
General Sesshin, April 14, 1998 Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi on Mumonkan Case Five 

1 

 

Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 14, 1998 – 4th Day 
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Mumonkan  
Case Five 

Kyogen’s Man-Up-a-Tree 
translated by R.H. Blyth 

Mumon’s Comment 

  

 Though your eloquence flows like a river, it is all of no avail.  Even if you can explain the whole 

body of the Buddhist sutras, that also is useless.  If you can answer the problem properly, you can kill 

the living, bring the dead to life.   But if you can’t answer, you must ask Maitreya when he comes. 

 

Mumon’s Verse 

 

 Kyogen really has bad taste, 

 And spreads poison limitlessly. 

 He stops up the monks’ mouths, 

 And frantically they squeeze tears out from their dead eyes. 

 
 Just as I told you yesterday, this koan is an amazing, unusual koan.  It’s the kind of koan you 
can’t get your hands on.  You can’t get your feet on it either.  There is no world outside of the Bodhi 
Tree.  There is no world outside of this one and only singular Bodhi Tree.  We can also say the Bodhi 
Tree is the form, the shape of you.  What I’m saying is that the self is born from the Bodhi Tree, and 
the self then grows to become the complete Bodhi Tree.  That is the very nature of what a self is.   
 So it is natural that this child who has been born from this mother that we call the Bodhi Tree 
has no self other than the Bodhi Tree itself.  And I’ve been telling you how Kyogen has made this 
metaphor and said that immediately, at once when this baby infant is born the infant must completely 
make the Bodhi Tree its own, and that’s why immediately the baby bites in to the Bodhi Tree.  How 
big a mouth does this baby have?  It would be good if you really saw clearly in to the size of the 
mouth of this baby.  And from the old days people have commented on this koan and said that the 
condition in which the baby is biting in to the tree is the condition of perfect unity, and so the baby has 
no mouth.  Previously we studied the koan “Bodhidharma has no beard.”   And so here we can say 
similarly this baby has no mouth.  And when it says in the text that the baby is not grasping the 
branch with its hands that is exactly the same as to say the baby has no hands.  And the feet have no 
need to touch the great earth, because the great earth has already become the Bodhi Tree.  
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Therefore we can also say this baby has no feet.   
 And what Kyogen is telling us here is that if we ask who it is that has the wisdom that this baby 
has no mouth, no hands, no feet; it is only the mother that can have that wisdom.  If you a person 
who can manifest the wisdom which sees clearly in to this principle, then when you see the baby 
looking at the breast of its mother, then you will realize that in that situation there is no mother, and 
there is no baby either.  In this situation it is all zero.  The mother is doing the activity of zero.  The 
baby is doing the activity of zero, and the one who has the wisdom to see this as zero is also doing the 
activity of zero.  And so there is no good or evil in this situation at all.   
 And Mumon very clearly understands this principle, and from that understanding gives his 
comment.  He uses the metaphor of a river, of eloquence flowing like a river, and the kind of wisdom 
he is referring to here is the kind of wisdom which grasps the great curtain of the waterfall of Niagara 
Falls as falling to earth from heaven.  It doesn’t matter if it Niagara falls or a tiny waterfall, the 
principle is the same.  Everybody when looking upon something like that knows that the falling is 
coming down from heaven.   
 And what Mumon says is that even if you are a person who has won the wisdom which knows 
that for yourself you still will not be able to explain this condition in which the baby is completely 
depending on the mother’s breast with its whole body.  All that can be done is to manifest zero. 
 Oh, I just remembered that yesterday I started to explain about the whole body of Buddhist 
literature, and how it is split in to three different parts, but I had forgotten up until now that was what 
I had talked about.  Anyway, the teaching that we call Buddhism, in other words the sutras, are the 
teachings of enlightened people.  And in Buddhism we say that the teaching of the enlightened ones, 
if we analyze them we can divide them in to these three categories of the sutras, the shastras, which 
are the explanation so that people can understand it more easily of the principle described in the 
sutras, and the Vinaya.  And whether it’s the sutras themselves or the Vinaya, the body of the 
Buddhist laws, or the shastras, these explanations, they all are from the point of view of 
enlightenment.  And it should go without saying that what we call a sutra is the explanation the 
enlightened one gave of the very nature of this world, and the very nature of all of us.   
