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Mumonkan,    ch. 6

Bodhi Manda Zen Center

世尊拈花
Buddha Holds up a Flower

The World Honored One, in ancient times was on Vulture Peak. He held

up a  flower,  showing it  to  the assembly.      Every one  was silent.      Only Ma-

hakashapa broke into a smile.    The World Honored One said, “I have the eye trea-

sury of the correct dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no-

form, and the subtle gate of the dharma.    It does not stand upon words.    It is a

special transmission outside of all teachings.    I now entrust this to Mahakashapa.

Mumon’s Comment

Golden  faced  Gautama insolently  overpowers  noble  people  and  makes

them lowly.    Putting up a mutton head sign he sells dog flesh, and thinks himself

to be quite remarkable.    

But what if all the monks had smiled, how would the eye treasury of the

correct  dharma been transmitted?      Or  what  if  Mahakashapa had not  smiled?

Here again there would have been no transmission of the eye treasury of the cor-

rect dharma.

If he says the eye treasury of the correct dharma can be transmitted that

would be as if the golden faced old fellow were deceiving people in a loud voice

at the town gate.    If he says it cannot be transmitted how could he approve of

only Mahakashapa?

Mumon’s Verse

A flower is held up!

The snake’s tail has already been revealed!

Mahakashapa breaks into a smile, and

All on earth and in heaven are at    a loss.

As I always tell you, if you are studying zen, this kind of studying that
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we’re doing here is very different than an academic study of the sutras, or a study

of intellectual treatises on Buddhism.    One way of dividing the study of Bud-

dhism is into three categories, the sutras being one, the laws being the other one,

and then the third one being discourses, such as the Madyamika school, or the Ab-

hidharma school, or the Consciousness Only school.    But none of these, in any of

these categories could be said to be something that Buddha actually said himself,

directly.    The kind of people that wrote these things, that wrote the sutras, were

the  disciples  of  the  Buddha,  or  the grand-disciples,  or  the grand-grand-grand-

grand-grand-disciples of the Buddha, writing down their understanding of what

they thought he said was his enlightenment.    Although we are told that the sutras

are things that the Buddha actually said, the people that wrote them were his dis-

ciples or his grand-grand-grand-disciples, and so, although the person might have

been listening to the same talk, there is shallow understanding and deep under-

standing among the people that wrote them.

Here, when we have ordination ceremonies or marriage ceremonies, we

give the sila as part of the ceremony, in our own way.    But it isn’t the case that

Shakyamuni Buddha, the historical Buddha was the one who created these sila.

When Shakyamuni himself was alive, all of his students were very earnestly, sin-

cerely trying to get enlightenment, following in his footsteps. There was no need

for something like sila.    But when the numbers of disciples became very large

(and a big religious organization was formed), in order for them to live, have their

daily life, they needed the sila.    Then, the rules, the laws were formed, one at a

time.    This is also how negative kind of rules also were born: You shouldn’t do

thus-and-such.    But I think that it’s safe to say that when Shakyamuni himself

was alive and actively teaching, they didn’t have this system of sila.

So now we have to face the problem of, what are the sila that are un-

changeable, absolutely necessary?

As I’ve been telling you, the nature of your self, and the nature of this

world which is the home of your self, that nature, that way of being, they are both

following the same principle. It isn’t as if either of those things are appearing in

some kind of sloppy, haphazard way.    The tenet that Shakyamuni Buddha taught

was that  there are no other  activities which form the self  and form the world

which is the home of the self, other than these fundamental, two mutually oppos-

ing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.

In Tathagata Zen, therefore, from the very start, if you are trying to study

this thing called zen, the thing that you must study are these two mutually oppos-

ing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.
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So you can see how different it is to be a zen student and to be a scholar of

Buddhism.

But if you’re a scholar, if you’re entering the study of Buddhism through

the intellect, through intellectual study, then you study the sutras, you study the

laws, the ritsu, and you also study the ron, the discourses, like the Awakening of

Faith in the Mahayana,  or the Consciousness Only school, or the Abhidharma

school.     From the very beginning, from the very foundation then, you can see

that the way of study of someone who’s a scholar, or an intellectual, and the way

of study of a zen student are totally different. It’s important that you understand

this.

Although, as a zen student, what you ought to be doing is taking these two

fundamental,  mutually  opposing  activities,  and  putting  them  into  practice  for

yourself, at the same time as you are learning about them. You should make that

the firm path upon which you are treading. Actually it seems like people get all

caught up in these, what you could call the three storehouses, or treasure houses

of the sutras and the laws and the discourses, and then they start making their

comments about this and that, about what they read.

I guess it’s fine, it’s actually necessary to have this feeling of wanting to

know, of having knowledge, but to depend upon the sutras, and then be satisfied

with your way of knowing is what it seems to me that everybody’s doing.

So, for a student of zen, it’s okay to use, as a reference, these storehouses

of the sutras, these treasuries of the laws and the discourses, but you shouldn’t be

tied up by them.    But as I just said, even zen students must sometimes stand up in

the position of doing the activity of knowing, and so it’s important to study the

principle from that standpoint as well.

