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Mumon’s Comment 

For the practical study of Zen you must pass the barrier set up by the Masters of 
Zen.  The attainment of this mysterious illumination means cutting off the 
workings of the ordinary mind completely.  If you have not done this and passed 
the barrier you are a phantom among the undergrowth and weeds. 
 

I began giving teisho on Mumon’s so called “comment” yesterday, but, in 

fact, noticing that some people had not been here when I gave teisho previously 

on the case of Joshu's Mu itself, I spoke, instead of giving teisho on the comment, 

more generally about the koan of Mu itself.  When you try to give teisho on 

Joshu's Mu more and more you feel how difficult it is to really give teisho on this 

koan, and it becomes frightening even to try. 

When I began speaking about Mu yesterday I told you that this one word, 

“Mu,” actually expresses the very nature of Buddhism itself, and therefore it is 

very difficult to talk about.  I also told you yesterday that when it comes to the 

teaching called Buddhism, this teaching is the teaching that talks about the very 

way of being of the self, as well as the very nature of this world we all live in.  In 

the transmission within the school of Tathagata Zen we say that Siddhartha, who 

later was called Shakyamuni Buddha, taught his disciples that this nature, that is 
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to say the nature of the self and the nature of this world, can be described as the 

activity of emptiness.  I further told you yesterday that you have to think that this 

Joshu in the koan, who was born in China, took a word, “Mu,” which was used in 

China, and he used that word “Mu,” or “Nothingness,” or “No” to express the 

activity of emptiness.  Although the Chinese did also have the word emptiness, 

“Ku 空,”already, he chose to use “Mu 無” to express the same thing.  

In Tathagata Zen we also can express the emptiness activity in another 

way, by calling it the activity of the Great Cosmos, or the activity of space, or the 

activity of “koku 虚空, absolute space.”  When we talk about the activity of 

space in this sense it means the one and only activity there is, the only real, or true 

activity.  The activity of reality itself. 

I also told you yesterday that when we look carefully at the activity of true 

space, we see that activity is comprised of two activities: plus and minus.  These 

two activities we can simply call plus and minus are opposite from each other.  

At least as one temporary way of teaching Buddhism offers the definition of space 

to be an activity that is comprised of two mutually opposing activities.  I also told 

you yesterday that when we speak about an existent being that necessarily means 

something that has appeared, something that has been manifest.  And all existent 

beings who have been manifest, will, as you already know, inevitably then come 

to disappear. 

I also told you yesterday that undoubtedly the activities of plus and minus 

become one.  Within the transmission of the school of Tathagata Zen we say that 

one of the first ways that this condition of perfection in which plus and minus 

have become one was expressed, was to call it the manifestation of the activity of 

zero.   

The activity of zero is what brings the condition of zero, the condition of 

perfection into being, and I think I also told you yesterday that we can personify 
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that activity of zero, that zero condition, and call it the manifestation of the perfect 

self.  We say that inevitably we all will manifest the perfect self, and we also say 

that another way to personify that condition is to call it the manifestation of true 

love.  Other than the manifestation of true love there is no One True Nature, there 

is no One Buddha Nature, or One God Nature.  I think I told you that yesterday 

also.   

When this condition of zero, of perfection is manifest, when true love is 

manifest, the imperfect activities of consciousness such as thinking or doubting, 

are totally gone.  In Buddhism it is said that the perfect condition is also the 

manifestation of perfect wisdom, in technical Buddhism that is called prajna.  

When prajna is manifest there is no need to doubt, there is no need to think.  

Buddhism says that the great universe, this true, absolute space is doing the 

manifestation of perfect wisdom.  The Great Cosmos is itself the manifestation of 

perfect wisdom.   

In Tathagata Zen we say that we human beings are manifesting a self that 

insists on "I am.”  That self is the imperfect self.  Why does this imperfect, 

incomplete "I am" self appear from the zero condition, from the perfect condition?  

I talked a little bit about that too yesterday.  When I read the transcript from 

yesterday’s teisho I very deeply felt and thought that it does not matter if you are 

a new student or an old student, it really is not possible to get your teeth into Zen 

practice unless you manifest the wisdom that knows why the imperfect self is 

manifest from the perfect self, and so I feel I need to speak again about this. 

