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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. 

 

Finally starting today I can speak directly about Mumon’s so called 

“comment.”  In English the original “Mumon iwaku” is translated as “Mumon’s 

Comment,” but it is not a good translation for that word.  It means Mumon’s 

kneading of his own experience of Joshu’s Mu.  When you make bread you take 

the flour and knead it and knead, and knead it, and knead it, and finally it is ready 

to bake, and finally you can get bread.  The Chinese character used here is the 

character for “to knead” in this sense.  Bread might seem to be just bread, but 

depending on the person who makes it, it is different.  Following from this it is 

natural that Mumon’s comment would be different from my comment. 

The first three days I have been telling you many and various things in 

order to prepare to enter Mumon’s comment, and actually, in fact, after all, I am 

not yet finished with that preparatory talk.  I have to speak a little bit more, or 

you will not be able to enter Mumon’s comment.   

When it comes to the preparatory talk there is no way around talking about 

the condition of the origin.  Within the condition of the origin, as I have been 

telling you, there are two activities of plus and minus, and they are doing a 
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repetitive activity in which they alternate between being totally one, and 

becoming distinct from each other, over and over again.  The repetitive activity 

of tatha-gata and tatha-agata unifying and facing over and over again in 

Buddhism, as I have been telling you, is called the activity of emptiness.  Joshu 

takes up the activity of emptiness, and expresses it as the activity of Mu.   

When we teach about this we are very careful to warn you to not forget 

that plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, these two mutually opposing 

activities are not something that you can see with your eyes.  The teaching of 

Tathagata Zen asks you to carefully contemplate that when the two invisible 

opposing activities are doing their repetitive function over and over again they are 

acting completely without will.  You are here breathing.  If you do not breathe 

then you cannot exist.  The two invisible will-less activities of plus and minus are 

acting without will, and the nature of their activity is very similar to breathing.  It 

is as if they are always doing will-less breathing.  Our very way of being is to 

repeat in and out breathing.  One metaphorical way of understanding the activity 

of The Tathagata is to think of it as the activity of in and out breathing, occurring 

over and over again, and completely without will.  The activity of The Tathagata 

can be understood as the will-less repetition of in and out breathing.   

When we analyze the activity of The Tathagata, of thus-ness, then we can 

see that it is comprised of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  The ancient Indian people, 

I suppose, required this detailed explanation in order to be convinced.   

As the activity of Tathagata repeats, eventually a new, unique activity 

arises called jonetsu, feeling’s heat.  The heat of feeling.   

There is no good equivalent English word to jonetsu, so it is difficult to 

explain, but to begin an explanation of it we can say that when plus and minus 

totally unify that is zero.  When zero is manifest that means plus and minus both 

are gone.  That, in Buddhism, is called the perfect condition.  In Tathagata Zen 

we personify this zero condition of perfection which is manifest when plus and 

minus become one, and call it the manifestation of true love.  
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Tathagata Zen further teaches that all of you have come to be here now 

through breathing, and so, necessarily, you all have had experiences of true love 

through your breathing.   

The condition of zero, of true love, is a condition manifest through plus 

and minus acting without will, and so you should be able to see that you too must 

act without will to manifest true love.   

When plus and minus manifest this condition in which they completely 

become one, which has no will, then they no longer need to act.  In Tathagata 

Zen we ask you to carefully contemplate this so that at least once you can 

experience it for yourself in zazen.  

I have also told you before that when this manifestation of true love 

appears it is also inevitable that it will again divide in two.  Zen practice takes 

this dividing into two very seriously, and so in your zazen you also should take it 

seriously.  When plus and minus separate from each other, or divide, they do that 

by both giving one trillionth of themselves.   

The one trillionth of plus and minus come together, and so, according to 

Tathagata Zen, this is a condition of zero.  Of course this is not the complete 

zero, because it does not contain all of plus and minus, but it is zero.  Plus and 

minus have given equally of themselves, and so the resulting manifestation is 

zero.  Whenever they give equally of themselves the result is zero.   

Although the coming together of all of plus and minus is zero, and this 

coming together of one trillionth of plus and minus is also zero, they are definitely 

different from each other, these two conditions.   

