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Mumonkan  
Case Nine 

Daitsu Chisho 
translated by R.H. Blyth 

 
Mumon’s Comment 
 You may know the Old Indian, but you are not to analyze him 
psychologically.  An ordinary man who really knows him is a sage, but a sage 
who has merely discursive knowledge of him is only an ordinary man. 
 
Mumon’s Verse 
 
 Rather than putting the body to rest, rest of heart! 
 If the mind is at peace, the body knows no grief. 
 But if both mind and body are pacified, thoroughly, as one, 
 This is the life of perfect sainthood, where praise is meaningless. 
  
 Mumon Zenji, the person who compiled the Mumonkan was a famous 
Zen master even in his own time. 
 You can see clearly what a great Zen master he was if you just read the 
Mumonkan starting from the first case. 
 But this particular comment on case nine that we’re reading today, even 
from the old days it has been criticized by many people.  People say he did a 
sloppy job of this one. 
 Translation mistake:  the translator shouldn’t have said “many people” 
some other great Zen masters from the old days have criticized this comment 
saying that he didn’t do a very good job at this comment. 
 We have been reading Mumon’s teishos, Mumon’s comments starting 
from case one of the Mumonkan, and now we’re on case nine, and so it’s hardly 
a surprise that one out of ten, let’s say isn’t that good.  No matter how great a 
Zen master you are there’s gonna be sometimes when what you do is not quite 
up to snuff. 
 When you are young, without even knowing it you make lots of mistakes. 
 Even though when you were doing it you thought it was a fine thing to 
do, later when you look back on what you did you realize what a stupid thing it 
was. 
 I always remind you however that in Buddhism originally there is neither 
good nor evil. 
 It is the standpoint of Buddhism to insist that the original condition has 
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neither good nor evil. 
 But in our human world good and evil both appear. 
 And why is that? 
 The activity that we call the dharma activity is an activity which manifests 
itself in a way in which there is no good thing and no bad thing. 
 If you look carefully in to the case of this koan about Daitsu Chisho 
Buddha you see for yourself that originally there is neither enlightenment nor 
non-enlightenment. 
 If you can just get that much out of this koan then I guess that’s enough. 
 But as I just asked you, why is it that in this dharma world good and evil 
do appear. 
 Actually in the dharma world it is never the case that good and evil 
appear. 
 But why do they appear? 
 Buddhism clearly concludes that it is only in the human world that good 
and evil appear? 
 But why is that?  This is something that each one of you has to 
contemplate yourself in your zazen. 
 If you take your hand and put it on your heart and honestly look at 
yourself, then you have to honestly say that even though you didn’t know it 
there were some things you did which were inappropriate and unacceptable, 
and then there were some things you did which were good. 
 If you had never appeared, of course there would be no things like that. 
 But if you contemplate this clearly for yourself in your zazen you will see 
that even if you appear, if when you appear you follow the dharma activity 
exactly, then in that exact following of the dharma activity there also is neither 
good nor evil. 
 I think that you have come to understand that it is through the dharma 
activity that existent things appear. 
 And I've been repeating this story to you that all existent things inevitably 
will pass through this stage of manifesting no self, and when they dissolve 
themselves, and manifest no-self, that is how they progress, that is how they 
advance. 
 The dharma activity inevitably will give birth to existent things, but just as 
inevitably it will dissolve those existent things, and that process of dissolution is 
part of the process of existent things evolving, developing. 
 Every existent thing which appears inevitably will do the activity of self 
dissolution, and through that progress, but I think that it is fair to say that the 
wisdom that knows that process is not the usual human wisdom. 
 The kind of wisdom that does know this activity we can call dharma 
wisdom in contrast to human wisdom. 
 The dharma activity inevitably gives birth to children, gives birth to 
dharma disciples, and those dharma children disciples inevitably will make it part 
of their bodies, will completely embrace the wisdom which knows the dharma 
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activity. 
 In the first line of his comment Mumon uses the word “roko” which has 
been interpreted in various ways.  Literally it means old barbarian, and some 
people say that it is pointing to Shakyamuni, some people say that it’s pointing 
to Bodhidharma.  It doesn’t really matter, you could say Shakyamuni, 
Bodhidharma, Jesus Christ, whoever you want. 
 And what he is saying in this first line is that we have to acknowledge this 
kind of wisdom which clearly knows that the dharma activity gives birth to the 
children of the dharma.  The first three words are “rokonochi” that “chi,” that 
wisdom that he is referring to is not the normal, human wisdom, it’s this wisdom 
of the dharma.  This is the kind of wisdom the old Indians, the old barbarians, 
the enlightened one’s have.  The wisdom which recognizes everything as 
themselves. 