The reason this is so important is because the imperfect self ends up in all 

sorts of different situations.  We end up in joy and in sadness.  We end up 

feeling that life is suffering.  Sometimes we are filled with regret.  Sometimes 

we end up crying or laughing.  Sometimes we end up barking like dogs.  We end 

up in all sorts of situations.  But when the perfect self is manifest all sadness 
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vanishes, and all joy as well.   

We do actually manifest this self who is constantly vacillating between 

states of sadness and happiness, and that is why I beg of you to give me your 

understanding of the principle by which the imperfect self first comes into being.  

I have told you previously, countless times, that undoubtedly, in actuality, the 

imperfect does, always, manifest itself from the zero, perfect condition.  Unless, 

however, we dig very deeply into the nature of the self it is not possible to 

understand why the imperfect self must go through these conditions of being 

happy and sad, of being hated and hating, of loving and suffering.  The imperfect 

self is born, and that born, imperfect self undoubtedly will come to manifest the 

perfect self, but in that process of becoming perfect from being imperfect we go 

through all sorts of things; sadness and joy, loving and hating.  If I really get into 

talking about why we must go through these various states it will take, who 

knows how long, maybe a year of talks.  If we begin digging deeply into the 

nature of the self in this direction, even if we dig for a year or two years, I do not 

think we will get to the end of it.  When we look at human history itself we have 

been around for many tens of thousands of years, and so that is why we have 

become so difficult to understand.   

Buddhism says that when you do strive to investigate the nature of the 

human self you must base that investigation upon your clear understanding of the 

two fundamental mutual opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  If you 

do not you can never get to a satisfying conclusion.  As I always tell you, we do 

our repetitive activity of appearing and disappearing through the functions of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, through the existing activity and the non-existing 

activity, through the activity that forms man and the activity that forms woman. 

It is, really, not possible for this imperfect self to escape from being a self 

that goes through these various conditions of sadness and suffering, or joy and 
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happiness, of loving and hating, of laughing and crying.  Buddhism, however, 

concludes that even that imperfect self who must laugh and must cry, if she 

follows the Dharma activity, unfailingly she will come to manifest herself as the 

perfect self.   

Up until now I have told you countless times about the principle by which 

the imperfect self first comes into being, and today, or shall I say starting from 

today, I would like to dig into the aspect of the Dharma activity which can show 

us why it is that the manifest self must go through these conditions of suffering 

and joy.   

Actually, however, there are some people here who were not here for all 

those talks in which I explained what the "I am" self itself is, how the "I am" self 

comes to be born.  And so before we talk about why that self must go through 

conditions of suffering and happiness, I suppose I do have to go back and talk 

about what the "I am" self is, just a little bit.   

In general education in the world, it is very organized, and you have 

elementary school, middle school, high school, junior college, college, and 

graduate school, and it is pretty easy to go forward in a smooth way, but in Zen 

we say everything is equal.  Adults are equal to children.  Men are equal to 

women, and it is just very difficult, and it is very difficult it seems to move 

forward at all.  In Tathagata Zen, however, we say that it really does not matter if 

you are well educated or not well educated.  If you are a human being that means 

you have developed to the extent that you are capable of understanding the 

Dharma activity.  

So to go back to the beginning, we will start with tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, and just to make it easier, let’s go on calling them plus and minus.  I 

would like you not to forget that, at least as one way to think about it, as the basis 

of our practice, we can think that the plus activity is the expanding activity that 
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affirms the self, and the minus activity is the contracting activity that negates the 

existence of the self.   

Within the school of Tathagata Zen we say that the Enlightened One 

taught his disciples that this great true space, this absolute space that we really 

cannot know how big it is, is manifested through these two opposing activities.  

I am pretty old, and so it is unsure whether I will be able to give teisho on 

this ever again, and so please listen carefully.   

In Tathagata Zen we also call the activities of plus and minus the activities 

of living and dying.   