This is difficult to really understand.  Especially if you are somebody 

fixated on some kind of idea of what democracy is, it seems very difficult to 

understand.  I just cannot help myself from having to criticize you , because if 

you go around thinking in some hardened way, “We are all equal.  We really 

must all be equal to each other,” then you are never going to be able to understand 

this.  An infant, a small child, a teenager, a young adult, a full grown adult, a 
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middle aged person, and an old person are all zero, so they are all equal, I 

suppose. An infant, a small child, a teenager, a young adult, a full grown adult, a 

middle aged person, and an old person, are all zero, so equal, but please be very 

careful when you contemplate this to not forget that they all are not the perfect 

zero.  When Tathagata Zen strongly asserts this kind of thinking people who 

think democracy is the supreme ideology might come to hate Buddhism.  But I 

would hope that some people will appear who can see clearly that if you really 

understand human development, if you really understand the process of a child 

growing into a teenager, growing into an adult, frowning into a full grown adult, 

then you will see that within equality there are differences.  We must learn to 

recognize differences.  We must learn to see that there is perfect equality, and 

imperfect equality.  It is not as if I am saying that democracy is mistaken through 

and through.  What I am saying is that if you fixate democracy it becomes a 

mistaken way of thinking.  For example if you look upon children and say, “You 

will always be children,” that is a mistaken way of understanding equality.  If, for 

example, there is a very strong democratic country, and that strong country looks 

upon a poor, weak country, and says, “You always will be a poor, weak country” 

that is a mistake.  When you start getting into debates like this there are all sorts 

of different ways it can go. 

Getting back to the fact that you must carefully contemplate this activity of 

the Dharma for yourselves, please do not forget that the existent being that is 

manifest with one trillionth of plus and minus as its content is the imperfect 

manifestation of zero.  Buddhism says that once you compare perfection with 

imperfection already you must basically recognize differences.   

Buddhism further say that each time this child appears it makes plus and 

minus its content more and more, until finally it arrives at the state of having 

made all of plus and minus its content.  That is the perfect condition.  That 

condition of perfection is neither a condition marked by equality, nor is it marked 

by discrimination.  It is a condition that has both the way of thinking of equality 
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and distinctions as its content.  That is the condition of true salvation.  This is 

what Buddhism calls the manifestation of true love.   

We are this born child within this activity of the Dharma, and what is our 

purpose?  I suppose there are all sorts of purposes for us.  We might want to 

make a lot of money, of become an upstanding citizen, of become a handsome 

man, or a beautiful woman, but Buddhism says that are true ideal, our true goal 

should be the manifestation of true love, the perfect zero manifestation.   

Within the process of the imperfect zero growing into the perfect zero 

there are a lot of different troubles and problems that arise.  Even if we say our 

ideal is to manifest true love all sorts of things come up.  For example, if it is a 

boy, the boy is born, and he grows, and then I think there is no doubt that he 

comes to be plagued by all sorts of different thoughts.  For example, “When I get 

married I should marry a beautiful woman,” or “No, when I get married I should 

really try to find a woman who is strong,” of “No, when I get married I should 

really try to find a woman who is gentle.”  One person may have all of these 

competing thoughts.  Girls are no different.  The same woman will have all sorts 

of different thoughts.  “When I get married I need to find a guy who is strong, 

like King Kong.”  “No, that does not sound right.  When I get married I should 

really find a guy who is really gentle.”  All we human beings are plagued by 

these kind of differing thoughts, these kinds of problems.  The nature of being 

human is to grow having all sorts of different ways of thinking.  This is at least 

one temporary way of teaching that Buddhism uses. 

Buddhism says that the reason why we come to think, “This is what I want 

to do.  No, no, this is what I want to do,” is because we violate the basic and 

correct way of thinking which realizes that at the moment of our birth, whenever 

we come into being, we are zero.  When we go against that realization, that we 

are always being manifest as zero, then we come to have the way of thinking that 

is pulled this way and that by our desires.  Each one of us as an "I am" self.  

Each one of us has a unique "I am" self, and what makes it unique is our unique 
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way of thinking.  But if we did not have this unique way of thinking "I am" self, 

then we would all be existing in utter equality and peace, as zero, but because we 

do we tend to fight.  We fight like, “I want to do this,” “No, I want to do that!”  

“I want to take that,” “No, you cannot take that, I want to take that very same 

thing.”   

