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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-trea-
sury 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 spe-
cial transmission outside of all teachings. I now entrust this to Maha-Kasyapa.

This time we've organized a three day Dai-Sesshin, and I chose this koan,
The World-honored One Holds up a Flower, to study together with all of you.

As I tell you over and over again, to study Tathagata Zen means to study 
the activity of tathagata. 

Tathagata Zen is the practice of manifesting the wisdom that clearly 
knows the two fundamental activities of tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, 
thus-coming, which make up the activity of the tatha-aagata, that forms this en-
tire great cosmos and all existent beings that live in it.

According to Tathagata Zen itself, when you say Zen, that means Tatha-
gata Zen.
There are many different styles of Zen being taught, but they're all included 
within Tathagata Zen.

Tathagata Zen is to manifest the activity that forms the entire great cos-
mos, so even if it's studying the way an ant crawls, or the way a bird sings, it's all 
included within Tathagata Zen.

From the moment we are born until the moment that we die, we en-
counter many different kinds of situations, we face many different things. Every 
single one of those are included within the activity of Tathagata Zen. We warn 
you, however, that most people, upon hearing something like this, will tend to 
fixate Tathagata Zen, thinking Tathagata Zen is the greatest, and that's a mistake.



Tathagata Zen is never and in no way a fixated thing. The two essential
functions that we can also call the expanding activity and the contracting activ-
ity, inevitably and always, unify with each other, and then separate from each

other. These two activities of plus and minus never cease to act. They are always
unifying and separating, over and over again.

People, that is to say, we who have "I am" selves, always tend to fixate. We
find salvation, and we think, 'Yes, this is just what I was looking for,' and we 
think that we've found salvation through God, and therefore we fixate that God 
that we think that we found salvation through.

We "I am" selves encounter all sorts of different things, all sorts of different
situations, and we react to them, thinking, 'Yes, that was wonderful. Yes, that was
just what I was looking for, that was fun.' Or, 'No, that was terrible, that was suf-
fering.' But, every single situation that we meet simply comes into being through 
the activities of plus and minus, and none of them are fixated.

To teach it simply, it is said that true salvation is the manifestation of the 
state in which all of plus and minus have been made content. That is called the 
complete condition. 

It's different to really understand, but it is taught that, inevitably plus and 
minus will be made completely your content, but just as inevitably, those two 
functions will again separate.

The state of salvation is this state of completion, of perfection, in which all 
of plus and minus have become one with each other, and we can further person-
ify that condition, and call it God, or call it Buddha, but you should see from this 
that those states of God and Buddha are not fixated. They simply come into be-
ing through the unification of plus and minus.

Plus and minus will unify and manifest the one and only true reality, but 
Buddhism further teaches that inevitably they will again separate, and then three
worlds of past, present and future are manifest, right within that one world.

Three worlds of past, present and future appear within one world. There
is only one world, and the three worlds appear in it.

When you're just starting Zen practice, the way you have to start out is to 
sit zazen, and carefully contemplate that the three worlds of past, present and fu-
ture unify into the one and only world, and that world will then split apart again 
and manifest the three worlds.

In Buddhism, when we talk about the truth, or reality itself, that is the 
state of plus and minus, together alone, facing and unifying, facing but not sepa-
rating, and unifying, over and over again, and that activity is called the activity 
of not-one, not-two.



The activity of not one, not two is an activity that describes the one and 
only true reality, that describes the state of reality itself. That one and only world 
is an activity in which the moment oneness is manifest, then facing is manifest; 
the moment facing is manifest, then oneness is manifest. Oneness and contrast 
are manifest alternately, over and over.

This activity of not one, not two repeats over and over again, tens of thou-
sands of times, until finally it ferments, it gives rise to a new unique state called 
passion, or the heat of feeling, jo-netsu, and then the season has arrived where 
the two functions don't just face one another, they actually separate.

Plus and minus repeat their activity of not one, not two, facing and unify-
ing over and over, until they give rise to the heat of feeling, and the result of that 
feeling's heat coming up is plus and minus actually clearly separating from each 
other.

I think I've explained to you this arising of separation many, many times 
before, because it's so important, and so difficult to really understand.

The activities of plus and minus in the condition of the origin, unify and 
face, unify and face, and then give rise to this unique activity called jo-netsu. 
Now to look at this word in detail, we can see that the jo Chinese character 
means the activity of heart, and netsu means heat, and so the heart activity gives 
rise to heat.

The condition of the origin has become pregnant with heat. It's as if now 
the lightning and thunder have flashed.

Buddhism says that here, plus and minus clearly separate from each other,
and in between them is a state that has both plus and minus as its content.

Buddhism teaches that the activity of not one, not two, the activity of plus 
and minus unifying and separating, over and over, is the activity of becoming 
pregnant with everything, in order to birth everything.

The activities of plus and minus themselves can be named the activity of 
the parent, and that activity of the parent is also called the activity of the condi-
tion of the origin of everything.

Although we call the activity of plus and minus in this state of the origin 
the parent, it is a will-less activity.

That will-less activity of plus and minus repeats tens of thousands of 
times, and finally gives rise to the heat of feeling, finally becomes pregnant with 
the heat of feeling.

