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Mumon’s Comment 

Now what is this barrier?  It is simply “Mu”, the Barrier of the Gate of Zen and 
this is why it is called the “Gateless Barrier of the Zen Sect.” 

 Those who have passed the barrier are able not only to have an intimate 
understanding of Joshu, but also of the whole historic line of Zen Masters, to walk 
hand in hand with them, and to enter into the closest relation with them.  You 
see everything with the same eye that they saw with, hear everything with the 
same ear.  Is not this a blessed condition?  
 

Although this is not a Dai-Sesshin, there is occasion to give teisho, 

because, actually, there are quite a few new people here who are participating.   

During the previous Dai-Sesshin I gave teisho up through the part where 

Mumon is speaking about, in his comment, the phantoms who are depending on 

grasses, and attached to trees.  I spent over a week going into detail about the part 

of Mumon’s comment from the beginning until the part about the phantoms who 

are depending on, and attached to, the grasses and trees, but for people who were 

not here for those talks, they will not be able to understand the part that comes 

after.   

To give teisho is different than just lecturing in an ordinary school.  In 

an ordinary school you might think it is important to march forward following the 

proper order, but the work of teisho is different.  The work of teisho is to make 

sure that all of you listening understand what Zen is.  Here, at this dojo, because 

new people come so often, and I cannot really move forward in the teishos, 
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because I must always give teishos that even the beginners can understand, the 

work of giving teisho is really a hassle. 

Buddhism is said to be the teaching of compassion, and it cannot be said 

to really be a teisho unless the giver of the teisho leads the listeners to knowing 

how it is that compassion appears in this human world.  Tathagata Zen defines 

itself to be the teaching that leads us to the manifestation of the wisdom of 

knowing the activity that forms this Great Cosmos that is our home, and also, 

simultaneously, forms all of us.  When we say The Great Cosmos what we mean 

is space itself.   

The conclusion that Buddhism gives us is that it is the Dharma activity 

that forms this true space, that forms the cosmos, and all of us.  Buddhism says 

that it is certainly not a personified activity, it is certainly not something like a 

personified God or Buddha that does the activity of bringing the cosmos and all of 

us into being.   

When Buddhism begins to teach about what the Dharma activity, 

exactly, is, Buddhism says that the Dharma activity is comprised of two mutually 

opposing activities called tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And it is those two 

opposing activities that bring this space, and all of us into being.  One way to 

teach about what tatha-gata and tatha-agata are is to say that, on the one hand, the 

tatha-gata activity is the activity of existence, and the tatha-agata activity, on the 

other hand, is the activity non-existence.  Following from this we can say that 

one side is the expanding activity, and the other side is the not expanding activity.  

Or, according to Buddhism we can simply say that on the one hand we have the 

plus activity, and on the other hand is the minus activity.  Buddhism also says 

that the tatha-gata activity can be understood as the activity that forms man, and 

the tatha-agata activity can be understood as the activity that forms woman.  If 

you want to investigate the very nature of this world we live in, and of our selves, 

then, according to Buddhism, you must recognize these two opposing activities.   
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Within the tradition of Tathagata Zen we say that the first person in 

human history to teach that it is necessary to recognize these two opposing 

activities in order to understand our nature and the nature of our world was 

Shakyamuni Buddha.   

From the old days it has always been said that where Shakyamuni lived 

in India there were giant mountains, just like we have here in America.  And 

maybe because of those mountains they often had sudden, strong thunder storms, 

with loud thunder, strong lightning, and the rain pouring down.  In Buddhism it is 

said that Shakyamuni, when he observed these thunderbolts thought that they 

must be formed by two activities of expanding and contracting, of plus and minus.   

Within Buddhism there is a body of literature called the prajna literature 

or the wisdom literature, of which there are many volumes, and in there they 

personify these two opposing activities, and sometimes call one the good God, 

and the other the bad God.  The prajna literature, however, further says that 

although we can personify the two activities that form a thunderbolt, calling one 

the benevolent God and one the evil God, it is also important to remember that 

originally there is neither good nor evil.  Originally expanding and contracting, 

plus and minus are neither good nor evil.   