 But who is it that listens to the sutras?  If there was no one to listen then even an enlightened 
person would have no need to say anything.  And of course the people listening to the sutras are the 
people who are not yet enlightened, but the people who must become enlightened, are striving for 
enlightenment.  Both the talkers and the listeners are this same thing: human being, but there is a 
difference.   
 The second category of the shastras, the “ron” in Japanese, are the explanation of the 
fundamental principle described in the sutras.  And what we call the shastras are these explanations 
of for example what was Shakyamuni’s enlightenment, and those un-enlightened people. What kind of 
people are they?  So this is a very simple explanation of what Mumon calls the whole body of 
Buddhist literature, although there are many different ways you can analyze it the simplest way is just 
in to these three.   
  And they all are teachings which include both the perspective of the speaker, and the 
perspective of the listener.  And, again the shastras are that which puts the basic teaching within a 
certain logical frame.  So although we can divide this teaching in to three categories it is not the case 
that they are completely independent from one another. 
 Mumon says even if you are someone who has seen clearly in to all of the sutras if you see this 
infant about to climb the Bodhi Tree, probably there is not even one person who can say anything 
about it.  If you do study the three categories of sutras, shastras, and Vinaya then you will be able to 
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know clearly what we mean when we say an enlightened person, and what we mean when we say an 
un-enlightened person.  But for people who are just beginning their study of Buddhism even if I say 
this they probably won’t know what I’m talking about.  In Tathagata Zen therefore we conclude that 
the basic study of Buddhism is to study two activities; the activity of living and the activity of dying.   
 Everyone is saying to themselves, “I must live,” and upon that we make efforts.  Everybody 
hates dying and thinking they must live is striving.  But even though we do that no one can escape the 
world of death.  Everyone will meet up with the activity of death.  Everything that appears will 
inevitably be hidden.  Everything that has been born inevitably will die.  What I’m saying is that as 
long as you are young, when you still have energy, manifest the wisdom of life and death for yourself.  
Manifest the wisdom which sees what living is and sees what dying is.   
 It’s the perspective of Buddhism to say that when it comes to being an existent thing, when it 
comes to being a human being you only will find salvation when finally you can become liberated from 
life and death.  In order to live you think you must make money, and making money you strive to live, 
but what I’m saying is that you can never find true salvation through making money.  Just ask 
someone who has made a lot of money and they’ll tell you exactly the same thing.  No matter how 
much you make it seems to disappear.  So then you have to worry thinking you have to make more 
money.  This thing we call true peace of mind cannot be found through simply making money.  If 
you want to describe what making money is it is simply one aspect, one upaya, one skillful means in 
the process of human beings finding salvation.  A thing which is sometimes necessary.  
 And in the same way that people say without money we can’t be saved, people also say without 
love we cannot exist. Why is love so necessary? Probably because you get lonely without it.  But if 
someone who will give you their love appears for you, then you are not lonely any more.  That’s why 
love is necessary. But even if you search for love, you won’t be able to fixate love and remain in the 
condition of being submerged in love, or indulging in love forever.  Even if you find love, you can’t 
soak in that love forever.  When I get into this talk, it is difficult for the translator to translate it. It’s 
because he doesn’t under the words that he can’t translate it, so I’ll try to say it in a different way.  
We have the hot springs here.  And so love is necessary.  Everyone will think that when they are 
entering those hot pools, those hot pools are giving their love to them.  It is just as if you are 
satisfying your lust. When you are tired, and you go into the pools, and you become ecstatic, and you 
say “Aaaah, aaaah,” you are satisfying your lust.  But of course the hot springs aren’t thinking that 
they are giving their love to the people.  It’s the people who, when they enter the hot springs, have in 
their hearts the feeling of love arise, thinking “Aaah it feels so good.”  In Buddhism we have this 
distinction between true love and the manifestation of greedy love or lust or desireful love.  In other 
words, when you meet the activity of living the people who must do living think “Great!”  When two 
lovers meet they both are striving to do the activity of living, and that is why they think “Ah, this is 