 The wisdom of Shakyamuni and Bodhidharma, these old Indians is how 
it’s translated in your text, this kind of wisdom is the wisdom that recognizes 
everything as itself.  It is the wisdom that truly knows the self.  When a person 
manifests this sort of wisdom there is nothing which they see as other than 
themselves. 
 But in the end is it really possible for all of us to manifest this kind of 
wisdom which sees everything as ourselves, or sees everything as our children? 
 And we have to further say that if you do manifest this kind of wisdom 
for yourself there will be no likes and dislikes for you. 
 The moment you have loves and hates, likes and dislikes, the moment 
you see things in terms of likes and dislikes, you are no longer manifesting the 
wisdom of enlightenment. 
 And so the first line says that we permit, we acknowledge, we affirm this 
wisdom of the enlightened people, but then the second line says that we do not 
permit, we do not allow, we don’t affirm the understanding of the enlightened 
person.  That means that we don’t permit the person to say, “Oh this is the way 
it is,” or “No, that isn’t the way it is.” 
 The first kind of wisdom that is spoken of is the kind of wisdom that has 
neither good nor evil in it. 
 But this second character, the first character is “chi” which is translated 
as to “know” in your translation, and the second character is “e” which is 
translated as “understanding,” and that understanding activity is that which does 
recognize good and evil; this is the wisdom which knows good and evil. 
 The way you have to interpret this is to say that even if Bodhidharma or 
Shakyamuni appears in front of you, you can’t permit them to let good and evil 
slip from their lips. 
 This is a very severe problem that we’re faced with because it says that 
even Shakyamuni or Bodhidharma if they come around talking about loving and 
hating, about good and evil, we can’t allow them to do that. 
 But who says that? 
 From the ancient times the interpretation of these first two lines about 
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permitting and not permitting knowing and understanding has been a really 
sloppy, messy business, because in the original there is no grammatical subject, 
so it’s hard to know who is doing the permitting and not permitting. 
 Who do you think? 
  It’s the dharma activity, don’t you think? 
 The wisdom of the old Indians, this enlightened knowing, enlightened 
wisdom, is the activity of enlightenment, but enlightened people do not 
consciously think they are doing the enlightened activity. 
 That is to say an enlightened person does not flaunt their activity of 
knowing around.  They don’t wave their activity which knows good and evil 
around. 
 Even an enlightened person, if they speak about good and evil, and 
behave in terms of good and evil, with good and evil as the foundation of their 
behavior, that is not acceptable. 
 And I just asked who is it that says that, and I guess we have to say that it 
is the enlightened person that says that.  It’s the person who clearly sees in to 
the activity of the dharma who can say that. 
 From the moment that Mumon gave these words until now there have 
been a lot of mistaken ways of interpreting it so...actually, not Mumon, but the 
enlightened person who knows the dharma activity says these words, and 
people hearing those words have mistakenly interpreted them over the ages, so 
Zen masters have cautioned us to be careful about how we grasp these words. 
 So what I'm saying is that even though this comment’s title is Mumon’s 
Comment, literally “Mumon says,” it is very difficult to interpret it clearly as 
something that Mumon himself said. 
 I guess if you have only studied zazen for five or six years it doesn’t really 
matter what you think about this comment, but for people who have studied 
zazen deeply for many years I'm warning you to be very careful about how you 
interpret this comment. 
 Actually the line of “permitting the wisdom of the enlightened ones, the 
old barbarians, and not permitting their understanding,” you can first see this 
line in the first chapter of the Hekigan Roku said by the Zen master Engo. 
 The first chapter of the Hekigan Roku, the Blue Cliff record in English, is 
the meeting between Bodhidharma and Emperor Wu of China. 
 But if I get in to this story it might take some time. 
 The conversation begins with Emperor Wu asking Bodhidharma a 
question, and he says, “Okay, what about this Buddhism that you are supposed 
to be teaching?  Buddhism is the teaching which is always explaining about the 
dharma activity, but what is the essence of the dharma activity, what is the true 
heart of the dharma activity? 
 If someone asked me that question I would have to sit up really straight 
to try to answer them. 
 Why? 
 The meeting between Emperor Wu and Bodhidharma:  what is Emperor 
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Wu?  What is Bodhidharma?  It goes without saying that this is a meeting 
where plus and minus are opposing each other.   
 All you have to do is see a young couple, a young man and woman 
meeting and each other, and then immediately you’ll understand the true 
principle of what the dharma activity is. 
 This young man and woman who meet, is that situation complete or 
incomplete? 
 Neither the man nor the woman is complete. 
 If they were complete then they would both be bodhisattvas, it would 
simply be one bodhisattva facing another bodhisattva. 