When the state of being pregnant is manifest, that state also will reach its 
limit, and at the limit of pregnancy, birth happens, and according to Tathagata 
Zen, birth means that the present moment has been manifest in between the plus,
past activity, and the minus, future activity.



For you modern folks, having grown up in the scientific age, you have 
solved these questions: What is birth? What is death? from your scientific point 
of view, so of course it's not necessary for you to listen to these Buddhist expla-
nations.

However, 2500 years ago, I think that there's no doubt that the people took
very seriously to heart the mysteriousness of this thing called birth, and likewise,
the mystery of death.

Naturally, from this they further thought that, without manifesting the 
wisdom that clearly knows the law of nature behind birth and death, then we 
will always be controlled by birth and death, tied up by birth and death, and 
never be able to find peace of mind.

Therefore the sages and wise people of the past exerted all of their efforts 
to solve the mysteries of birth and death as questions of their own minds, of their
own knowing.

It was 3000 years ago that this way of investigating, this way of study 
came into being, based upon the belief that we must solve the mysteries of birth 
and death through our own wisdom, through our own knowing.

The Buddha's disciples have handed down to us that the Buddha was the 
first one, that the teaching of Buddhism was the first teaching that thoroughly 
manifested the wisdom that knew the principles of life and death to the extent 
that they could bring us peace of mind.

That's why Buddhism is often called the teaching of wisdom.
It's not called the teaching of God.
Therefore, Buddhists say of Buddhism themselves, Buddhism is not a reli-

gion.
The Buddha himself, however, warned his disciples, 'Don't go around say-

ing that I was the first one who manifested the wisdom that knew the principles 
of life and death. There were many before me that strove to solve these questions 
of life and death as problems of their own minds, of their own knowing.'

He cautioned his own disciples, and said, 'It wasn't I who first came up 
with this way of investigating. Hundreds and hundreds of years ago, there were 
others who already had begun to solve this question of life and death as a ques-
tion of their own wisdom.'

You have to think carefully about the difference between modern scientific
ways of investigation and Buddhist ways of investigation. Although they seem to
be very similar, there are also clear differences.

It's necessary to carefully think what those differences are. They seem so 
similar, but what is different about them?

For example, let's take just one illness, one kind of illness. From the scien-



tific point of view we could say that when plus and minus totally unify, that ill-
ness will be healed.

Buddhism says that birth occurs when plus and minus separate from each 
other, and I think from your own investigations and experiences you can say 
clearly that science says the exact same thing.

I think, however, that it's fair to say that science is always seeking the 
truth, but they have not investigated what that truth itself is, haven't solved the 
problem of what they are actually seeking.

Buddhism, however, can hand us the conclusion right from the start. 
Whether it's existence or non-existence, true existence and true non-existence are 
both emptiness, that reality, the truth is emptiness.

I think we Buddhists can think that, although the goal of scientific investi-
gation is to discover reality, they haven't arrived yet at the conclusion that reality 
is the activity of emptiness.

But if they keep on working at it for another several hundreds of years, 
probably science will arrive at this conclusion that the origin of all, that reality it-
self is the activity of emptiness.

That's just my little thought, and I might be wrong about that, but that's 
how we Buddhists can understand science.

The goal of science is probably the same as Buddhism, to discover the con-
dition of the source.

Buddhism, however, having discovered the source, which is also the re-
sult, the final result, doesn't stop there. It says that again, that perfect condition 
will break apart, and past, present and future will be manifest.

So even if you can come up with an answer that expresses that the result is
emptiness, that isn't enough.

The position of Buddhism is to say that the result will be manifest as the 
activity of emptiness, and then that result will become the origin of a new activ-
ity, which will finally arrive back at the original source. That process is through 
the activities of plus and minus.

The way of thinking of Buddhism concludes that the very nature of all of 
us, that is to say the very nature of all existent beings, is to manifest ourselves as 
the ultimate result, which is emptiness, and then, from that ultimate emptiness 
result, to return to the condition of the source, which is also emptiness.

That activity of emptiness can be understood as reality itself, or the ulti-
mate truth.

The manifestation of the result is the manifestation of the ultimate activity 
of existing, the ultimate activity of plus, and that ultimate condition is a condi-
tion that cannot be compared to anything else, and the plus activity manifests 



that condition through being helped by the minus activity, and that state is called
the ultimately large state, the ultimately large universe.

We can personify that state of the ultimately large universe, and call it the 
dharma-kaya, or the cosmic Buddha, Vairocana. In religious terms that recognize 
the existence of God, this dharma-kaya, this Vairocana, is the same as God.

That one and only true reality of the ultimately large doesn't fixate, and 
then the contracting, minus activity takes the lead, being helped by the plus ac-
tivity, until this process as well reaches its ultimate state, which is the ultimately 
small.

Within the great process that manifests the ultimately large universe, and 
the ultimately small universe, there are countless, innumerable dharma worlds 
manifest, and all of those dharma worlds can be called complete dharma worlds, 
and actually this is very difficult, but I don't want to try to get into all the details 
of this process, because it would take too long.