wonderful” when they meet.   
 People when they meet each other mutually have that experience, also if you are a person and 
you meet a flower you will also think, “Ah, it’s so great we have met.  What a beautiful flower,” and 
you will be satisfied, but the flower isn’t in any way thinking that it is giving this feeling of love to the 
person.  It’s only your self centered arbitrary feeling of lust which is occurring.  But luckily all people 
have the activity of heart, and so when fulfill your lust with another person, then they also fulfill their 
lust, and so you both think, “How great,” and both become equally involved.  This is certainly a fine 
thing.  But, when some greater, more attractive lustful person appears, then you turn away from your 
own lover, and become confused and at a loss as to which way to go.  We all have gotten in to this 
situation in which we had been manifesting lust just fine with someone, but then we meet with an 
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even more wonderful manifestation of lust, and so we begin to wonder, “What should I do?  Which 
way should I go?”  So even in this activity of mutually loving in this way there must be advancement 
and development.  No matter what your position is you can never fixate it.  Inevitably a new 
condition of lust will arise.  And if one of the people in this situation fixates themselves, fixates their 
way of lust, then they will be thrown away, abandoned by the other one who is moving forward.  This 
realm of passionate love, of lust, that we’re talking about is a fine thing, but it can never be fixated, 
and so we all must continually be developing and evolving.  We should all, without being abandoned 
or abandoning, seek to manifest a love which is constantly evolving.  Having said all of that you 
should understand this world of passionate love, and the world which transcends passionate love.  
What I’m saying is that although this lusty passionate world of love is fine, if you fixate that world 
becomes just like a coffin for you.    
 Anyway, according to Tathagata Zen we say that in regards to these two mutually opposing 
activities of living and dying it is always the case that either living or dying is taking the lead in their 
simultaneous activity, and when living takes the lead dying must follow living, and when dying takes 
the lead living must follow dying.  And if I start talking about this it becomes a very long story, but 
anyway we can call the activity of living the male activity, and the dying activity the female activity, and 
when the male activity takes the lead the female activity must freely, willingly follow the male activity.  
If that fee following does not take place then the life of love will be broken.  And it is the position of 
Tathagata Zen to say that likewise when the female activity is taking the lead then the man must also 
freely, willingly follow the woman in order to accomplish the activity of death.  When we look upon 
this activity of life and death there will always be times when the living activity is leading, and there will 
also be times when the dying activity is leading.   
 But when you are young you don’t understand that, and so instead of doing the activity of 
leading and following, you stop growing and developing, and instead you do this activity we call 
compromising.  And this is the activity of passionate love which is just like living in a coffin, and you 
are satisfied with this, but we have to warn you to be careful about it.   
 And to go back to what I was speaking about before, we have the infant going to climb the 
Bodhi Tree, striving to make the Bodhi Tree completely its content, and when it does that the living 
activity is taking the lead and being helped by the dying activity.  Inevitably the baby who has been 
born will completely achieve this great Bodhi Tree doing the activity of living being aided by the activity 
of dying it will make all of living and dying its content.  So in the case where the activity of life is 
completed, even though I am sure there are times when the woman thinks to herself, “I really hate this 
guy.  I can’t stand him anymore,” she still must help him in order for him to be able to complete 
living.  And as I always say, when life has been completed that man can finally rest.  That’s when the 
drool is dripping down his chin.  In Japanese we call this condition “darashinonai,” it means 
completely slovenly, messy, sloppy.  He’s a mess.  And this is when the woman wakes right up, and 
takes the lead.  And in this activity the man is freely following the woman, helping the woman, and 
this is the activity that we call the the complete blossoming of the flower, and bearing of fruit.  And 
when the activity of completely bearing fruit is the activity of returning to the origin.  
 After that original source has been reached, that is when the woman can rest.  When the 
woman rests, that is when the man wakes right up, and stands up. That man who has stood up, that 
person is the born child. 
