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Mumons Comment:  For the practice of Zen it is imperative that you pass through the 

barriers set up by the ancestral teachers.  For marvelous enlightenment, you must come to 

the very end of the mind road.   

 

As for this comment in the Mumonkan, I was just recently giving teisho on this comment 

at Hakuin-ji Zen Center in Arizona. The teisho that I gave at Hakuin-ji was Hakuin-ji’s 

teisho, and the teisho that I will give here will be the teisho of here. So, be careful as you 

listen, my teisho often changes.   

 I think that it is the same for a sparrow.  The sparrow’s song is influenced by the 

food that it gets.  If it is at some place where there isn’t very much food, it will sing a 

song of not having very much food.  The same for people, if you are a man and somehow 

you find yourself amongst five or six beautiful women, you don’t really know why, but 

the conversation will become quite lively.  Or, what about women?  If you get five or six 

women together, without men, then in that situation suddenly the conversation will take 

the turn of saying stuff you would never say in front of men, and blah, blah, blah, it gets 

quite interesting. Same as for my teisho, depending on the place I am in, mine changes 

quite often, but one thing that doesn’t change, is that it is always me who is giving the 

teisho.  So, what I am saying is, “Please listen carefully to see what kind of a teisho 

comes up.”   

  Here is Mumon, the one who edited the Mumonkan, and he gives us his comment.  

He says, for the practice of Zen, it is imperative that you pass through the barriers set up 



 

by the ancestors for marvelous enlightenment, and then you must come to the very end of 

the mind road, but did you understand what he said?  This is Mumon Osho, the one who 

taught us about Joshu’s “Mu”.  When Joshu said “Mu,” what was he chanting?  I believe 

that when I gave teisho on Joshu’s “No” or Joshu’s “Mu”, I explained this over and over, 

again.   

 Similarly, the very first phrase in this comment, “Sanzen, the practice of Zen,” I 

think that I have given my teisho on that many times before.  What does the “san” part of 

sanzen mean?  What does the “zen” part mean?  I have told you these things many times.  

And if I say it again, it will make the teisho longer, but there is no way around it, really, I 

have to talk zbout it.  

 The Zen part of sanzen, the origin of that is from the word dhyana, which is of course a 

Sanskrit world born in India.  Buddhism came from China to India.  The Chinese 

translators came up with the character Zen.   Of course Zen is the way that it was finally 

pronounced when it got to Japan.  In China it wasn’t called Zen.  What happened was that 

the Sanskrit word came to China and then they came up with characters which expressed 

the sound of the word, in an approximate way, dhyana.  And that is how it was said in 

Chinese, and in Japanese, it was said Zen.  So, there wasn’t really a word originally, 

dhyana, they just came up with some characters to try to approximate the original 

Sanskrit word, dhyana. 

 So, going back to Buddhism, who began Buddhism, anyway?  It was, we are told, 

Siddhartha, who founded Buddhism, who was later called the Buddha, to honor him by 

his disciples. So, what is it that Siddhartha experienced that he founded his teaching 

upon?  I have talked about this all many times.  

 First, he recognized that undoubtedly, it cannot be denied, that there are two activities 

that are different from each other. The activity that forms man is different from the 

activity that forms woman.  The activity of death is different from the activity of life.  

The activity of going is different from the activity of returning.   

Siddhartha, Shakamuni Buddha, very deeply also, considered the fact that these two 

opposing forces , inevitably, do meet each other.  They do encounter one other, 

inevitably, he also very deeply considered that because they are opposing, they always 

will be separating from each other.   



 

 Deeply, deeply, he developed his thinking, considering ever more deeply, how 

mysterious it was that these two forces that are opposite from each other, just like the 

man inevitably meets the woman, inevitably, will meet. 

 We are told that the word dhyana, as it was used originally in India, meant the 

activity of gathering everything together into one point.  Shakyamuni, however, felt that 

just with this one word dhyana, this one activity that gathered everything together into 

one point, it was not adequate to explain the activity that forms everything, the activity 

that forms both man and woman.  Therefore, he thought of another word that was the 

opposite of dhyana, thinking that dhyana was a word which expressed just one side of the 

whole.  In the end he taught these two activities using the words tatha-gata, thus going 

and tatha-agata, thus coming.  

