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Mumonkan 
Case Six

Buddha Holds Up the Flower

The Case

The World-honored One in ancient times was on Vulture Peak. He held up a 
flower, showing it to the assembly. Everyone was silent. Only Maha-Kasyapa broke into 
a smile. The World-honored One said, “I have the eye-treasury 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 en-
trust this to Maha-Kasyapa.

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 remark-
able. But what if all the monks had smiled? How would the eye-treasury of the correct 
dharma been transmitted? Or what if Maha-Kasyapa had not smiled? Here again there 
would have been no transmission of the eye-treasury of the correct 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 can-
not be transmitted, how could he approve of only Maha-Kasyapa?

Mumon’s Verse:

A flower is held up.
The snake’s tail has already been revealed.

Maha-Kasyapa breaks into a smile 
and all on heaven and earth are at a loss.

When Buddhism came to China, the Chinese Buddhists began calling Shakya-
muni, “Golden-faced Gautama.” Many Buddhist scholars have their own ideas about why
they started using this term, Golden-faced, but it’s not really so important. Who cares? 
Who really cares? It could be a yellow Gautama Buddha or a red Gautama Buddha, or a 
black Gautama Buddha. It doesn’t matter. Because the true Buddha doesn’t stop in either 
being white or yellow or black.

But Mumon is affirming the Buddha here, and saying, the Golden-faced Gautama.
He’s just causing trouble for the Buddha, that Mumon.



Some people have these titles, these fancy titles, like Ph.D., or Doctor, but if 
you’re someone who really knows what’s going on, and people start calling you by your 
title, it’s just a trouble. It makes your butt start itching.

It’s the same as if you’re called someone’s wife, or a lady, or anything. If someone
calls you by some praising, affirming term, it makes you sort of uncomfortable. Some

people are overjoyed when they are affirmed in that way.
Anyway, Mumon is affirming Shakyamuni, and calling him the Golden-faced 

Gautama.
On the one hand, he affirms him, and fixates him, but then what does he say about

him? He criticizes him, and he says he insolently overpowers people.
This comment that Mumon gives must be one that appeals to you folks, because 

it’s filled with thinking and figuring things out.
You can see that this comment is filled with thinking, but you have to see clearly 

what kind of thinking that is. On the one hand, Mumon freely affirms and fixates the 
Buddha, and on the other hand, he criticizes him.

So, although your translation doesn’t really say it this way, what the Golden-faced
Buddha said was that he pierces the good ones. He pierces them, as if with a spear. We 
can understand the good ones to mean the rich ones, and he elevates the poor ones.

What Mumon is commenting on here is the moment that the Buddha lifted up the 
flower and showed it to the assembly, and everyone went silent.

At that very moment, as it’s said in the main part of the text, Maha-Kasyapa alone
smiled.

What Mumon is saying is that the practitioners who do this or that flamboyant 
gesture, be careful. The Buddha is warning you.

This is true of the religious spiritual world, but cases like this are also quite com-
mon in the political world.

Then Mumon comes out with this really terrible thing to say about Shakyamuni 
Buddha. He says it’s as if he has a store, and he tells everybody he’s selling lamb meat, 
but really he’s selling dog meat.

Mumon is saying that although on the Buddha’s sign, on his placard, it makes him
sound so great, when you really scrutinize what he’s saying, it’s pretty low-class.

But Mumon further says that we can forgive people that kind of thing sometimes.
When Buddha lifts up the flower, everyone falls into silence except for Maha-

Kasyapa, who smiles. But how can you understand what’s really happening here, what’s 
the principle behind this?

The Buddha says this grand sounding thing, “I have the eye-treasury of the correct
dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no form, and the subtle gate of the
dharma, and Maha-Kasyapa has it too. He has the same kind of thinking as I have.” But
Mumon is saying, “What is Buddha doing? He’s praising the one who smiles, and he’s

putting down all those that are in silence. Isn’t this wrong?”
Mumon further says, “What if no-one had laughed or smiled? Then what would 

have happened to the teaching of the dharma?”
I'm sorry. The translator might have gotten the previous one backwards, but Mu-

mon says both things. He says, “What if Maha-Kasyapa had not smiled? What if no-one 
had smiled?” And he also asks, “What if everyone had smiled? What would have hap-
pened to the teaching of the dharma in those instances?”



Mumon says that if the Buddha puts down all those ones that remained in silence, 
and says he was helped by Maha-Kasyapa, that Maha-Kasyapa was the one who got 
transmission, it would be as if he were deceiving the young people of the village. When 
he says people of the village, he means uneducated people, young people who live in a 
village. Mumon is using all of his powers of thinking to criticize Shakyamuni.