I have told you countless times before that the living and dying activities 

unfailingly come to meet each other.  Inevitably they will meet.  Plus and minus, 

or to give a concrete example, men and women unfailingly manifest the situation 

of meeting each other.  Tathagata Zen says that from this you should be able to 

see clearly that the two opposing activities are working together in one world.  

The important thing to remember according to the teaching of Tathagata Zen is 

that when plus and minus do meet each other they cannot fixate that meeting, they 

cannot stop in the condition of having met.   

Tathagata Zen says that they will break through that meeting, and plus will 

manifest the world of minus, and minus, oppositely, will manifest the place of 

plus. 

One kind of Zen practice is to listen carefully to teisho, and then after 

teisho to sit firmly in zazen, and to do the practice of thinking over to yourself 

what you heard in teisho.  This is the practice of repeating teisho to yourself, of 

teaching yourself teisho again.  “Roshi says the two mutually opposing activities 

inevitably meet,” okay, so take that, and then sit zazen, and repeat that to yourself.  

That is the beginning of Zen practice.  You all have already done this practice.  

You, when you were small, listened to countless repetitions of your mother’s 
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teisho, and then you repeated it to yourself, you imitated her, and through that you 

came to be able to speak, and you also came to know that you exist.  When I see 

your sanzens I think, “Not even a tiny bit, not even a little bit do they do this 

practice!”  It seems as if you are not at all doing the practice of repeating teisho 

to yourselves in zazen in order to really experience it, in order to catch the 

experience of the meaning of it for yourselves. 

It is important to repeat these teachings over and over again in your zazen:  

plus and minus meet, and then that meeting is broken through, and then plus 

enters the world of minus, enters that world that minus had been walking through, 

and oppositely minus enters the world of plus.  They simultaneously are 

experiencing each other's worlds.  Through this mutual experiencing plus 

unfailingly will arrive at the origin of minus.  We can say that the origin of minus 

is the origin of the minus world or the origin of the minus activity.  And minus as 

well will undoubtedly arrive at the origin of plus.  It is important that you 

carefully and firmly contemplate this mutual arriving at the origin of the other.   

When plus arrives at the origin of minus he does not have any more world 

to act in.  Similarly, minus, when she gets to the origin of plus, she had been 

using the world of plus to act in, but there is no more world of plus left for her to 

act in.  She has lost her arena in which to act.  

The teisho of Tathagata Zen, however, says that the very nature of the plus 

and minus activities is to follow each other.  Without the minus activity the plus 

activity would not appear, and conversely without the plus activity the minus 

activity would not appear.  Plus and minus always appear right at the same time.  

These two activities can be called stealing and giving, receiving and offering, or, 

in English it is common to say, I think, give and take.   

There is the activity of expanding, but it is only because there is a partner 

to expansion, an opposite activity who receives that expansion, which lets that 
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expanding in, that expanding is possible.  In this case we can say that the 

expanding activity is the giving activity, and that there is an opposite activity of 

taking that giving, or receiving that giving.  It is because both of these opposing 

activities are manifest simultaneously that either of them can be manifest at all.  

It is because there is receiving that giving can be done, and vice versa.   

Back at plus being at the origin of minus, remember, he has lost his place 

to act in, but, in fact, it is not really that he cannot act anymore.  He must do the 

activity of some way or another finding a way of recognizing the world of minus 

more.  He is at the origin of minus, and he cannot act anymore, but actually he 

can act.  He just has to disguise himself into the minus self.  He has to take the 

form of minus, and then he will be able to continue to act.  Similarly, minus, now 

at the origin of plus, having lost her place to act in, she must, as well, transform 

herself, take the form of the opposite, phantom herself into the plus activity.  

Tathagata Zen does not acknowledge the validity of fixated points of view such 

as, “I am man, I cannot do the female activity,” or “I am a woman, I cannot do the 

male activity.”   

I have told you so many times before that it is here, through doing this 

activity of taking the form of the other, that plus and minus can both, 

simultaneously, do an about face, and turn back towards their own origins.   