 Dhyana is the activity of gathering everything together into one point, but 

Shakyamuni felt that was not sufficient, that was not enough, to explain the activity that 

forms everything. Therefore, he also taught about the opposite activity, the activity of 

distributing everything out, or scattering everything out from that one point.  When, as I 

have told you so many times, we understand, we grasp the tatha-gata activity to be the 

male forming activity, then we sing about the opposite activity tatha-agata, to be the 

female forming contracting activity.  These two together form the activity which brings 

us into being and this world that we share into being.  This is what the teaching of dhyana 

is.   

 There are a lot of different styles of Zen that are popular, but the question about 

that is, are they the kind of Zen that puts into practice both of these essential forces, or is 

it a one sided Zen, that only practices the activity that forms man or the activity that 

forms woman?   

 Siddhartha, the founder of Buddhism discovered, gave birth to these two essential 

opposing forces, but further he also discovered, he also appealed to his own direct 

experience, and practiced the unification of these two opposing forces.  Siddhartha, the 

founder of Buddhism experienced this unification of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, or we 

could simply say plus and minus, for himself, and he confessed this experience to his 

disciples.  He taught of this experience of the unification of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

And, he further named this experience muni, or maybe it was more like moonie, but in 



 

any case, he named his experience muni ,and therefore, his disciples later named him 

Shakyamuni, because he was the one who experience muni, who was born into the 

Shakya tribe.  And this word muni, can also mean in its Japanese pronunciation, “not 

two,” and that is pretty neat because it means the “one and only that has no second.”  

Since I have come to America, I really have never given this koan of Chapter One of the 

Mumonkan of Joshu’s “Mu,” but it is seems to be such a popular koan among American 

Zen students, that a lot of students have come to me and simply announced “That’s my 

koan.  My koan is Joshu’s Mu.”  What about it Sokai?  Do you understand what I am 

talking about?   

  In Tathagata Zen, the state of the unification of plus and minus known as muni, is 

also known as the manifestation of zero.  It is also taught in Tathagata Zen, as you will 

find out for yourselves as you further your practice, that this state of muni, this state of 

zero, is only manifest when the "I am" has completely vanished.   

The way that Tathagata Zen teaches about Joshu’s “Mu,” Joshu’s “No,” is to say, “Joshu 

was saying, Joshu was chanting the ‘muni’ of Shakyamuni, when he said, muni. When 

plus and minus become one, that means a condition has been manifest which is neither 

subject nor object.   

The Joshu’s “Mu” which is taught in Tathagata Zen is the Joshu’s “Mu” which is 

expressing the condition of the unification of plus and minus, which is neither subject nor 

object. That is the real muni ,and taking that in a personified way, we see that it is exactly 

the same as the manifestation of true love .  

Joshu’s “Mu” is the manifestation of real, true love.  The muni experienced by 

Shakyamuni is the manifestation of true love. “I love you. Do you love me?”  That is the 

kind of love, spoken of by an "I am" self is not true love.  When the minus subject and 

the plus object, both are totally gone, that is the manifestation of true love.  When true 

love is manifest, the "I am" self is gone.  When love is manifest and the "I am" self has 

not vanished, that is what is called in Buddhism katsui, or thirsty love, greedy love.  I 

think that there are English words, like “platonic” and other words, that in English 

distinguish between different kinds of love.  In any case, perhaps” eros and agape,” are 

the words we are looking for.  But, in any case, in Tathagata Zen, the Shakamuni of 

Shakamuni, is referring to the manifestation of true love. Perhaps this is why that at least 



 

at a certain time in history, this kind of evaluation of “ the Mt. Baldy Roshi,” the”Jemez 

Roshi,” that’s myself, was made.  “  “All that Roshi ever talks about is true love.”  If that 

is what people say, that is fine, because actually that is true.  

Muni, the manifestation of true love, there is another way to refer to this condition of true 

love in Tathagata Zen, and that is to call it, “ the manifestation one true nature.”   True 

love is one true nature.  Muni is one true nature. And ,similarly, we can say that zero is 

one true nature.  The manifestation of the activity of emptiness is a manifestation of one 

true nature.   

Therefore, please see that necessarily, when the "I am" self is manifest, then true muni, 

true, one true nature, true love is not manifest.  Do your Zen practice not forgetting that 

the emptiness of Buddhism is not that there is simply nothing there, the emptiness of 

Buddhism is the manifestation of true love that has no self.  Reflect sharply back upon 

yourselves and know clearly that when you are saying, “ I love you,” that, is standing 

upon an "I am" self.  That is not the manifestation of true love.    