Who is it who gave birth to this way of thinking that, on the one hand we 

have a benevolent god, and on the other hand a bad God, or on the one hand we 

have expanding, and on the other hand we have contracting?  Who thinks those 

things?  There is no one but us who is capable of knowing the principle of 

expanding and contracting.  We are the only ones, according to Buddhism who 

can know this natural principle.   

Then we are faced with the question, Where are we born from?   

The man who started Buddhism, the so called founder of Buddhism, 

taught that the two fundamental opposing activities are continually repeating an 

activity of on the one hand totally unifying with each other, and on the other hand 
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facing each other, or becoming distinct from each other.  And it is through that 

repetitive process that an existent being comes into being.   

The conclusion Buddhism gives us is to say that the two opposing 

activities repeat unification and being distinct over and over again, and through 

that repetition eventually a new activity is born called jonetsu, feeling’s heat, the 

heat of feeling.  And when that occurs then we say that the thunder roars, the 

lightning flashes, and the rain pours down, and an existent being is manifest.   

Buddhism says that the activities of plus and minus are acting without 

will, and nobody is directing them, or telling them what to do.  They are simply 

acting will-lessly, and through that will-less, repetitive activity, the light comes to 

flash, and the rain comes to pour down.   

Over more than a week, during last Dai-sesshin, I spoke about this same 

story, over and over again, in detail.  

I also told you that Buddhism reminds us that we must find some way to 

recognize, to perceive these two opposing activities.  

Within the tradition of Tathagata Zen we are told that in the beginning 

when the Buddha taught his disciples he called these two activities tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.  Because I have spoken about this in such detail before I really do 

not need to talk about this again, but since there are some new people I just 

wanted to touch on it. 

Twenty five hundred years ago we did not have advanced scientific 

thinking like we do today, and perhaps because of that, people really took 

seriously the mysteriousness of birth.  Along with  thinking of birth as a 

mysterious, mystical event, people also thought of death in the same way.  

Nowadays, with our advanced scientific thinking, without depending on any sort 

of Buddhist explanation, very wonderful kinds of explanations are given about 

our birth and death, scientifically.  However, isn’t it true that it is probably fair to 

say that even now science has not completely explained these activities of birth 
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and death?  For example, when we ask the question, How did the Great Cosmos 

itself, how did absolute space itself come into being?  Even now, no matter how 

advanced you say science is, the explanation science gives is not sufficient.  

Although science may find this question of how space comes into being an 

un-solvable problem, Buddhism has solved this problem long ago, because 

Buddhism says space is formed by these very same two fundamental opposing 

functions.  Buddhism says that if the problem of our place is residence is solved 

then the problem of all of us who live in it is also solved.  If the problem of our 

home is solved, the problem of us is also solved.   

Buddhism, however, after all, is not science.  The way of approaching 

problems in Buddhism is different than science.  Buddhism approaches all 

questions as questions about the nature of knowing itself.  In other words, to get 

to the bottom of Buddhism is to see into the principle of how we can manifest the 

wisdom that knows the nature of this world and the nature or our selves.  

Buddhism is the teaching that implores us to see into the activity of wisdom itself.  

It asks us to see clearly into our activity of knowing itself.   

In the beginning of the story plus and minus are simply unifying and 

being distinct, unifying and facing, over and over again, and then they will 

actually separate from each other.  In this first activity of unification and facing 

over and over again, there is no activity of consciousness, there is no will.  And 

the teaching of Buddhism says that, although it is very difficult, you should at 

least understand this principle, and place it firmly in your heart, as you continue 

your practice.  You should at least understand the principle of why it is that the 

activities unify, and why it is that they come to separate from each other.   