If you begin to enumerate all the different sorts of existences that are, from
a pebble to earth, to water, to fish, to mosquitoes, to birds, and on and on, there 
are truly countless numbers of them.

According to Buddhist teaching, every single one of these existences, 
whether it's a stone or earth or a plant or a mosquito or a fish, as a stone or a 
plant or a mosquito or a fish, will manifest the complete perfect self.

We see these differences: caterpillar, snake, fish, bird, but, when those ex-
istences manifest their perfect selves, all of those perfect selves are complete. All 
of those perfect selves are equal to each other.

We can include human beings in this. Human beings and animals and fish
and birds all manifest the perfect self as those things, and therefore are all equal 
to each other.

Buddhism, however reminds us that that equality occurs when all exis-
tences are in the state of the perfect self, in the state of the ultimate dharma re-
sult. However, when a bug is manifesting the bug that must do the activity of liv-
ing as a bug, or when the bird is manifesting a bird that must do the activity of 
living as a bird, each individual existence is manifesting in their own distinct 
world, their own different world.

This is how Buddhism teaches about the world of equality and the world 
of discriminations.

Americans love dogs. And cats too. So it's fine for you to live together with
your dogs and cats I suppose. But dogs, you know, no matter how smart the dog 
is, it's not suddenly going to become a person.

Buddhism therefore says, it's fine to love your dog, and to live together 
with your dog, but don't forget, people and dogs are different from each other. 



Don't forget to discriminate.
You might love your dog or cat, but I don't think anybody thinks that they

want to marry their dog or their cat.
So be careful, we teach. It's fine to take care of, and to love your dogs and 

cats, and likewise we can look upon horses and cows in the same way, to benefit 
our lives as helpers for our lives, but don't mistake that they are equal to us.

But when dogs, cats, or birds, and all people are the same in this too, 
when we all manifest the perfect self, then that is equality.

Therefore, first of all we say that it's not good for people to fight with 
birds, or animals, but then we further say that it's the worst for people to fight 
with other people.

But that's probably enough for today about differences and equality. If I 
were to talk as much as I would like about differences and equality, it would take
an awfully long time.

When you can truly catch the wisdom for yourself that knows equality 
through and through, then you can really know what it means to be equal with a 
bird or a dog or a cat.

In the true state of equality, that's equality, that means there's no need for 
loving or hating.

The kind of love that has no more need for loving or hating, in Buddhism 
is called the manifestation of the heart of great compassion.

Now I am hoping that you can understand clearly that the ultimately 
small state and the ultimately large state and all of the inumerable states in be-
tween them simply arise within the process of plus and minus acting. None of 
them are fixated.

From the old days it has always been taught that if you're sick, then take 
medicine and you'll get better, but don't attach to the medicine. Because if you 
attach to the medicine, then you will forever be stuck in being a sick person.

Now, getting back to the story, according to Buddhism, when we look at 
the birth of the "I am" self, that "I am" self is born, receiving both plus and minus,
and we call that the present moment aspect of time.

Plus and minus have given a portion of themselves in order to birth that 
child that has both plus and minus as its content, in order to manifest that "I am" 
self, and therefore, right at that same time, simultaneous to the appearance of the
self, plus and minus are no longer pure. Plus and minus have now appeared as 
feeble, old, aged versions of plus and minus.

Another way to understand this is to say that the born self can see mother 
and father, but cannot see the origins of mother and father.

The born present moment, "I am" existent being, has both plus and minus 



as its content, but the plus function, the imperfect plus function called father, has 
only the plus activity as its content, and the imperfect minus function called 
mother has only the minus function as her content. This is the foundation of the 
world of discriminations.

We can see our mothers and fathers, but we cannot see their sources.
The same can be said of ourselves. We can see ourselves as the manifesta-

tion of imperfect plus and minus, but we cannot see our sources.
Mother and father likewise cannot see the source of the child.
Mother and father can see the child that has both plus and minus as its 

content, but cannot see the source of the child.
However, when the child returns to the condition of the origin, that is to 

say, when the child returns its plus and minus back to mother and father, or con-
versely we can say, when mother and father receive back the plus and minus 
portions they had previously given, then again the origin is manifest, but this is 
the world of true experience. This is no longer the world of taking things as ob-
jects, seeing things as objects. This is the world in which mother, father and child 
are all dissolved together.    Again, this is a manifestation of the not one, not two 
condition of the origin.

Therefore, if you really want to know the essence of your mother and fa-
ther, then you have to catch the experience in which mother, father and child are 
all dissolved.

That is the manifestation of the condition of the source, of the origin, in 
which plus and minus are totally unified, and doing their activity of facing and 
coming together, over and over.

The reason why I talked about the condition of the origin today is because 
there is no way that you can understand this koan unless you clearly understand 
the law of the way things are, that says that inevitably we will all experience the 
condition of the origin.

You won't be able to understand this koan unless you understand the 
principle, that it is when plus and minus totally unify that the dharma-kaya, that 
the world of God is manifest, and it is when they separate from each other that 
this human world of past, present and future is manifest.

But it's time for us to stop for today, and so tomorrow I will get into the 
koan itself, the practice of the koan itself.


