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Mumonkan  
Case Fifteen 

Tozan’s Sixty Blows 
 Unmon asked Tozan during sanzen one day, “Where have you come from?”  Tozan said, “From 

Sato.”  Unmon asked, “Where were you during ge-ango, the rainy season?”  Tozan said, “At Hozu 

monastery in Konan province.”  Unmon asked, “When did you leave there?”  Tozan replied, “On 

August 25th.”  Unmon said, “I should give you sixty blows with a stick, but today I forgive you.”  The 

next day Tozan went to see the master and said, “Yesterday you spared me sixty blows.  I cannot see, 

however, where I was at fault.”  Unmon said, “You rice bag!  Hanging around Kozei and Konan like 

this.”  Tozan, at this, was thuroughly enlightened. 

 Yesterday I think I gave teisho up to the part in the text where Unmon says, “Today because I’m 

not feeling that well, today because my arm hurts, I’ll spare you the sixty blows that you deserve.”  

That night Tozan couldn’t sleep because he was thinking about this question of why was it that even 

though he hadn’t received this kind of teaching of getting hit by the stick, he wondered why was it that 

Unmom wanted to give him the stick, and why was it that Unmon didn’t end up giving him the stick 

after all.  Probably without sleeping he did zazen all night.  You yourself must do that kind of not 

sleeping zazen all night in order to truly be said to have received this koan.   

 This situation is exactly like the situation of, let’s say you are given a cup of tea by someone you 

really like, or you’re given one cup of coffee by a dazzling beauty, and when you are given that cup of 

coffee that beautiful woman just glances at you, but you can’t forget that glance, and not being able to 

forget that glance you stay up all night thinking about why you can’t forget it.  Your eyes meet, “PA!”  

But what should you have thought at that moment when your eyes met?  Of course at that moment 

there was no time to think.  When your eyes met there was no need to think, but afterwards the 

activity of thought arises.  You probably think all sorts of things afterwards, such as, “It was so nice to 

be seen by, to be acknowledged by that beautiful woman.”  That kind of situation is exactly what is 

being talked about here. 
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 When Tozan did sanzen with Unmon he was asked by Unmon, “Where did you come from?”  

It’s the same as asking “Where were you?”  The tenet he is getting at, the meaning of his question is 

exactly the same as asking, “Right now where are you?”  But Tozan answered “Sato,” and that shows 

that he missed the point.  He misheard the question.  That’s already talking about the past.  This 

can’t be an answer to the question, “Where are you right now?”  So at once Unmon again asked the 

exact same question and said, “Where were you during the previous seichu period?”  What should 

you answer here?  But Tozan answers in exactly the same way, “Konan no Hozu, at Hozu monastery in 

Konan.  Yes sir, I spent my time at Ithaca Zen center in New York.”  But that kind of answer is very, 

extremely distant from the tenet that is being talked about here which is, “Where are you exactly right 

now?”   

 But Unmon is so kind, he is extremely patient.  He doesn’t get angry.  He doesn’t hit with the 

stick.  He asks again, “So, when did you leave that place?”  Tozan again answers very honestly, “I left 

the monastery on August 25th, and now I am visiting with Master Unmon.”  But, from the very 

beginning of the interview up until now these answers do not begin to be answers to the question, 

“Where are you exactly right now?” 

 The very first question in the original. “Kinriizurenotokoro 近離いずれの所,” means literally, 

“Recently where have you departed from?” But it actually means, “Exactly now, where are you?” Or, 

“Right under your feet, right now, where is that?”  And that is the question Tozan must answer. 

 To say it more concretely, you are always existing being embraced by this great universe.  This 

is when you have to say, “I am always existing together with God in this universe.”  The kind of 

question that Unmon is asking here is a question pointing to that we all are always living together 

in this one universe, sharing this one home which is this universe together with everything.   

 As I said before, the very first practice of what we are calling Zen practice is to experience for 

yourself, to catch the experience for yourself of what your home is.  There is nothing that you can call 

your home other than this world.  This is the very foundation of Buddhist thought.  So the very first 

practice of Zen practice is to somehow or another manifest for yourself the wisdom that knows that 

this world is your home.  So you can see how absolutely simple it is.   