 Just a facing of one old barbarian and another old barbarian. 
 There’s no problem in that. 
 But in this situation that we’re talking about of the incomplete man and 
woman they are both manifesting incomplete plus and minus activities, so it is 
natural that lots of problems will come up. 
 The plus gives rise to the desire to do the complete plus activity which he 
is not yet doing, and the minus gives rise to the desire to complete her minus 
activity.   
 If it is the case that both are manifesting the complete activities of plus 
and minus, then they are manifesting themselves as bodhisattvas, and so this is 
simply a meeting of two bodhisattvas, and there shouldn’t be any trouble 
coming up here. 
 Emperor Wu looks at Bodhidharma and says, “So what about the 
teaching of the Buddha, what about the Buddha-dharma, what is the very most 
important, essential part of that teaching?” 
 How did Bodhidharma answer? 
 Kakunenmusho, nothingness, vast emptiness.  Zero. 
 When two bodhisattvas meet there is no need to figure anything out, 
there no need for any reasoning, without any thinking zero is manifest. 
 We will leave aside the question of whether Emperor Wu understood 
Bodhidharma’s answer of “Nothingness,” but anyway this is how the first 
chapter of the Blue Cliff Record begins. 
 But although Bodhidharma and Emperor Wu are meeting each other 
here, they have been born as children of the dharma activity, and are therefore 
separate from each other. 
 It’s a sad thing. 
 And at the end of the meeting of Bodhidharma and Emperor Wu they 
part from each other, and once they parted they were never able to meet again.  
And then the Zen Master Engo comments on this, and at the end of his comment 
finally comes this line about permitting the wisdom of the old barbarians but not 
permitting the understanding. 
 It really is a sad thing. 
 Although it is a sad thing since neither of them were really harmed or 
injured by it then we can say that it wasn’t so bad. 
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 If you really understand the meaning of these words then you will never 
be able to throw these words away.  Even if you kiss them you won’t be able to 
throw them away. 
 Because there is no truth outside of these words. 
 And from the old days they have said that these very words of permitting 
the wisdom and not permitting the understanding of the old Indians gives life to 
the entire Hekigan Roku. 
 Whether you are an old person or a young person everybody has to be 
able to truly grasp these words of permitting wisdom but not permitting 
understanding as the expression of true love. 
 But what about Mumon?  Did he really understand these words when 
he used them in his comment?  That is what people have been arguing about 
for a long time. 
 The Daitsu Chisho Buddha, the Great Penetrating Supreme wisdom 
Buddha is doing the complete activity therefore it has no sadness or suffering. 
 Daitsu Chisho Buddha doesn’t fixate ever.  It simply repeats this 
manifestation of the ultimately large and the ultimately small without fixating 
itself as Daitsu Chisho Buddha, or fixating itself in the human world. 
 The Daitsu Chisho Buddha activity doesn’t fixate and attach to the human 
position nor does it fixate or attach to the position of the Great Buddha. 
 I think we can fairly say that religion in general is the teaching about God, 
but people immediately attach to the teaching of God and believe in it, and 
therefore feel they must follow it. 
 And most religions therefore, are always looking upon God interpreting 
God as something outside of themselves whether they call it God or Daitsu 
Chisho Buddha or the dharma-kaya. 
 But if you think in that way then when the condition of true love is 
broken open then you will think that God has abandoned you. 
 And that is when the two opposing worlds of happiness and sadness 
appear. 
 And human beings have lots of desires.  On the one hand they have the 
desire, the wish to transcend the world of happiness and sadness, but at the 
same time they also have the desire to fully taste both of the worlds of 
happiness and sadness. 
 We can see just how deep human desire is. 
 If you completely make the activities of happiness and sadness totally 
your content, then you won’t be tied up by either happiness or sadness. 
 But forgetting about making both living and dying activities your content 
and simply being totally lopsided towards the living activity, and only wanting to 
live, that is what we call the self centered haphazard human standpoint, not the 
perspective of true religion. 
 So for Mumon to bring up this line about permitting the wisdom but not 
permitting the understanding of the old barbarians, I guess there’s something 
good about it, it’s not totally bad, but it doesn’t seem to fit very well as a 
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comment to the Daitsu Chisho Buddha koan.  It isn’t, what we could call, a 
sweet smelling comment. 
 There’s really nothing so bad about it I guess, but even from the old days 
it has been criticized as not being very clear, there being something just not 
“Zen” about it. 
 But when you get into interpretation or explaining the moment you get in 
to those activities, then all kinds of things arise. 
 You are not going to really be able to understand this line of permitting 
wisdom and not permitting understanding until you get enlightenment yourself. 