Although, on the one hand, the manifestation of muni sounds quite difficult, on the other 

hand, Tathagata Zen teaches that whatever we are doing, already we are manifesting 

muni, whether we are eating our rice, whether we are drinking a cup of water, already 

muni is manifest.  When a self is born that is the perfect self, that is the manifestation of 

muni.  But, whatever self that is and the "I am" is manifest, it is always imperfect.   

For example, what about a perfect being?  Let’s consider the perfect personified being, 

which is usually known as God.  Now, if that God said, "I am", then even that God has 

fallen down into being an imperfect "I am" God.  When a human being transcends the 

human world ,according to Tathagata Zen, that is the manifestation of the condition of 

muni and we could also refer to that same condition as the manifestation of the complete 

perfect buddha, or the manifestation of the Dharmakaya.   

 We are always cautioned in Buddhism that the Dharmakaya is not a fixated thing,.  

Similarly, if a person recognizes the existence of God, then that God that you 

acknowledge also must be understood to be not a fixated thing.  What will happen if we 

fixate God?  To experience God, we must dissolve ourselves and become God.  However, 

if we fixate God, then we will be forever, the slaves of God.  That is the warning 

Tathagata Zen cries out to us.   



 

People who believe in God, seem to like becoming God’s slave.  And that is fine, if you 

really become God’s slave, then God will save you.  But, as we all know, God doesn’t 

save slaves.  In any case, if we do, if we must recognize the existence of a personified 

God, then we should understand that God to be the manifestation of muni.  

The Dharmakaya, muni, true God, is manifest having both tatha-gata and tatha-agata, as 

it’s content, unified.  Dharmakaya, muni, is the manifestation of true love.  That is the 

condition that has gone beyond all comparisons.  Gone, do you understand?  If you don’t 

understand this, even if you do sanzen for a hundred years about Joshu’s “Mu,” you’ll 

never get it.  

 Whether we see a flower, or we see a dog running, or a man sees a beautiful woman, or a 

woman sees a handsome man, always one  

buddha nature, one true nature is manifest. “A” and “B” meet and shake hands and say, 

“good morning,”and one buddha nature is  

thus manifest.  Okay, Sokai, “A” and “B”, subject and object, shake hands, and one 

buddha nature is manifest, do you understand?    

 Subject and object are there, and you would think, “Of course , there is a distance 

in between them.” The world in which subject and object are separate, and the world in 

which there are distances, is the human world. “A” and “B” greet each other, “Good 

morning,,” and shake hands.  According to Tathagata Zen, at that moment, “A” has 

vanished, “B” has vanished, and the distance in between has, also, vanished.  

“Good Morning,” or “I am so happy to see you.” And then we hug.  At that very moment, 

where has the distance gone?  These are the kinds of questions asked in Tathagata Zen.  

Do you understand?  And at the very moment that the distance disappears, the "I am A” 

and the "I am B” also disappear.  This is so obvious and simple, that you shouldn’t need a 

Tathagata Zen teacher to tell you this.  You are shaking hands all the time, you’re shaking 

hands with your lovers, all the time, and so you already are experiencing this all the time 

a,nd yet you are unaware that all the time you’re manifesting one buddha nature.  

 When one buddha nature is manifest, where does the distance go to?  In the same 

way that the distance vanishes, “A” vanishes and “B” vanishes.  Where do you go?  You 

might take a year to answer this, but if you are lazy about it and drag you feet, even after 

a year you won’t get to the bottom of it, or Joshu’s “Mu.” (tape change) 



 

Why won’t you be able to experience it?  The reason why is because you don’t even try 

to fathom the principle of the manifestation of one buddha nature.  Instead, you spend 

your time fervently attaching to your "I am" self.  Of course, you aren’t going to 

experience it.  I just tell you, “Throw away that "I am" self.”  And you say, “I can’t do 

that.”  If that’s the kind of person you are, of course, you won’t be able to do it.   

