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Rohatsu Dai-sesshin – Translator: Giko

Mumonkan,    ch. 6

Bodhi Manda Zen Center

世尊拈花
Buddha Holds up a Flower

The World Honored One, in ancient times was on Vulture Peak. He held

up  a  flower,  showing  it  to  the  assembly.      Every  one  was  silent.      Only

Mahakashapa 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 entrust this to Mahakashapa.

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 remarkable.    

But what if all the monks had smiled, how would the eye treasury of the

correct dharma have been transmitted?    Or what if Mahakashapa 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 cannot be transmitted, how could he approve of

only Mahakashapa?

Mumon’s Verse

A flower is held up!

The snake’s tail has already been revealed!

Mahakashapa breaks into a smile, and

All on earth and in heaven are at    a loss.
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Today we’re going to talk about Mumon’s comment on this holding up of

the flower. As I told you before, this Mumon Osho was someone who appeared on

the scene a good five-hundred years after people like Rinzai were living, in the

Tang dynasty. He was not a Tang dynasty person. A grandchild disciple, a disciple

two generations  from Mumon,  was  the  first  one  to  bring  the  Mumonkan      to

Japan, and he was the founder of ko-kokuji in Japan.

This  comment by Mumon sort  of  has  a  little  bit  of  a  taste  of  kind of

intellectuality to it, but it is a really good comment, no doubt. The thing that he’s

talking about is, when the historical Buddha took the high seat, just like taking the

high seat in front of all of you, and he showed everybody by raising it up, the

flower that had been given to him by the God, Brahma This is the situation that

Mumon is commenting on.

He, in this case, names Shakyamuni, the golden faced Gautama, because

he probably had golden shining skin. Then Mumon says something that sounds

quite critical of Shakyamuni, and says that the way that he acts is as if, he says

insolently. It’s absolutely as if he denies the very existence of everyone else there,

and is sitting there all by himself. When you just look at the words, it seems as if

Mumon is criticizing Shakyamuni by calling him someone who acts rudely, or

acts insolently, but you have to be very careful about this.

This old zen person of the past is now using this expression to represent

the condition where there are no people, that means the condition of the absolute,

the complete condition, the complete activity of time. All of us are always tied up

by past or future. We can’t seem to manifest this totally insolent, rude condition,

but Mumon is actually praising Shakyamuni, and saying, he can manifest that.

When you read this, you need to really contemplate for yourself, “Where

did  Shakyamuni  disappear  to  in  this  situation?”  The  past,  the  future,  the

incomplete  present,  which  is  the  standpoint  of  the  human  world,  they’ve

disappeared, all of them, but where have they disappeared to?

Then  he  says,  “Overpowering  noble  people  and  making  them  lowly,

putting up a mutton head sign and selling dog flesh.” What can we say that he’s

saying here? It’s as if he is calling the benevolent God, the devil. You can see the

power of Mumon Osho’s criticism here. You have to be pretty strong. You have to

really  be  able  to  see  clearly  into  the  dharma  activity  if  you’re  going  to  do

something as powerful as flip everything upside-down, and make the benevolent

God, the devil.

If the great benevolent God appears in front of you, everybody will be

humbled and bow. That’s fine. That condition of bowing is just fine, but don’t
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forget that that kind of thing is happening within the world of past, present and

future. That’s not the kind of situation that appears when past, present and future

disappear.

Then he says, “Putting a sign of a mutton head, he sells dog meat,” and

maybe  that  was  an  expression  in  ancient  China,  or  maybe  sometimes  people

actually did that in ancient China, said that they were selling some kind of meat

when they were really selling something else. This is also really a good comment

by Mumon. Mumon is actually commenting on Shakyamuni himself, and saying

that he put up the sign of a mutton head and sold dog meat. You have to be strong

to be able to make this kind of comment.

Mumon  is  saying,  “There  was  Shakyamuni,  holding  up  this  beautiful

flower that he had been given by Brahma. What did he think? It seems like he

thought  he  was  doing  some  wonderful  thing.  He  thinks  himself  to  be  quite

remarkable, but was he really?” Mumon is saying. We can really praise Mumon

here in his comment. He gathered all his strength together and put it into this.

Then the next thing he says seems like it’s sort of intellectual and logical,

but it’s also a very good comment. For people who are pretty advanced, they don’t

really have to listen to this next part, but for beginners, please perk up your ears

and listen to it. It’s important for your practice.

When Shakyamuni raised up the flower, we’re told that all of the students

manifested  silence,  but  then  Mumon  writes,  “But  what  if  all  the  monks  had

smiled?” Everyone manifested silence. That’s what really happened. At that time,

when everyone else was manifesting silence, after Mahakashapa smiled, and then

Mumon asked, “But what if everyone had smiled?”

What he’s saying is, if everyone had smiled, then who would have been

given transmission? Who would we give transmission to? Who would we give

this enlightenment of, into the dharma activity to? It’s just like he says. The first

situation:  everyone  was  silent,  and then,  only  after  that  complete  silence,  did

Mahakashapa smile. But what if no one had smiled? Then, who would have been

given the Buddha dharma? So the real question here is, is smiling good in this

situation, or not? So how about all of you, how about your sanzen? What do you

do?