First, however, we have to think back to the time when plus and minus 

first broke through each other, and remember that according to Tathagata Zen, 

when this breakthrough occurs plus and minus, as they broke through each other, 

manifested an imperfect activity of zero, that appeared in between them.  In 

Tathagata Zen we say that when plus and minus first broke through each other, in 

order to break through, they both had to sacrifice an infinitesimal part of 

themselves.  They both gave one trillionth of their total power, and through that 

giving they broke through, and then went on to arrive at each other's origins.   
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Some of you are thinking, “Roshi!  You know you have told me that so 

many times, don’t you think I understand it by now?!”  But, actually, you do not 

understand it. 

The one trillionth of plus and the one trillionth of minus become one, and 

so of course the condition of zero is manifest.  But not the perfect zero.  Perfect 

zero must have all of plus and all of minus as its content.  But plus and minus 

have broken through each other through manifesting this imperfect zero.   

That imperfect zero is the very foundation of any existent being.  This 

first manifestation of the imperfect zero, however, is not something that has an 

independent existence within this world.  This manifestation of imperfect zero is 

doing something that we can call feeling or emotion.  In English we use words 

such as feeling or emotion, but in Buddhism we say that this sort of activity is the 

imperfect heart activity.   

Plus and minus sacrifice of themselves, and manifest this imperfect 

activity of heart, and then go on to arrive at the origin of the opposite activity.   

Plus and minus arrive at each other’s origins, and turn around, and start 

heading back toward their own origins, and in the midst of this return trip they 

bump into that imperfect zero they previously had manifested.  This is a very 

difficult principle to understand.  If you do not put plenty of seriousness and 

firmness into your sitting practice there is not way you will be able to manifest the 

wisdom that understands it.  Actually, there is nothing really difficult about it, 

but if you try to do the contemplation of this principle from the point of view of 

your "I am" self there is no way you will be able to do it, because plus and minus 

are not looking at things from an "I am" point of view.  

When plus and minus, having transformed into each other, meet their 

child, then the plus activity embraces that child, takes up that child, and the minus 

activity also embraces and takes that child up, and then they are able to continue, 
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and arrive at their own origins.  According to Tathagata Zen this process of the 

imperfect zero being manifest through plus and minus giving of themselves, and 

then being gathered back in on the return trip and plus and minus returning 

completely to their own origins, this process of the manifestation and dissolution 

of this imperfect zero repeats over and over again, until finally that imperfect zero 

becomes independent from the worlds of plus and minus.  When the imperfect 

zero becomes truly independent that is when past, present and future are manifest 

clearly within this one and only world.  

According to Tathagata Zen this is the teaching that should bring you to 

the understanding of why it is that the human world is manifest, because the 

human world is the world of past, present and future.  

There are many things that I would like to talk about at this point, but for 

now I would just like to remind you that the very start of practice in Tathagata 

Zen is to contemplate this principle by which the human world, the world of past, 

present and future, is manifest.  

The world of past, present and future, however, once manifest, is not 

fixated.  Again it will vanish.  And when past, present and future vanish then 

plus is back at the origin of plus, and minus is back at her own origin, and here 

they do an activity of holding this one and only world that there is, together.  

This is a new manifestation of the condition of the source, the condition of the 

origin.   

This is what I always tell you, and so if you are an old student you have 

heard this same story over and over again, but why is it that you do not really 

understand, although one would expect that you would understand after hearing it 

so many times?  It is because you do not take it to be a story about you.  You do 

not take it to be a story talking about the problem of your self.  If you do zazen 

without doing it to solve the problem of you, to solve your problem, it is not Zen 
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practice.  This is your problem I am talking about. 

I have been telling you, over and over again, the conclusion of the whole 

story, that is the repetitive manifestation of the ultimately large and ultimately 

small.   

Tomorrow I would like to speak in detail about how the imperfect self 

grows and develops, and develops the function of consciousness, and further 

develops until it manifests perfect wisdom.  Yesterday I spoke about the whole 

subject of bodhisattvas, but I would like to speak about it again tomorrow.  

Bodhisattvas are manifesting themselves as the present moment, albeit an 

imperfect present moment.  Through talking about the appearance of the 

bodhisattva I would like to also approach the subject of why it is that imperfect 

self must manifest itself both in suffering and in joy. 

 

終 

The end 

 