However, on the other hand, if you say that transmission cannot happen, transmis-
sion did not take place, then how could he approve of only Maha-Kasyapa? In other 
words, what if everyone had laughed? Then what would happen to the teaching of Bud-
dha dharma? What would have happened to it? Oppositely, if no-one had laughed, then 
how could we transmit the Buddha dharma?

But Mumon very clearly and bluntly says, “If you say that the treasury eye of the 
correct dharma can be transmitted, that’s as if you’re deceiving the people of the village.

However, if you say that the Buddha dharma cannot be transmitted, then what 
could it mean that Maha-Kasyapa received transmission?

What Mumon is saying is that, when it comes to this thing called transmission, is 
it something that must be given or must be received? Which one?

To be able to approach this question at all, we have to ask, what is transmission? 
What does transmission mean?

When a teacher faces his student, truly there is nothing that the teacher is able to 
teach.

If there were anything to transmit, anything to give, then it would no longer be 
Buddhism. That’s what Tathagata Zen emphasizes.

If, however, you think that that means that there is no transmission, then we 
wouldn’t even have to talk about transmission.

Oppositely, there’s nothing for the student to receive from the teacher.
What could it mean then, for the teacher to transmit the treasury eye of correct 

dharma? This is a question that’s always a question for us. It’s always a problem for us. 
What is transmission?

One way to explain transmission is to say that the student faces the teacher and 
demonstrates, manifests. “This is what the dharma activity is. This is how I grasp the 
dharma activity. And this is how I grasp what is not the dharma activity.” And the teacher,
seeing that manifestation, says, “Yes, that’s exactly the way I grasp them too.” That’s 
transmission.

In other words, more concretely, the disciple will manifest, “Just like this is how 
the two fundamental activities of plus and minus form this world. Just through this mo-
tion is how they make this world.”

When plus and minus become one, that’s zero. Plus and minus, however, don’t 
fixate that state of zero when they manifest zero, as I always tell you.

When plus and minus unify with each other, that state of unification is an activity, 
and that activity takes place in one shared world. They are acting in the same exact place. 
The student learns that principle, and then the student manifests that principle, facing the 
teacher, and the teacher, seeing that manifestation, says, “Just the way you did it, that’s 
how I do it too.” He is witness to the student’s manifestation.

We call the unification of plus and minus the manifestation of the zero activity, or 
the manifestation of the activity of emptiness.

If the teacher asks this kind of disciple, “So, show me your zero activity,” the dis-



ciple doesn’t hesitate. She just does the zero activity.
The teacher notices that right away, and says, “Just the way you act as emptiness, 

just the way you act as zero, that’s how I act too.”
We can also call the activities of plus and minus the dharma activity, and the 

dharma activity, without a doubt will manifest the unification of plus and minus, but then,
just as inevitably, plus and minus separate from each other, and the three worlds of past, 
present and future are manifest, so the teacher looks at the student and says, “Show me. 
Show me how the three worlds are manifest from zero.” And the student, facing the 
teacher, demonstrates. “Just like this is how the three worlds are manifest,” and the 
teacher’s impressed, and says, “Hmm, you can do that manifestation of the three worlds 
from zero better than I can.”

But the teacher doesn’t just let it go at that. Then he says, “Who are you?”
Then the student, just as clearly, immediately answers, “When past, present and 

future are manifest, I am the present.”
So what kind of a self is that? The complete self or the incomplete self?
When asked, the student will then answer, “This present moment self is the in-

complete self. It’s the incomplete self that is just like this, just like me, just like me, who 
is a lump of desire, just like me, who is filled up with ambition, that’s striving to live to 
become the perfect self, that’s striving to catch all of past, and all of future.”

Then the teacher says, “Yeah, that’s just like me. But when is it going to happen 
that the future disappears and the past disappears for you?”

The student then replies, “Just like this, I make all of past and all of future my 
content, and manifest the complete human being,” and as the student does that very activ-
ity, she also knows the principle of that activity.

Then the teacher will affirm the student’s answer, saying, “Your actions, your ac-
tivity, your way of thinking and mine are the same.”

There really is no such thing as transmitting the treasury eye of correct dharma. 
There’s no such thing as inka. It’s just that the teacher agrees with the student. The stu-
dent and the teacher have the same opinion, and are witness to that.

But a teacher will never give inka to a student unless the student has an activity 
that is superior to the teacher.

If all of the students around a teacher are all worse than the teacher, then none of 
the students have become a true artist.