That’s why, within our zen practice, we have teisho. We have teishos that

comment on the sutras, as well.

But whatever you’re doing, whether you are practicing another way, or

whether you’re practicing in listening to teisho, you have to grasp these two mutu-

ally opposing activities and put them into practice for yourself.

It is important to use sutras as references, but everybody goes around just

saying, talking about sutras, sutras this and that, but it’s important that as you read

the sutras you don’t forget that there are different classes of sutras. There’s high-

class, middle-class and low class disciples that wrote the sutras, so be careful.

Talking about studying zen, there’s one other very important thing I need

to tell you.    This other thing that I need to talk about is a real hassle, actually, to

talk about, but in ancient India there was already existing this way of thinking
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which we call karma.    I think it’s fair to say that the ideology of ancient India

was founded on this old way of looking at karma, the old perspective on karma.

The ideology of karma is very difficult, and I can’t deeply get into it here, but the

thing that I want to say first is that you should understand that the way of grasping

karma by Buddhism, the Buddhist way of looking at karma is different than the

way that was previously existing in India.    Even nowadays, among scholars it

seems as if there’s lots of fighting and debating going on about how Buddhism in-

corporated karma. Some people say that they simply put karma into the Buddhist

teaching just as it was, and some people say that Buddhism never simply uncriti-

cally, unconditionally accepted the idea of karma, just as it was.    It’s the perspec-

tive of Tathagata Zen to say that we must, if we are practitioners of Tathagata Zen,

think about karma in a unique Buddhist way, which is different than the ancient

Indian way of thinking about it.

According to Tathagata Zen, the activity of karma is not different than the

activity of the dharma. There is no separate karma outside of the activity of the

dharma.

I’m going to be continuing with the teisho, and moving on with teisho, but

as you listen, I would like you to keep these three problems in your heart, and not

forget them.

If you are wondering what kind of fundamental way of thinking Buddhism

is based on, it’s based on the activity of engi, in Japanese, pattitya samutpada, the

activity of dependent co-origination, maybe in English.     So when you look at

karma, you also have to be able to interpret karma, explain karma in terms of this

activity of dharma.    Explanations of karma which do not include the dharma ac-

tivity, we can see are coming from a time that had not yet developed this idea.

So saying that, I’d like to continue on with the body of the teisho.

But actually there’s one other thing that I have to get into before I really

start giving the teisho, and that is the ideas of what we can call Brahmanism, this

religion of India which was founded on two things, one being the Brahma idea,

the idea of a creator God, and the other one being the idea of atman, the self.    But

in Buddhism, we don’t particularly acknowledge or recognize any creator God,

Brahma that does the God activity, other than the dharma activity.    We can also

say atman,  or  self,  but  also in  this  case,  there  is  no atman separate  from the

dharma activity.

It came up in this koan, so everybody should understand, having read this

koan, what I’m talking about, but in ancient India they had many different gods,

including Brahma, and in Buddhism we call this whole pantheon of gods, bod-
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hisattvas, but we must remember that the Buddhist perspective is that these gods

and bodhisattvas are there to help people.

For example, mother and father exist to help the child, the children.    The

very existence of mother and father is to aid, help the child.    It’s the standpoint of

Buddhism to say that all of these Indian gods, and all of the bodhisattvas exist

solely to protect and aid existent beings.    So Buddhism even picks up this God,

Brahma, who was supposed to have created everything, and says that this God is

there simply to protect and aid existent beings.

In the sutras, therefore, you can find instances where Brahma is playing

the role of protecting the Buddha, and also sometimes Brahma actually asks Bud-

dha questions.    Besides Brahma, as I said, there were many, many different kinds

of gods in India, or believed in in India at the time, and they all should be thought

of as our protectors.

The reason why I’m explaining all this to you is that if you are a believer

in another in another religion, especially a believer in a religion that believes in a

God, or one God, then I thought it would be very hard for you to hear my zen talk.

Oppositely, if someone appears, that is helping you, someone appears who

is protecting you, then you can think of them as your God.    What I’m saying here

is that the concept of God that religious people have and the concept of God that

zen students have is utterly different.

The  koan  that  we  read  for  today  is  the  koan  which  is  usually  called,

World-honored One Holds up a Flower, or Buddha Holds up a Flower.      This

story, this koan can also be found in a sutra, but some people say that that sutra is

not a real sutra. It’s an heretical sutra.    As far as these sutras that aren’t really su-

tras, well, when Buddhism went to China, many, many sutras suddenly appeared.

But, to use this word, heretical sutra, or sutra that isn’t really a sutra, the fact that

so many of these appeared in China is proof of how flourishing and prospering

Buddhism was, and because there was this idea that if you get enlightened, then

you are a Buddha, there’s no need to really get tied up by this word, heretical su-

tra.    If it is following the activity of the dharma, if it isn’t going against, isn’t vio-

lating the dharma activity, and is clearly explaining the nature of the self, then we

can call it a sutra. We don’t need this other word, heretical sutra.    I just wanted to

say that, because there are other koans as well, which are taken from sutras.