 When the living activity no longer needs to be done, the one who appears as that condition is 
what we call the absolute mother. 
 This is the condition that Mumon is talking about.  The very heart of this koan is, we people 
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who are hanging from the branch of the tree, and are about to fall to earth, how should we answer?  
This situation of having our teeth firmly into the branch of the tree, and about to fall to earth, is exactly 
what it means to be a mother.  But if you think about something other than the Bodhi Tree, then you 
cannot really practice this koan.  The mother completely has become the Bodhi Tree.  The mother 
herself gives rise to compassion in herself, and does the activity of returning to the original source. 
That activity of returning to the source is compassion. 
 These last two lines of the comment are very difficult, and when he talks about the original, 
anyway, talks about the road of living up until now, and what he means is that there is one condition in 
which the person dislikes death, and strives only to live.  It’s very difficult.  One way of being is to 
hate death.  We fill ourselves with energy and spirit, and, hating death, we strive to live.  Finally we 
manifest the complete self which no longer needs to do living.  That is one position that we can call 
changing the road which has been death up until now to life.  This activity of hating death and only 
wanting to do the activity of life is what we could call the position of the man, and when you reach the 
condition of no longer needing to do living, that’s also the male condition. 
 But then the mother comes up, and she appears from this state of no longer needing to do the 
activity of living, and doing the activity of dying, she becomes free from the condition of no longer 
needing to do living.  This is the activity of the flower opening and the seed being formed and the 
seed returning to the source.  Returning to the source is the manifestation of no longer needing to do 
dying. 
 So when he says the road of life which has existed up until now turning to death, this means 
that, from this condition of no longer needing to do living, the activity of the seed, the activity of dying, 
the activity of the woman is born. 
 When the living activity is being manifest, it only can be completed through the help of the 
dying activity.  That is when living no longer needs to be done.  This is when the complete perfect 
state of life is manifest, where living no longer needs to be done.  That is when the woman appears, 
and appears not fixating that condition of the completed life activity, and she manifests the activity of 
needing to do dying.  Then, the condition of no longer needing to do dying is manifest.  That is the 
original source.  The seed, the source which is the seed. 
 Inevitably, living activity will manifest no longer needing to do living activity, being helped by 
dying.  But then at once, the dying activity will begin to take the lead, and being aided by the living 
activity, she will return to the original source, in which dying no longer needs to be done.  This 
process is how living and dying mutually help one another over and over again, and this repetitive 
process is the very nature of being an existent thing. 
 So what Mumon is saying is that, even if you’re someone who has studied the entire Buddhist 
canon, but you’re not able to answer this koan, if you are able to know this principle, then the koan will 
be absolutely simple for you. That is true freedom. 
 What I'm saying is that man becomes free of woman, woman becomes free of man. When man 
helps woman, that is when he becomes free from her. When woman gives her help to man, that is 
when she becomes free from him.  The next thing he says is, if you can’t do that, then just do 
whatever you want to.  When he says, go ahead and ask Maitreya Buddha when he comes, it just 
means, just follow your self-centered whims, just do whatever you want. 
 This expression of Mumon’s is very strong. This is like a mother, and she has a child, and that 
child is only making trouble. It’s the kind of child that’s always getting into trouble. If it’s a boy, it’s the 
kind of child that’s always making the girls cry, or if it’s a girl, it’s the kind of child that’s always making 
the boys cry. And she’s had enough.  The mother is fed up.  She thinks, this kid is hopeless, so she 
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just yells at it, “Get out!”  “Do what you want to do!” 
 People say, “I don’t understand zazen, but it’s because you don’t understand that you do zazen.  
If you already knew what it meant to be a human being, then you wouldn’t need to do zazen.  
Because you don’t understand, that’s why you’re doing it.  But you end up saying, “I don’t understand 
zazen.” So you just leave.  So I say, “Go ahead, do what you want!”  But, we’ve gone over time, so 
we should stop.  Because everybody seems so passionate about their practice, we’ll have sanzen of 
course after teisho, but then another one tonight. 
 
 