For example, and these are all, I would like to remind you, just examples, 

a woman might really be yearning after a strong man, but then she sees a strong 

man doing something really dumb, and seeing his stupidity, at once that grand 

idea she had of wanting to catch a strong man vanishes.  Immediately her heart 

changes.  She decides she hates strong men.  For another example, a man might, 

up until this very morning, have thought a particular woman was gorgeous, but 

then suddenly he sees her in a situation that makes her seem not so gorgeous, and 

at once he thinks, “Wow, I thought she was so great, but yuck!”  Everybody has 

experiences like this, in fact, when you simultaneously feel, “I really like her, but 

gosh, she is gross.”  We have both of these feelings at once, sometimes.  The 

reason why these things happen is because we are expressing our fixated "I am" 

selves. 

Buddhism says, however, that if we do not break through those fixated, "I 

am" ways of thinking, if we cannot dissolve them, then we will never be able to 

experience our true selves, our pure selves.  Tathagata Zen says that our "I am" 

selves are important, but to fixate them is the problem, and when a “:barrier” is 

talked about this is one barrier.  The fixated self is one barrier.  We must break 

through the barrier of the fixated self. Buddhism says that in fact we are all 

breaking through that barrier of the fixated self in order to grow. 

The teaching of Buddhism says that every step the self makes in the 

process of growth it appears with equal amounts of plus and minus as its content. 

Buddhism also says that it is inevitable that self will grow up and arrive at the 

condition where it has all of plus and minus as its content, where it is manifesting 

the perfect condition.  
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Buddhism further says that when the perfect self, the perfect state is 

manifest, then there is no longer any plus or minus outside of you or inside of 

you.   

I began speaking yesterday about the fact that until we do manifest the 

perfect self, in the process up until our manifestation of the perfect self, we go 

through all sorts of things.  We pile on heaps of what are commonly thought of as 

sinful actions and good actions, and we get totally caught up with good and evil.  

But when we manifest the perfect self that is also the manifestation of the wisdom 

that clearly knows that originally there is neither good nor evil.   

According to Buddhism the common way of understanding good and evil, 

from the point of view of the imperfect self, is to think that good things are things 

that benefit the self, and bad things, things to be avoided are things that are 

detrimental to the self.  But when the perfect self, who manifests perfect wisdom 

comes into being, then you know that originally there is neither good nor evil.  

When the perfect is manifest finally you can truly know that all things are equal. 

True salvation is this manifestation of the perfect self, this manifestation of 

perfect wisdom that knows that originally there is neither good nor evil.  

Buddhism says that no matter how well you walk the path of common human 

morality, that path is not going to lead you to true salvation.  On the other hand, 

however, Buddhism does not universally negate human morality.  Country A, B, 

or C, ethnic group A, B, or C, each on of those has their own culture, and so they 

have their own system of ethics or morality to go along with that culture, and 

Buddhism does not negate the place of that in the human world.  These moral 

systems have their place, but the trouble starts when, for example, France insists 

that England take on the morality of France, or England tries to force Germany to 

take on the morality of England, or Germany tries to compel France to have 

German morality.  That is when the wars start.  It is natural that people come to 

fight when they insist on their superiority:  “France is the best,”  “No Germany 

is the best,” “No England’s culture is number one.  Your culture is no good.”  
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Buddhism says that if you take any moral system, or any culture, and think that it 

is the best, of course you will not be grasping the truth.  The work of just taking 

care of England is more than enough work for English morality.  The same is 

true for French and German morality.  When it comes to these moral systems, it 

is more than enough just to apply them to oneself.  There is no need to try to 

force them on others. 

Then you might ask what true culture or morality could be.  Buddhism 

says that there is no answer other than the manifestation of the one and only true 

love.   

If a French man marries a German woman, nobody is going to say that is 

wrong.  There is really nothing wrong with thinking that your culture, or your 

particular morality is a wonderful thing, but the problem comes when you attach 

to that.  Then you make mistakes. 

There may be many different kinds outside salvation, but the supreme 

salvation, according to Buddhism, can only come through you manifesting true 

love yourself, through you manifesting One True Nature.  Because I always talk 

about salvation through manifesting true love some people might say, “That Zen 

Roshi, all he ever talks about is manifesting love.”  But, the world of the 

manifestation of true love is not fixated.  That will break apart, and a new world 

again appears.  This is what I always tell you.   

