that means that living and dying 

separate from each other and in between them is limited space, or distance.  I know that I 

have taught about this many times, but it is difficult to understand. The distance is 

manifest with 0.001 of plus and 0.001 of minus becoming the distance.  But, the distance 

is manifest in a world that has no "I am" in it.  So, the distance itself also has no "I am".  I

keep teaching about this same principle, but I teach about it in a deeper and deeper way 

and it gets more difficult.  

Nowadays, we have psychology, but the condition I just described is a condition 

that creates psychology. Psychology has not yet been born here, that is why it is difficult. 

The distance is manifest through the 0.001 of plus and 0.001 of  minus combining, 

coming together,  In other words, perhaps we can call the plus activity, in this case, the 

giving activity and the  minus activity, the receiving activity .  Giving and receiving have 

combined, have unified and that unification is the distance.  Prior to the distance there 

was no "I am" and this distance, itself, now has no "I am". The 0.001 of plus and 0.001 of

minus are equal to each other, they combine with each other, so that is zero.  There was 

no "I am" to receive those two, perhaps that is a better way of saying it.  The two come 

together, but there was nothing there, prior, to receive them.  They come together and so 

the distance that has been manifest has no need to say "I am" or assert "I am".  However, 

later this distance will grow and come to say "I am", come to assert the "I am."  

The reason why I laugh at you so often is because you seem to unquestioningly, 

unconditionally, assert your "I am" selves without knowing that it came from this place, it

has as its condition, to have come from the origin.  People often ask me, “Why are you 
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laughing?  Roshi, why are you laughing at me?” And now I am going to answer you, “I 

just can’t help it; I just can’t stay in a state of not laughing; it is just too funny not to 

laugh.  Because you don’t have an "I am," and yet you insist upon asserting that "I am". 

 So, now the question that will come is, “How does that "I am" come into being 

from the distance that has no "I am"? But to get back to what I was talking about before, 

plus is at the source of  minus and  minus is at the source of plus and they have turned 

around to look back to their own sources, but they cannot see them. It is taught that plus 

and minus will inevitably develop to the point where they can think.  Plus is at the source 

of minus, not his own source, minus is at the source of plus, not her own source, and they

then think, “My source exists.” 

There is giving and receiving and after this activity of receiving, the next activity 

is thought. I told you about how distance manifests, how it manifests when the activities 

of giving and receiving combine.  Just in the same way that giving and receiving 

manifest, the next activity that manifests is the thought activity.  And then from that 

thought, putting that thought into practice, doing just as was thought, the activity of 

returning to one’s own source begins. Now action, now an act, now a deed, again occurs. 

Within the transmission of Tathagata Zen it is taught that the Buddha before he left home 

to become a practitioner had already formulated a principle called the Five Skandas and 

that is what I am talking about here, the Five Skandas. 

If you study zazen forgetting that the foundation of Buddhism is the Five 

Skandas, real zazen won’t occur. Some people have asked me repeatedly to teach about 

the Five Skandas, and although I have taught about the Five Skandas in the past, I haven’t

been able to precisely, in detail, correctly, give the full teaching of it, so that is what I 

would like to do.  Within the teaching of the Five Skandas this activity of receiving is 

spoken of.  That is what I am speaking about, here.  I am talking about the Dharma 

activity manifesting distance and when distance is manifest that is when the receiving and

the giving activities combine. So, I have started talking about something that I don’t talk 

about so often, here, and tomorrow I would like to continue talking about the Five 

Skandas in this way.  

The End  
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