 But, forgetting about this very simple tenet, this very simple practice of experiencing and 

manifesting this world as your home, you do something else.  You end up simply unconditionally, 

unquestioningly  acknowledging your “I am” self, and then you read all sorts of difficult books, and 
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learn all sorts of difficult theories, and get further and further away from Zen practice.   

 Right now you are looking at this great universe as an object.  But before you existed, before 

this thing called “I” appeared you were melted into this one great universe.  It wasn’t that you didn’t 

exist, nor was it that you existed.  Before this thing called your self appeared this thing called your self 

was melted into the one great universe.  It was exactly the one great universe itself.  It was neither 

in the position of subject nor object.   

 It’s natural, I guess, for Zen practice to be difficult in the beginning, because we human beings 

are not taught before we begin to study Zen that we are manifesting the condition of neither subject 

nor object before we appear.  And so to answer from the perspective of neither subject nor object is 

difficult. 

 To make it easier, therefore, Zen very kindly teaches that when your self does appear, 

simultaneous with this appearance past and future also appear.  But before you appeared there was 

neither past nor future.  When the self appears, simultaneous to the appearance of the self the 

worlds that we call present and past and future appear.  Before the self appeared it was the world of  

zero. 

 But even if we say, “Zero,” we are also faced with the question of how to actually manifest 

zero.  And we teach that to manifest zero it is necessary to dissolve your self.  But to truly manifest 

this condition of zero is difficult.   

 And Zen also teaches that this experience where the “I am” self is dissolved, and the world of 

zero which is neither past nor present nor future appears,  this is already being experienced by 

absolutely  everybody.  It’s really a frightening thing, everybody is having the experience of zero.   

 But if we just say “Zero,” this is hard for people to grasp, so we also teach that this experience 

of zero is exactly the same as the experience of true love.   

 We say that when we see a flower already we are experiencing zero.  Already we are making 

relationship with the flower, and at once we experience true love with the flower.  That is where the 

koan is born from which asks you, “When you meet a flower how do you manifest your true self?”  

The self which has no need to think appears there.  That is the manifestation of true love. 

 But it’s no good just to have that kind of experience once.  You have to have that kind of 

experience a hundred or two hundred times.  And that’s why, although it’s the same thing, we ask 

you many koans such as, “When you see a pine tree how do you manifest true love with the pine 
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tree?”  And after having that experience over and over again finally you really understand that the 

manifestation of true love is the manifestation of the self which has no need to think.  You actually 

manifest this wisdom for yourself.  Even if you experience koans which dissolve the self ten times or 

twenty times, you won’t be able to truly manifest the wisdom for yourself of what true love is, you 

won’t be able to truly manifest the wisdom that knows that you are zero, that you are nothingness,  

and that’s why we give you koans over and over and over again. 

 If you say, “I already understand that koan.  I’ve already had that koan before,” then that just 

shows that you are still attached to your “I am” self, that you don’t truly understand what dissolving 

the self means.  “I already passed that koan.  This is how a person must answer to that koan!”  

People who come around with smart assed remarks like that are obviously showing that they haven’t 

really experienced self dissolution or experienced true love.  That’s why in this monastery we have 

the rule that we shouldn’t go blabbering and jabbering with our friends about koans. 

 If you really can experience the koans of dissolving the self then you will experience that when 

you see a pine tree there is no pine tree.  And so then, although it is really the same koan, we ask you 

in the reverse way, “How do you manifest ‘no pine tree?”  And then the koan is born, “When you 

manifest ‘no pine tree’ where did your “I am” self go?”   

 When you really can pass these koans, when you truly dissolve your self, then we give you the 

koan, “When you see the running dog, where are you?”  Of course you are manifesting true love 

together with the running dog.  It’s really the same thing, but when you can really do this kind of 

practice then without any thought, without any theorizing you will at once be able to answer the 

question of how to manifest true love when you see a bird flying through the sky, or where are you 

when you see a bird flying through the sky.   