However, if I go back to tell this fundamental principle in detail yet 

again the older students will scold me, saying, “Roshi, no, not again.  Don’t tell 

that same story again!”  So, in order to not be scolded by the older students I 

want to change the subject a little bit.  However, after all, in fact, if you do not 
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really thoroughly understand the principle I was explaining before, then you will 

not be able to understand the birth of the self.  And because you do not 

understand the birth of the self then you always end up stopping in that "I am" 

self, and then thinking about things from that "I am" point of view.  

Because you are always standing up in the point of view, and thinking 

about things from that "I am" point of view you tend to acknowledge as valid, and 

study those sorts of teachings that entertain the "I am" self, that sound good to the 

"I am" self, and you tend to reject or avoid teachings that are hard to take for the 

"I am" self, that do not appeal to it, that do not taste good to it.   

One simple way of looking at it, within the teaching of Tathagata Zen, is 

to say that when we talk about the growth or development of the self, it is 

important to remember that a new self can only be manifest when the old self has 

vanished.   

Who is it who asserts and insists upon the "I am" self?  According to 

Tathagata Zen it is only this unique consciousness itself that can assert the 

existence of the "I am" self.  When you fixate your "I am" self, then no matter 

how much you may say you are growing and developing, you really are not 

developing unless you dissolve that "I am" self.  One foundation of Buddhist 

teaching is to say that to understand the process of growth and development, our 

function of consciousness must come to understand that with each step of 

advancement the old self has been dissolved and a new self has been born.   

What I would like beginning students to carefully understand first, as 

they start their practice, is that the practice of Tathagata Zen is the practice of 

manifesting a new self.  If you strongly can hold the attitude that knows, “I must 

manifest a new self,” then even if you run into very difficult and painful 

situations, you will be able to manifest a new self.  

Tathagata Zen says that the arising of a very strong will to manifest the 

self as the complete, perfect self, is natural.  That sort of will naturally will arise.  



1st Teisho Sesshin, November 9, 1999   Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment on 

Mu 

 

 

 
7 

In Buddhism it is said that we must have as our ideal moving forward in order to 

manifest the complete self.  

Buddhism says that if you honestly reflect back on your own past you 

will have to admit that you have had experiences when you have thought, “I am 

perfectly fine just the way I am.  This is it.  I am good just like this.”   

All of you were, I imagine, once three or four years old.  In Japan when 

you are a kid there is this special way of playing called origami where you fold 

paper, and out of the folded paper you make snakes and cranes and so forth.  I do 

not know if you did origami when you were young, but it does not really matter, 

any example will do.  I am sure that you had many experiences as you were 

playing when you smiled, and felt at peace, thinking, “Yes!  I did it!  I did a 

good job!  This is good.  This is enough.”  But also, probably , we have all had 

experiences where just when we thought we had done such a wonderful job our 

mother comes along and says, “This is not the right way,” and she might even 

undo the origami we had gone to all the trouble to make!  When that happens we 

probably all felt bitter, and ended up crying.  Of course this does not just apply to 

origami.  There are many different games and activities we do with our mothers.  

Another experience I think we have all had is receiving instruction from our 

mothers.  And because she has now taught us a new thing, even though we might 

have been crying before, again we smile, and feel better, and are happy.    

In Tathagata Zen we say that it is inevitably that in our process of 

growth we will have these times when we feel, “This is good.  This is enough.”  

The teaching of Tathagata Zen, however, further says that also we all have 

experienced that condition of “This is good.  This is enough” breaking open, and 

becoming “This is no good.  This is not yet good enough.”  In Tathagata Zen we 

say that we have all had these experiences of thinking something is enough, or 

sufficient, or good, and then having our consciousness change, and transform into 

a consciousness that recognizes that, in fact, it is not sufficient, it is not enough.  
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But, as we grow we forget these childhood experiences, and simply, arrogantly 

assert our "I am".  When a child thinks, “This is good,” that is the child’s own 

consciousness recognizing it as good, and so fundamentally that recognition is 

neither good nor evil, neither correct nor incorrect.  It is totally innocent.   