Our tendencies, our bad habit of thinking about things from the point of view of the 

fixated "I am" is so strong.  I know, because I was like that myself.  Even now, I have 

times when I am like that.  “I am a man.  I am a woman” standing on that point of view, 

fixating that point of view, that generally is the way everyone is. “I am a Japanese person, 

I am a Chinese person I am a Jewish person. I am an American person.  You are attached 

in those ways and there is no possible way that you will be able to fathom Buddhism, the 

teaching of the essence, the foundation.  Shugyo, which is a synonym for Buddhism. When 

we attach to our "I am" self, then we attach to the differences in our religions, thinking, 

“This is my religion.  It is much different than yours.”  From the old days, Buddhism has 

always warned us that the more popular religions get, the more sharply we discriminate, 

the more sharply we are prejudiced. However, Buddhism does acknowledge the 

importance of religions, saying that along the path it is inevitable that many and different 

kinds of religions will appear. However, attaching to any of them, one buddha nature, 

one true nature cannot be manifest.   

Without experiencing one true nature, then according to Buddhism, the way of thinking, 

the ideology that truly, clearly sees that everything is equal to everything, comes from the 

same origin, cannot be born.   

So, I start talking about this stuff and I get kind of in a good mood and then the time slips 

through my fingers.  So, today my wife isn’t here, so you can say that I am free from my 

wife and I think I’ll talk a bit longer. If my wife would always just manifest one true 

nature with me, then there would be no complaint.   

As for you folks, it probably is the case that your wives and husbands are always 

uncomplainingly manifesting one true nature with you and therefore you are probably 

living the life of no conflict, of no complaint.  How wonderful.  So, what I need form you 

who are living such wonderful lives is a little manifestation of one true nature.   

So, what is this sanzen?  It is the practice of Zen.  It is the practice of manifesting one 



 

true nature.  Mumon Osho tells us that to do the practice of sanzen, you must pass 

through the barrier se up by the ancestral teachers, the patriarchs.  Mumon says that the 

barrier was erected by the patriarchs, but that is not true.  It isn’t the patriarchs that erect 

the barrier; we must make this barrier, ourselves.  Because, if you can make the barrier 

yourself, then without any effort at all, you can pass through that barrier.  What kind of 

barrier is it?   

Didn’t I tell you that it is inevitably, that the two opposing forces of tatha-gata and tatha-

agata encounter each other.  That is the barrier.  Plus and minu, man and woman, tatha-

gata and tatha-agata meet each other, then that meeting is not fixated and they break 

through that meeting and plus arrives at the source of minus, and minus at the source of 

plus 

Don’t let Mumon make a fool out of you.  He says, the patriarch’s barrier, but don’t 

forget that we are always experiencing the barrier that he is talking about.  When the 

barrier is passed through, maybe that is happiness.  It definitely is happiness.  Even in 

Tathagata Zen, they say, that is happiness. However, tatha-gata and tatha-agata are acting 

will-lessly, so of course nothing like happiness arises.   

The moment “happy” is said, there is an "I am” self there saying it.  When the activity 

occurring is will-less, then the result of that activity is will-less.  However, when there is 

an "I am” there saying, ‘I am happy.  That was good.”  That "I am” is a result.  You folks 

who are throwing yourself madly into your practice of Joshu’s "Mu", this is what you 

should be concentrating on.   

We have will.  Therefore, we are asked to investigate breaking through of the two 

opposing forces by positing will upon them, by personifying them, by practicing plus 

activity that has will and minus activity that has will.  

Tathagata Zen teaches that when the two break through each other, the reason that the 

breakthrough can occur is because they both give forth, they both sacrifice one hundred 

millionth of their total power.  It is because of that that the breakthrough can occur. 

The one hundred millionth of plus and the one hundred millionth of minus manifest 

themselves in between plus and minus, themselves.  And at that moment, there is 

something that appears to receiving those one hundred millionth of both.  In Tathagata 

Zen, it is taught that that thing is the manifestation of distance.    



 

When tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from each other, it is because they both give 

forth this one hundred –millionth of their power, that they do separate form each other. 

This, of course, is the teaching of Buddhism, but this is the teaching and practice of 

Tathagata Zen.   

I have gone over time, so I should stop here.  I’ll talk more about this condition 

tomorrow, but I really want to emphasize that you can’t just sit here and listen passively, 

without getting really serious and earnest in both your listening and your practicing.  

There will be no way that you will be able to experience the muni of Shakyamuni 

experience or the "Mu" of Joshu. 

The End 