 But if you are attached to your “I am” self of course it’s impossible for you to realize, for you to 

truly experience a bird which is flying through the sky.  If you are fixating your “I am” self then your 

self, and the bird which is not your self, and the sky and the earth are all separate.  You might be able 

to say an answer from some kind of Zen theory, but you really won’t be understanding. 

 For a Zen master to have to meet with people who are attached to their “I am” selves, the 

master has no choice but to feel the suffering of those people, and also it natural for the master to just 

get sick of having to meet those kind of people.  To be able to live together with people who 

absolutely don’t understand anything, the only way it is possible to live together with those people is 
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to manifest a giant amount of compassion.  In Buddhism we talk about “jihi 慈悲,” Buddhist 

compassion, and that Buddhist compassion is the very same thing as the love a mother has for her 

children.  A mother loves all her children no matter what kind of a child it is, and without manifesting 

that very same kind of compassion it becomes very difficult to live together with all different sorts of 

people. 

 In other words, the kind of wisdom which sees that all things are living together with you, 

together with God and Buddha and the devil in this same universe is the activity of the heart of true 

compassion, and so you must manifest this kind of wisdom, this kind of compassion, this kind of 

activity of heart and mind in order to live together with everything.   

 When the true heart of compassion arises then you can fly in the sky together with the bird, 

and swim with the fish in the ocean.   You can do things and think things that the self which is 

attached to itself cannot possibly think.  Those are the kinds of things Zen masters use, and speak 

about.  I am flying in the sky together with the bird.  The fish which is swimming in the ocean is 

swimming together with me.  The beautiful woman who is walking down the road is walking together 

with me.  Enlightened people can say these things with utter simplicity, with utter ease.  You can 

also say things such as, “I am shining in the sky together with the moon.”  You can also with utter 

ease and confidence say the same thing about the sun.  You can say, “I am shining together with the 

sun.  The sun is shining together with me in the sky.”         

 If you can manifest true love for yourself then you can manifest yourself as any kind of thing.  

This is what we talk about in Buddhism when we talk about being able to manifest the activity of God, 

or Buddha, or Brahma, or to manifest what is usually translated as “supernatural powers.”  Buddhism 

talks about supernatural powers, about being able to incarnate your self, or transform your self, but 

actually that kind of thing is just totally normal, totally natural, no big deal at all.   

 Just try for yourself.  When you meet a dazzling beauty of a woman at once you incarnate 

your self, you transform your self, and become that beautiful woman.  When a beautiful woman 

meets a man who is like King Kong, at once true love is manifest.  This is what we mean by the 

transformation of the self.   

 But when you fixate your self, then the activity of transforming your self becomes something 

weird, you think it is something strange.  You’ll start thinking that all self transformations are simply 

something weird, something strange, something that is not possible for you to do.  You’ll end up 
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thinking that to transform, to incarnate can only be done by something that has transcended being a 

human, something like a god.  But Buddhists shout at such people and call them absolute fools. 

 This is what Unmon is getting at when he says to Tozan, “You are a stupid ass.  This is the time 

that I should beat the living daylights out of that foolish self of yours, but today I’ll let you go, today I’ll 

forgive you.”  And as I was telling you before, that night he did yaza.  That night Tozan couldn’t 

sleep.  That night probably Tozan found the stars and the moon as his mates, as his partners, and sat 

up all night without sleeping.  Then the next morning after sitting up all night Tozan meets Unmon 

again in sanzen and asks, “Yesterday you said you spared me sixty blows with the stick, but what was 

my mistake?  Where did I go wrong?”   

 Then Unmon really scolds Tozan calling him a rice bag hanging around Kozei and Konan.  He 

says to him, “You have that giant stomach of yours that hangs down, and you’ve just been feeding it, 

and pouring drinks down into it, and going to northern California, and going to southern California, and 

loafing around, and hanging around.  What have you been doing?  What have you been looking for?  

If you left Bodhi Manda Zen Center on August 25th you should have arrived here a long time ago, but 

because you have just been lagging around, and dragging yourself around so slowly it took you so long 

to come here.  You stupid ass!”  I guess sight-seeing is okay, but if you aren’t manifesting the 

experience of One True Nature, if you’re not manifesting the experience of true love, then that kind of 

pilgrimage, that kind of sight-seeing just becomes a way to console and pacify your fixated “I am” self.   