This first word of the koan, seison, world-honored one, is just one of the

many, many ways that the Buddha was named. He was also named muni, Buddha,

the enlightened one, (Nyorai “Thus Come One) many things, and this is just one

of them.
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In many sutras it mentions that Shakyamuni was at Vulture Peak, and it

says in the text, a long time ago, in ancient times, but it might be better just to say,

at a time, or one time, he was there on Vulture Peak, and he was doing a training

period there.    It’s the same as saying we’re doing this six-week Kessei here. He

was doing an even longer training period there on Vulture Peak.    When you hear

Vulture Peak, you might think it’s some wonderful special place, but it would be

better just to think it’s exactly the same as you being here for six weeks’ training.

When  Buddha  was  teaching  there  on  Vulture  Peak  to  his  audience,

Brahma himself came down and gave Buddha a flower.     So this great God of

heaven came down, this God, Brahma came down and gave Buddha a flower.    So

for people who are practicing, you have to, for yourselves understand the meaning

of what this was.

As I said from the very start, everything, all the koans are created from the

standpoint of the two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata,

so don’t forget this as you hear this story too.

If you’re really a practicing person and you hear this story of the God,

Brahma giving a flower to Buddha, you have to grasp it in the way that this giving

of the flower from Brahma to Buddha represents the absolute coming together of

the point of view of the subject and the point of view of the object.    It’s the per-

spective of dharma to say that when the object and subject completely get de-

stroyed, that is the complete position, the perfect position.    Brahma, this great

God of heaven himself, knew this principle.

Having received this flower from Brahma, Shakyamuni then held it up,

held it up so that everybody could see it, held it up to show it to everyone.    It

says in one version of this that there were eighty-four thousand disciples there,

and it really doesn’t matter if there was a hundred thousand or six or five disci-

ples, it would be the same, but everyone who was there completely became silent.

This is where it really becomes a koan. It says everyone became silent.

Everyone totally became this world of utter silence, this condition of utter silence,

and what does that mean?

As I said before, if the perspective of subject and the perspective of object

don’t completely disappear, then the truth will not appear. This is what Shakya-

muni Buddha himself emphasized.    Subject and object have totally become one.

That’s  why we say they have  disappeared.  To say that  they  have disappeared

means  that  they  have  disappeared  into  oneness,  they  have  hidden  themselves

within unification.

Even people who say, “I am together with God,” I don’t think that they are
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talking about this condition of God in which subject and object have completely

become one.    Those kind of people might be together with the subject God, but I

don’t think they’re together with the object God.    Or, if you stand in the position

of object, even if you say you are together with God, as long as you are still stuck

in that position of object, you cannot completely manifest for yourself the condi-

tion of oneness of subject and object.

According to zen, the way of seeing that you have to have is that this one

unique God, this God of the unification of subject and object has, its very self, di-

vided itself into two, and the world of the opposition of subject and object has ap-

peared.

I think that a lot of you understand exactly what I’m saying, because this

is what I always talk about. I talk about that, when the activities of tatha-gata and

tatha-agata actually divide from one another, then the world of the opposition of

subject and object appears, and if one is leaning, or lop-sided toward either sub-

ject or object, then it’s not possible to manifest true God.

According to Buddhism, the true God, the unique, one and only, absolute

almighty condition is the condition of the absolute unification of subject and ob-

ject. If subject and object are separate, then it can never be said to be God.

If you, yourself have caught the experience for yourself,  of this unique

God, then there’s no need to be searching for God any more.

But it seems as if human beings love to talk about, love to say from the

position of their activity of knowing, “God exists,” or “the devil exists,” or things

like that.    For those of you who gain happiness and pleasure from going around

saying things like that, I guess that’s fine.

But what if God runs away from you? What if your woman runs away

from you? What if your man escapes you? Then what do you do?    Then your

world will be very different from God’s world. It will be the devil’s world.

What I’m saying is that you can’t say you’ve really met God until you’ve

grasped the experience for yourself of this singular, one and only condition that

I’ve been talking about.

Buddha raises up the flower, and everyone becomes absolutely silent. This

condition of absolute silence, even in the old days, they express this as being the

condition that has no subject, has no grammatical subject, has no grammatical

verb.    Of course, this manifestation of utter silence is zero.

It’s written in some versions of this koan, and it seems as if many people

take it in this way, that the eighty-four thousand disciples were utterly silent be-

cause they didn’t understand the principle of what Buddha was showing when he

7



raised the flower.    This place is something that you really have to read carefully,

because many scholars, and many Roshis also explain it in that way.    But any-

way, what’s happening here is that the "I am" self has disappeared.    When your "I

am" self disappears, all of you will be manifesting zero.    When that zero appears,

things like wars can never appear.    But it seems as if this zero just won’t appear.

Also, if we fixate the zero world, then the human world can’t appear.

This is the difficult question that we have to face.

I’m sorry. I’m losing my voice.

I have to get a little younger next time I come to give teisho.
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