 But when you begin to interpret you can interpret, you can explain in any 
kind of way that you want. 
 And similarly you can see lots of different teishos being given, and there 
are lots of different styles, so let’s just accept them all. 
 But don’t forget that Daitsu Chisho Buddha doesn’t have happiness or 
sadness. 
 It’s only people who have happiness and sadness. 
 That’s why this thing we call literature has become necessary for us. 
 But within the teaching of enlightenment there is also a kind of literature, 
but it’s different than the usual human literature. 
 So the conclusion that I'm reaching here is that if we look from the 
perspective of Buddhist literature, and judge from that perspective this 
comment isn’t very sweet smelling. 
 Everyone please taste carefully for yourself these words: permitting the 
wisdom but not permitting the understanding of the old Indians.  Contemplate 
it for yourself. 
 All of us are alternately doing the activities of permitting the enlightened 
wisdom, permitting the wisdom of the old barbarians, and not permitting the 
wisdom of the old barbarians. 
 There really is no other way to interpret this line. 
 We are forever going to be ordinary people. 
 We aren’t sages, we are ordinary. 
 And Mumon is taking up this standpoint of being ordinary in his 
comment. 
 He says, “An ordinary man who really knows is a sage,” but who is this 
ordinary man? 
 Of course the ordinary one is the one who doesn’t have all of plus and 
minus as his or her content. 
 The ordinary standpoint is the standpoint that always wants to do living, 
and always tries to push the dying activity away. 
 And it’s obvious to see that from that perspective if one is seeking love 
that seeking of love will be a mistaken seeking of love. 
 But it’s not easy. 
 So here we have this ordinary self which has plus and minus incompletely 
as its content, and then Mumon says if that self knows then it is a saint or a sage, 
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but what would this knowing be?  What does it know? 
 I always tell you that when you make all of plus and minus your content 
then the true wisdom is manifest. 
 That’s the wisdom that has no need to know. 
 The complete wisdom. 
 When perfect complete wisdom is manifest then you do the activity of 
knowing which absolutely no doubt, you do the activity of wisdom in which 
knowing is not necessary. 
 And that is this “seijin,” this sage. 
 We have to acknowledge this activity of not fixating ourselves as ordinary 
people, but instead working, striving, making efforts, always acting. 
 What is meant by this is that the path the ordinary person walks upon is 
the path which has as its goal, as its ideal making all of plus and minus his or her 
content, and so the conclusion is that it is not acceptable to simply love living, 
love the plus, and hate dying, reject the minus. 
 When plus and minus have completely been made content, then finally 
true love, and prajna are manifest. 
 So here Mumon has explained very clearly this position of the ordinary 
person, and next he looks upon the practitioners and shows then the perspective 
of the sage. 
 But there’s something not quite right about what he says. 
 What could he possibly mean by “If the sage does the activity of 
understanding.”? 
 The perspective of the sage is having all of plus and minus as its content. 
 So then what should this sage understand? 
 Of course the thing that the sage understands is that it’s not possible, it’s 
not acceptable to fixate his or her position as a sage. 
 It’s a very important thing.  For someone who really understands true 
love that person also understands that you can’t attach to true love. 
 What would happen if the sage really understood this principle? 
 It would mean that they really grasped what the dharma activity is. 
 What will inevitably happen is that the sage itself will deliberately divide 
the sage in to two.  The sage will do the activity of self dissolution. 
 And the result of that will be the birth of the children of the sage. 
 In other words the disciples of the dharma-kaya are manifest here.  
 The disciples of the sage are manifest. 
 But we have to be very careful about this. 
 When it says when the sage understands it means that the sage 
completely understands this principle, which means that the sage inevitably will 
do the activity of dividing itself in two and giving birth to the disciples of the 
sage. 
 And of course these children are again incomplete selves, which is what 
we mean by the ordinary person. 
 When this self dissolution of the sage occurs then the incomplete self 
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looks on the incomplete self. 
 And this is what Mumon is talking about, and if you are able to interpret 
it in this way then you don’t need to go criticizing this comment and saying that 
isn’t any good. 
 The position of human life is the self seeing the self. 
 And this is when you will see that it’s not possible when the self is seeing 
the self to just act self centerdly or arbitrarily. 
 If you don’t care that your children may be deformed, or idiots, or very 
ugly, then it is just as if both the parents and the children are acting self 
centerdly.   
 When it says the sage understanding is the ordinary person it means that 
the sage gives rise to, gives birth to these incomplete ordinary selves but those 
incomplete ordinary selves must become sages, must become the complete self, 
so we must make efforts to give birth to those sorts of children who will become 
sages. 
 But we have gone over time so we should stop for today. 
 