Buddhism says that we need to have an ideal.  We human beings need an 

ideal in order to move forward and work in our lives, but the ideal of manifesting 

true love is something that everybody can practice together.  We do not have to 

fight about it, or over it, we can only do this same ideal together.   

When we describe the Dharma activity in Tathagata Zen we can say that 

the very first condition of the origin, the very root source of everything is the 

ultimately small universe, and the condition of the manifestation of true love, on 

the other hand, occurs after the process of advancement and development expands 

to the ultimately large universe.   
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According to Buddhism we can name the first condition of the origin level 

one, and new conditions of the origin are manifest one after another, at levels, 2, 

3, 4, 5, and on and on, innumerably, until the ultimately large condition is 

manifest.  This ultimately large universe is the manifestation of true love.   

The condition of the origin level one manifests a new level two, and from 

level two a new world of level three is manifest, and then a new world of level 

four.  All of these worlds seem to be different, but since level one is zero, and 

two is zero, and three is zero, and four is zero, they are all equal.  Level one 

thousand and level ten thousand are different from each other, but according to 

Buddhism they are equal in that they are both zero.  All of you, having studied 

math, should be able to understand this very easily. 

A caterpillar will inevitably manifest the perfect caterpillar.  That is zero.  

And that zero will move forward, and let’s say, manifest the bird world.  And just 

as inevitably that bird will manifest the complete, perfect bird, and again zero 

appears.  Whether it is a caterpillar, or a fish, or a bird, or a dog, when these 

existences manifest their perfect existence that is zero.  All of these perfect selves 

are zero.  And so Buddhism, in fact, after all, does teach this same equality that 

democracy teaches.   

Whenever zero, whenever perfection is manifest, it is always manifest 

with both plus and minus.  As I told you before, however, there are conditions 

when plus and minus are not totally made content, when there is only one 

infinitesimal portion of plus and minus that come together, and when that happens 

inside and outside of that existence there are leftover parts of plus and minus that 

imperfect self looks upon.  I have been telling you that when this occurs that is 

the manifestation of imperfect self, that is when the self is manifesting itself as 

not yet the perfect condition, and there are two basic types of these imperfect 

selves.  There is the kind that needs to do the living activity, and there is the kind 

that needs to do the dying activity.  Tathagata Zen demands that you carefully 

contemplate for yourself that the self who needs to live and the self who needs to 
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die are imperfect selves, and therefore they are not manifest in the world of utter 

equality.  They are always, necessarily, manifest in the world of discriminating.  

They are not manifest in the perfect world, which is the world of equality.  They 

have appeared in the world of differences.  

On the other hand, the two conditions of not needing to do living and not 

needing to do dying are the complete, perfect zero conditions that contain all of 

plus and minus.   

It is not just human beings that manifest those perfect conditions, a plant, a 

mosquito, a fish, a bird, an animal, and a human being all manifest those 

conditions of perfection.  Selves, however, who are manifest in the imperfect 

condition always have plus and minus on their outside and inside.  This imperfect 

world is the world of thinking.  This is the world in which the imperfect self 

thinks various things, such as, “I do not want to die.  I need to live.”  Or 

oppositely, “Living is bitter and hard.  It would be better to die.”   

Tathagata Zen warns you that you are going to cause yourself really grave, 

terrible problems if you are not able to distinguish between the world of 

perfection, which is the world of equality, and the world of imperfection, which is 

the world of differences. You need to be able to make this distinction.  These 

worlds are not the same!  The world in which we think, for example, “I do not 

want to die.  I need to strive to live,” or oppositely, “It really would be better if I 

died now,” is different from the worlds of not needing to live and not needing to 

die.  The perfect world and the imperfect are clearly different from each other.  

And Buddhism says that it is just as important for you to be able to recognize the 

world of discriminating and differences as it is for you to be able to recognize that 

there is a world of equality.   

Buddhism further reminds us, however, that within the world of 

differences everything that is manifest within this world of differences, whether it 

is a plant, a mosquito, a fish, a bird, an animal, or a person inevitably is not 

fixated in that world.  Inevitably all these different existences will go on to 
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manifest the perfect self.  Tathagata Zen also very strongly asks you not to forget 

that when a mosquito, bird, fish, animal, or person manifests the perfect self, then 

all of those manifestations are equal to each other.  