 Although it is clear that Tozan was just hanging around with his fixated self what Unmon is 

asking him here is, “Did you manifest the experience of no-self?  Did you come after having 

manifested the experience of true love, or not?”  He piercingly asks Tozan, “You are living in this great 

cosmos together with God, together with everything.  Have you had the satori that you are sharing 

this one cosmos as your home together with everyone, or not?”   

 And in the text, in the book it is written clearly that upon hearing these words of Unmon’s 

Tozan has “daigo 大悟, the great enlightenment.”  They are not talking about shogo 小悟 some kind 

of small enlightenment, it’s the Great Enlightenment that they say he has.  This Great Enlightenment 

is absolutely necessary.  

 Together with dying people and living people both, with this universe as our shared home, with 

this universe as our shared place to act in, we are all here.  If you are able to manifest the wisdom 

that knows that the activity of living and the activity of dying both have this same one cosmos as their 
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home, as their place to act in, then there will be nothing strange or mysterious to you about living or 

dying.  You have to really grasp what is meant by Great Enlightenment here.  What is meant by 

Great Enlightenment is that Tozan can freely do both living and dying.  Tozan can take the initiative 

himself and either manifest living or manifest dying. 

 Getting back to the very first question that is asked, “Where have you been recently?” Or more 

exactly, “Where are you right now?”  If you can answer this question you will be manifesting this 

Great Enlightenment which is being talked about.  If you are able to truly answer, “Where have you 

come from?”  Then you can manifest Great Enlightenment.  If you understand and are able to 

answer the question, “When did you leave your home?”  You will also be able to understand this 

Great Enlightenment.  The activity of separating, the activity of going apart from something also has 

this same one great cosmos as its place to act in.  And the activity of becoming one with the universe 

also has as its place to act in that very same one great universe.   

 The activity of living and the activity of dying both have this one cosmos as their place to act in.  

There is no place the self acts in other than this universe.  There is, therefore, no self apart from the 

universe.  And we can also say that there is no great universe other than this activity of living, this 

activity of making a home.  Buddhism therefore says that there is no true nature of the self other 

than the activity of living, the activity of making a home.   

 If you understand that then I would hope that you would understand how unacceptable making 

war is, and how unacceptable it is to think that it is okay for only you alone to live a good life.  So 

what should you do? 

 In any religion we have ideals, we have these truths that we feel we must manifest, we have 

teachings we feel we must put into practice, and we try to protect and preserve these truths, but 

without even knowing it we are constantly doing all sorts of things like hurting each others feelings, 

making each other sad, and even killing living things.  Many or even most people don’t even know 

they are doing these things, and go around thinking they are great people.  You might think that you 

are existing here and you are being a very wonderful and great person.  You might think to yourself, 

“I’m not breaking any laws.  I’m being a very good person.”  But when you look at yourself from the 

perspective of Buddhism or shukyo, from the perspective of true spiritual practice, Buddhists say that 

everybody is deeply sinful.  So in order  to live the life of true spiritual training, of shukyo, you must 

live the life of repentance, the life of confession, “sange.”  What I’m saying is that at the end of 
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everyday, after kaichin, you have to say to yourself, you have to chant to yourself.  This might be 

called prayer in other religions, but you have to confess that you are incomplete, that you are careless 

and inadequate, and say “I call on the name of the Great Buddha Maha Vairochana on the lotus flower.  

I confess all the sins I have committed through my six senses.  I vow to purify my worldly passions, 

and all my bad karma.”  

Namurengedaijorushanabutsu 

Sangesangerokkonzaisho 

Metsujobonnometsujogosho    

 

 We all say, “We have to live purely!  We have to live strongly!  We have to live a pure life!”  

And that’s fine, but actually, as long as we’re alive, that’s not possible, and so we must do this practice 

of repentance and confession.   

 This realization is the Great Enlightenment which Tozan had. 

 