The conversation between the student and the teacher doesn’t end there. It goes on
and on from there, but we’ll just leave it at that for now, and what I want to emphasize is 
that, in Tathagata Zen we say that there is no transmission of the dharma activity.

The activity of time is always, always manifesting a fresh activity of time.
You must be able to demonstrate a way of action, of the dharma, superior to the 

teacher. In other words, you must become an artist that’s a better artist than the teacher is.
In other words, you can appeal to all sorts of different fields of study. For exam-

ple, there are a lot of doctors. So if you’re a medical doctor, you have to be able to 
demonstrate the dharma activity better than the teacher, in other words, do a surgery bet-
ter than the teacher can do, or you’re a worse doctor than the teacher is.

It’s the same when we consider a married couple. But if we get into that, then it’ll 
take too much time, so I guess we should go on to the poem.

One kind of practice within this practice called Tathagata Zen, is to take a koan, 



and then sing about the koan in a poem.
When we encounter really sad things, or true joy, there is no way to show that 

sadness or that joy. There is no way to demonstrate the sad self or the joyful self other 
than a poem.

Those kinds of poems in Buddhism are called gathas.
Mumon takes this koan of the World-honored One holding up the flower, and 

knowing that it’s really inexpressible in words, he faces his own students and tries to ex-
press it in a poem.

Of course there is the law of nature, of the way things are, included in this poem, 
but different than the comment, which was just filled with thinking, this is really a great 
poem.

What’s so great about this poem? If, with your own strength you can grasp the 
greatness of this poem, then you can also grasp the entire koan.

Mumon first sings, “The flower is held up.” The flower that the Buddha received 
from the great king, the magnificent flower, he holds it up.

In the Sutras, they talk in a very flowery, magnificent way about this wonderful 
king giving the Buddha this extraordinary flower, but who cares about that, really? Let’s 
talk about something closer to home. It’s just like saying your wife just fills you up a cold
glass of beer, and gives you the beer.

What if your wife went to all the trouble to get that beer for you and you ignored 
it, and just looked off in the other direction?

Then, what would happen to the relationship of plus and minus, to the relationship
of thus-coming and thus-going? You’d make a mess of it.

Or what about an even more concrete example? What if the wife takes up a very 
sharp razor, and is shaving her husband’s beard? The husband gives himself completely 
to that totally dangerous sharp blade.

Danger! This is dangerous, but between a husband and a wife there is no danger.
Husband and wife, always, without mistake manifest together their one shared 

world.
In English I think you have this expression, give and take. That means always, un-

erringly, plus and minus manifest unity, and then they face each other, over and over.
That’s what Mumon is trying to express, that very state, when he sings, “The 

flower is held up.” There is no other way for him to try to express it than to say, “The 
flower is held up.”

The thing about that activity of give and take is that it’s incredibly fast.
The activity of giving and taking is totally awsomely speedy. The moment that the

plus activity has taken the lead and experienced the world of minus, the minus activity is 
already taking the lead and experiencing the world of plus. In fact, it is said that, within 
this state of zero, in one moment the unification and facing of plus and minus happens 
84,000 times.

If the give and take in this state is done without mistake, then there’s no struggle 
or suffering in this world.

There is no manifestation of true love other than this activity of give and take, 
which, in Tathagata Zen we also express:    haju, hogo; grasping and residing, and going 
and releasing, what’s written on the han.

If you can’t do this activity of give and take unerringly, then I suppose you cannot



be called a real married couple, so you husbands, get it together, and you wives, get seri-
ous.

In Tathagata Zen we call this give and take, which the translator previously 
slightly mistranslated, grasping and residing, and releasing and going, we call those two 
activities, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.

So we say, don’t even joke about it. Don’t even say it as a joke. Don’t say, “I 
don’t need you to do it. I can do it all by myself.” Never say that.

Even if your wife leaves you for just a day, even if she leaves you for just an hour,
you get the blues. In Japanese, when you say you get the blues, the expression means you
become a piece of spinach that salt has been poured on. You just go limp. So don’t talk so
big. I know what happens with you guys.

Tathagata Zen says that the activity of give and take, the activity of grasping and 
residing and releasing and going never stops. It never ceases to act. It’s always function-
ing, 84,000 times a second, giving and taking happens.

In other words, the activity of grasping and residing, releasing and going, that 
happens 84,000 times in a moment, manifests a new self 84,000 times in a moment, man-
ifests emptiness 84,000 times in a moment.

The law of the dharma activity, the principle taught in Tathagata Zen, is that, if we
say that the object is the giving activity, then the subject is the taking activity, and those 
two activities occur simultaneously, but then, when a new giving and taking takes place, 
when the next give and take takes place, they’ve turned into each other, they’ve taken the 
form of the other. Give is now take and take is now give.