Then the next thing he says is, “If you say that the Buddha dharma can be

transmitted,” and then it’s very difficult kind of language that he uses, this old

language which is translated, “It is as if he were deceiving people in a loud voice

at the town gate.” It’s just like Shakyamuni were calling out to the neighborhood

children and trying to trick them in some way. Just like they were hicks from the

3



country. Mumon is saying, “Shakyamuni, don’t take these hicks from the country

who haven’t had any education, and trick them so easily.”

But  then he says,  “But  what if  you say the Buddha dharma cannot  be

transmitted? Then how could Shakyamuni have approved of just this one person,

Mahakashapa?”  He’s  really  putting  Shakyamuni  in  a  bind.  It’s  not  really  a

question to ask, whether Buddhism can be transmitted or not be transmitted. It

doesn’t  really  hit  the  nail  on  the  head  to  say,  “I  understand,”  or  “I  don’t

understand.”

But all of you are living and breathing. What he’s saying is that, for you

people who must breathe to live, then you must take up this question of whether

you can get enlightenment or not, whether there is transmission or not. What he’s

saying is, for people who like the good and try to refuse and avoid the evil, for

people who are trying to do good, and trying not to do evil, then this thing called

transmission is necessary.

What he’s saying here is that you should clearly see that the position of a

zen monk, or any religious person, a father or a brother who is putting religion

into practice, and the position of a scholar, or an intellectual, those are completely

different.  This is  Mumon’s comment on this  koan,  Mumon’s  words about this

koan.

What comments on koans are, are different enlightened people, from their

own  perspective,  stating  their  own  opinions  about  things.  But,  according  to

Nyorai Zen, these koans cannot really be explained in words, and so, when we get

to  the  verse  portions  of  the  koans,  it  means  that  something  that  is  truly

inexplicable by words, we’ll try to use words in a poetic form to express it.

What I’m trying to say is that, using words in only a theoretical, logical

way, you can try to put this way of being, this nature of our lives into words as

much as you want,  but it  will  never be completely satisfying.  To say the real

thing, you have to sing. There’s no other way. In Sanskrit we call these verses,

gatha. At the end of all the sutras there’s always a gatha. At the end of the Flower

Ornament Scripture, or the Lotus Sutra, they all have gatha. So although Mumon

also makes his comments, at the end he also tries singing a gatha.

So let’s listen to what he has to sing. How is he as a singer? There’s no

need in this case to be logical. But, in Nyorai Zen, Tathagata Zen, we say we have

to give teisho even on these gatha. But really it’s not necessary. So even though

it’s not really necessary to give teisho, everyone please open up your ears, and

listen to the singing of this gatha.

Who is  listening? It’s  your self,  of course.  Before you were born,  was
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there anyone to listen to this gatha? You have to contemplate this yourself in your

zazen. Before you were born, there was no one to make a gatha and no one to

listen to it.

All the enlightened ones have told us that the condition of the origin is a

condition  in  which  tatha-gata  and  tatha-agata  are  simply  acting,  facing  one

another and unifying, repetitively. Mumon is singing here, taking this holding up

of  the  flower  by  Shakyamuni  to  be  the  manifestation  of  the  condition  of  the

source.

The flower is held up, or you could even say, if a flower is held up, and

what Mumon is saying is, “Is there anyone holding up the flower?” (Don’t you

think there really isn’t anyone to hold up the flower?)      Even though there is no

one there to hold up the flower, that Shakyamuni is already there holding up the

flower, is the explanation, the clear expression of the way of being of the self.

(That Shakyamuni is there holding up the flower even though there is really no

one to hold up the flower, just to say that is already a clear expression of the

nature of the self.)

What kind of activity of the self,  what kind of nature of the self is he

crying out about? From the time that Shakyamuni was born, for thirty some odd

years  he  tasted  the  taste  of  suffering,  just  like  anybody  else.  What  was  he

suffering about? He felt the suffering of being incomplete. He felt the suffering

that comes from incompleteness.

So what is the situation of being complete? What Mumon is singing about

here is  that  when Shakyamuni was still  young, he already had understood for

himself that the complete self is the self that has all of the activities of tatha-gata

and  tatha-agata,  all  of  the  activities  of  living  and  dying  as  its  content,  and

therefore has no suffering, also has no joy.

Maybe this translation of snake is okay. Maybe. But it makes me think that

too much has been said, over-spoken. But anyway, who was the one who made

this tail appear? Because English needs a grammatical subject, I guess that’s why

snake was used. I guess the translator made Shakyamuni the snake here. That’s

okay.

It could be your tail. It could be a dog’s tail. It doesn’t really matter. But

no matter whose tail it is, it’s a giant tail. That’s how you have to grasp it. There is

no self other than this tail. If you get completely overcome by this tail, you don’t

have a head. If the head takes over, then there’s no tail.