When the perfect selves of all of these different existences are manifest 

they are all equal, but within the world of differences it is simply never the case 

that a plant can become a mosquito, or a mosquito can become a fish, or a bird 

can become an animal, or an animal can become a person.  In this world of 

differences that I described before as the world of the separation of subject and 

object the condition of things being different from each other must be recognized.  

If you are not able to understand  how things are different from each other, as 

well as how they are equal to each other, our lives will become a mess.   

One way we human beings are different than animals, birds, fish, 

mosquitoes and plants is that it is incumbent on us to learn to recognize and 

understand both the idea of differences, and the idea of equality.  This is the 

teaching of Buddhism, and this is what you must carefully contemplate in 

Tathagata Zen.   

The world of differences will, undoubtedly, come to manifest the world of 

equality.  When the world of equality is manifest then the perfect selves that are 

manifest by animals, birds, fish, caterpillars, and plants, are all equal to each 

other.  There truly is no manifestation of true love other than this condition of 

universal equality.   

Do not, however, think that the world of perfection, the world of universal 

equality can be fixated.  That is a mistake.  That world of equality will change 

into a world in which an imperfect self is manifest, and this imperfect self is the 

self who must do the dying activity.  This is something I tell you so often it 

shouldn’t be necessary to repeat it again.   

Whether we meet up with life or we meet up with death, we are in a 

similar situation in that we always can never stop, we can never tarry.  We must 

always manifest a new self.  And when you do your Zen practice you must 
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carefully contemplate how the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata  unify and 

separate from each other over and over again in that process. 

This process, what kind of a world does it take place in?  Yesterday, and 

the day before, I told you that this one and only great universe is the place the 

process is acting in.  According to Buddhism although we can use different 

words and say One True Nature, or the complete self, or the manifestation of true 

love, or real absolute space, these are all the same thing, and they are all pointing 

to this one and only place that there is, this manifestation of the Great Cosmos.  

When you manifest true love that is the supreme manifestation, and that is the 

manifestation of true space.   

This great universe has an activity that is bringing it into being.  That 

activity is the activity of heart.  That activity of heart has both tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, plus and minus as its content.  So you can see that the activity of 

heart that is the content of this being called the great universe is in no way 

different than the activity of heart that is the content of we existent beings.  There 

is nothing fundamentally different between the universal being, and us human 

beings.   

If you can just do this one contemplation then you will realize that you are 

no different than Mumon.  In fact then you can make your own comment that is 

better than Mumon’s.  It is not enough just to sit there and be impressed by 

Mumon’s comment.  You need to have the experience, you need to catch the 

experience for yourself that your true self is this great true cosmos itself.  And 

then, when I give teisho on Mumon’s comment tomorrow, you will have to stand 

up straight and say, “Mumon, I don’t agree with you.  My opinion is different.”  

But without a very strong will there is no way that kind of opinion will arise. 

In Buddhism we call a strong will bodaishin, bodhicitta.  With the arising 

of bodhicitta then also the wisdom will arise that “I am Shakyamuni.  I am 

Jesus.”  

In Japanese, and especially in Zen, we talk about this phenomenon of 
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taking a nice bright, bursting with life spinach, or cabbage, or green onion, and 

then chopping it up, and putting it in a bowl, and sprinkling salt on it.  Then, at 

once, “shhhhhhhhhutttttt” all the life goes out of it.  It shrivels up.  It becomes 

completely limp.  In this way, in Japanese slang the expression “Having the 

blues” is said, “Being a salted spinach.”  This phenomenon of throwing salt on 

the bursting with life vegetable is like when a man, who might think he has a 

really strong will, sees a beautiful woman, and suddenly, “ahahahahahhhh” he 

cannot muster any will.  Women are no different.  They might be doing great, 

but then they run into some man they consider very handsome, and then, 

“bachannnggg,” they cannot do anything.  It is like they have died.  They end up 

having a nervous breakdown.  This is what we mean by the spinach getting 

salted.  This is getting the blues.  So don’t get in this condition of having you 

who are the vegetable have salt sprinkled on you.  “Utttt!!” Stand up strong, with 

a strong will!!  

 

終 

The end 

 