84,000 times in an instant, in one moment, give and take occur alternately, one af-
ter the next, and when give becomes take and take becomes give, that situation is called, 
in Japanese, ba-keru, to take the guise of the other, to disguise oneself, to transform one-
self into the other.

If you cannot do, if you, yourself cannot do this activity of transforming, of phan-
toming, of disguising yourself, then you get stuck, then you attach. Then you attach to ei-
ther giving or taking.

(Roshi always says dakara-na, which is really slang, he just said. But he always 
says that, and it means, “So.”) So, you can see that Tathagata Zen says just how bad it is 
to fixate the self.

If you fixate your self and attach to give and take, if you can’t transform for your-
self, then you can’t continue, you can’t keep on doing the repetition of give and take.

This is where Mumon sings, “The snake’s tail has already been revealed.”
Now there’s a lot of different ways that people have explained the snake’s tail, but

what I'd like to say, just now, is that this snake’s tail is a really big snake’s tail. The tail is 
just as big as the head.

Do you understand?
The head and the tail will separate from each other, will divide in two. Plus and 

minus will divide, and then plus transforms into minus, and minus transforms into plus.
At once, subject and object have separated. At once, subject, that’s minus, and ob-

ject, that’s plus, are separate from each other.
When the tail and the head separate from each other, then, right in between, what 

is that? In Tathagata Zen we say it’s the present moment that’s been manifest in between.
When plus and minus, having separated, then begin to do the activity of returning 



to their own origins, they will meet that present moment that is between them. They will 
meet that present moment that we can call the child of the dharma activity, and they both 
will take up a portion of that present moment that was themselves, and become their com-
plete pure functioning again.

This is what we mean by the activity of the dharma.
Whenever the dharma activity manifests this separation of subject and object, in-

evitably it will also then afterwards manifest the unification of subject and object. You 
shouldn’t think that only separation is the dharma activity.

It’s this activity that you need to be doing with each other. If the husband can 
demonstrate this activity to the degree that it impresses the wife, if the wife can manifest 
this activity before the husband to the degree that he is moved by it, then there’ll be noth-
ing to complain about.

That’s the peaceful world.
The snake’s tail has already been revealed. This means that the dharma activity 

isn’t just one of them. The dharma activity is both separation and unification, separation 
and unification, over and over again.

When the giving activity is complete, then the taking activity begins, and the 
complete, perfect dharma state is again manifest.

When a new perfect dharma world is manifest, both of these activities, the giving 
and the taking, are manifesting it together.

Tathagata Zen means to understand this principle clearly, and then to actually do 
it.

If you’ve been happily married for fifty or sixty years without any troubles, then 
when you hear this principle, you’ll react just like Maha-Kasyapa Buddha. You’ll just 
smile.

If you can really get what the snake’s tail already being revealed is, then you can 
manifest yourself just like Maha-Kasyapa, you can manifest yourself just as the smiling 
Maha-Kasyapa.

But you don’t live forever.
Everyone dies.
When you die, you have to die together.
But somehow it just seems very hard for you to die simultaneously.
That’s why Mumon finally says, “All on earth and in heaven are at a loss.” In 

other words, it’s just something that, even if you try your hardest to explain it, you cannot
explain it.

But even if you’re not able to die together, simultaneously, you are simultaneously
manifesting the dharma activity.

No matter what kind of magnificent person you are, complete person you are, 
heavenly being you are, you can’t explain this.

Even Shakyamuni, even Jesus Christ, right now they’re living together with their 
lover.

If you really know that, then you have to sing about it, you have to praise it with 
song.

That’s why we praise with song; that’s why we chant the Sutras, praising with 
song. That’s why we recite poetry, praising with song. Even if we aren’t able to die simul-
taneously, we sing to that one that died before us, knowing that, whether we’re in the liv-



ing world, or the world of death, it’s the same world, it’s one world.
You can chant in a loud voice. You can recite poetry in a loud voice. If you mani-

fest the dharma activity, just you alone, by yourself, there’s nothing rude to the other, 
there’s no need to be tied up by the other.

In Buddhism, when you face someone in the world of death, and recite a poem, or
chant, that’s called an eko.

It might seem stupid to you, to give your love, to give your mind to someone 
who’s dead, but we say that without that kind of love, there is no true love.

Maybe this is a cultural difference between the Occident and the Orient. Here, in 
the West, people love the happy birthday stuff, and you don’t celebrate death days very 
much, but in the East, we practice the practice of eko.

But the bell sounded a long time ago, so this is the end of the teisho on this koan.