Mumon is  singing  here,  and  he’s  saying that  Shakyamuni  has  already

made this enormous tail appear. The self has already made the self appear. When
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the self hides the self, then the hidden world appears. When the self appears, the

self has given expression, made appear, this world of appearance.

This  flower  rising  up,  this  rising  flower  already  is  the  self  giving

expression to the self, giving appearance to the self. If you have to try to explain

this verse, I guess that’s where you end up. There is no "I am" self other than that

very "I am" self. The past, the future, the present, they all do appear, but if you

don’t understand this to be your self appearing, then it’s a mistake.

This is when a real poem comes up. This is the kind of place where some

kind of poem has to come up which looks into the past world and says, “Why did

you go into the past and leave me here?” and looks into the future world and says,

“Why did you leave me here and go, just by yourself into the future?” But if that

same self gets enlightenment, then that self will make another kind of poem. It’ll

say, “If you go to heaven, then I’ll go with you to heaven. You can never escape

me.” How do you grasp the past?

When you realize that there is nothing other than the self, that the world of

appearances and the world where everything is hidden are both the self, that there

is not one single thing outside of your self, that’s what he’s talking about when he

says, “Mahakashapa breaks into a smile.” You could say he giggled, or he smiled.

There’s nothing else to do. For anyone, if you’re able to clearly grasp the dharma

activity for yourself, that will be what you’ll do too.

I’m not a poet, so I can’t really talk about these things, but it seems to me

that if it’s going to be a real poem, then any poem has to have two, these two sides

of the world of human feeling in it. If you give a lop-sided kind of poetry, then,

just  as  people  said  from the  ancient  times,  it’s  like  if  you look at  a  grieving

person, and all that you talk about is something sad, then you’ll just lead that

person to more grief, until they actually die from their grief. The kind of poetry

that has to come up is: if you jump, I jump. If you cry, I’ll cry with you. If you are

happy, I’ll be happy with you.

There’s  nothing  really  to  say  about  this,  “Mahakashapa  breaks  into  a

smile.” You don’t have to give teisho on it.

The last line, “All on earth and in heaven are at a loss.” The way we really

should understand it is, what happens, what are you going to do when heaven

comes smashing down to earth? We’re told that a time will come when all the

stars and the asteroids will come barreling down from heaven, and destroy the

earth and everything on it, and people, before then, will be committing suicide,

because of their fear.

In the newspapers you can read about people who, even now believe in
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this  kind of thing.  Actually,  scientifically,  there were predictions like this,  and

maybe  some of  you  were  worried  about  this,  that  the  earth  was  going to  be

destroyed. If you are able to    (manifest the will to) make all of heaven and all of

earth your content, then it will be completely simple for you. You will, without

any problem at all, grasp up everything (grasp up past and future), and have no

problem when the heaven comes crashing down to earth.

If heaven never comes falling down to earth, then we will never be able to

manifest the perfect world of zero. If you’re attached to your self, then you’ll fall

into thinking that heaven and earth both are your enemies, that heaven and earth

both are not your lovers.

What Mumon is singing about here is, he’s saying, if you become the kind

of person that realizes that you must make all heaven and all earth your content,

then when heaven finally comes crashing down to earth, you’ll just think, “Ah,

my lover has finally come.” Then joyfully, you’ll embrace heaven with a sigh.

That’s what Mumon means when he says this last line. He says it means

that  heaven  and  earth  both  completely  manifest  zero,  and  the  world  of  utter

darkness appears. But that zero world can’t stay in zero. When zero breaks open,

then, just like Mahakashapa, you’ll laugh and say, “Thanks for coming to visit

me.”

When  you  look  at  all  of  the  comments  that  Mumon  makes  in  the

Mumonkan,    there are some of them which really seem kind of stupid, and you

wonder, “What is Mumon trying to say here?” but this comment on this koan is a

pretty good one.

In zen, people like to talk a lot about transmission, receiving inka and all

that, but the true inka sho-mei, the true transmission, there is no person getting

transmission, there is no person giving it. If someone goes, takes out a piece of

paper,  and writes  someone an inka  sho-mei,  a  certificate  of  transmission,  and

gives it to them, then that isn’t the real inka.

But  if  there  isn’t  this  formal  inka,  then  the  human  social  world  gets

confused. For example, if we don’t have this formal recognition, “You are my

wife. I give you inka as my wife. You are my husband. I give you inka as my

husband,” then it’s going to be trouble. We need this inka.

True inka appears  when the situation of the self  seeing the self  finally

appears. When student looks upon teacher and says, “That is my self,” and when

teacher sees student as him or herself, that’s when the teacher gives inka to the

student.

For young people, it’s probably important, there’s no getting around the
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importance of having a husband or a wife. That’s the reason that I’m explaining

inka to you, because when you get married, you have to mutually give inka to

each other. So we can have wedding ceremonies that are without mistake.

I haven’t heard the bell yet, but I guess I’ll just stop here for today, and

tomorrow we’ll do another koan.
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