We can actually say that all of these experiences are, in their own way, 

manifestations of tranquillity or peace of mind.  When we think, “This is good,” 

there is a certain peace of mind in that, and when we understand “This is bad,” 

because it is our own consciousness that is doing that understanding, there is a 

certain kind of peace of mind in that.  And also, when we are taught by our 

mothers a new way, and we understand that, there is also peace of mind.   

Buddhism says, however, that even though we may, actually, be in the 

midst of experiencing a new way, if we fixate our selves, then we really will 

become unable to manifest a new self, even in the midst of experiencing new 

ways.  Psychology, these days, is very popular, and this is a very good thing, 

really.  It is very similar, and close to Zen practice, but from my point of view I 

have to say that psychology has not yet deeply and clearly investigated this 

process manifesting a new self, in terms of consciousness.  There were some 

psychologists here during the previous sesshin, too! 

Of course this experience of thinking “This is good.  This is it.  This is 

enough,” is not a bad experience, it is fine experience as far as it goes, but from 

the point of view of someone who has advanced on to manifest the perfect self it 

is seen that there is always something further, something above that “This is good 

as it is,” experience.  The truly good thing is moving forward, moving up and up 

and up.  That process of growth is the truly good thing. 

Zen practice does not unquestioningly accept these experiences.  Zen 

practice asks us to manifest the wisdom that knows why we have the kind of 

consciousness that thinks, “This is good enough,” and why we have the kind of 

consciousness that thinks, "I am".  Zen practice, in fact, demands that we 
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investigate right from the beginning why we have consciousness at all.  And this 

is what we have been studying. We have been studying why consciousness arises.   

I have been telling you that when it comes to the manifestation of 

consciousness, and understanding it, there are many different barriers and levels 

that you go through, just in the same way as a first grader becomes a second 

grader who becomes a third grader.  Whenever the self who thinks, “Yes, this is 

great.  This is good enough,” is manifest, that self never can be fixated. It must 

then dissolve itself, and go on to manifest a new self, a new activity of 

consciousness.  I have been telling you that to manifest a new consciousness one 

after the next after the next is the process that brings us closer and closer to what 

we can call true existence.  And then, undoubtedly, the condition in which 

consciousness does not need to be done anymore is manifest.  And that state, 

where consciousness does not need to be done anymore, is called the perfect 

condition, the perfect self.   

When the perfect self is manifest, when the perfect condition is manifest 

that is when plus and minus have totally become one with each other, but I also 

have been telling you that when the two activities are acting, approaching that 

condition, there are two basic ways they act.  There are the times when the plus 

activity is taking the lead, and there are also times when the minus activity is 

taking the lead.  The process of growing to become the perfect self is the process 

in which the living, plus activity is taking the lead.  In other words it is the male 

activity who is leading in the process, and through his leading the life activity is 

completed.  And during these times when the male, plus activity is leading the 

female, minus activity is also acting, but she is accompanying and helping the 

male activity.  When, in this case, the complete self is manifest, that is the state 

in which living does not need to be done anymore.  Many people say that it is 

necessary for us to transcend life, to transcend the activity of living, but, truly, 

there is no such thing as transcendence.  When the condition of not needing to do 
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living anymore is reached that is the manifestation of the perfect self.  This is 

different, I think, than most people’s conception of transcendence.  Of, if you 

want to speak of transcendence, you must understand it as completing the living 

activity.  By doing the complete, perfect living activity we, so to speak, transcend 

life.  But we also warn you that if you are the kind of guy who thinks, “I am a 

man.  I can do the living activity all by myself.  I do not need the help of 

woman,” there is no way that you are going to be able to manifest the condition of 

the perfect self through doing living until it no longer needs to be done.   

Conversely, Buddhism also teaches that the other side of the process 

inevitably will take place, in which the dying activity is leading, being helped and 

accompanied by the living activity, and this process continues until the self is 

manifest who does not need to die anymore.   

The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that within our way of being there 

are two manifestations of the perfect self.  There is the manifestation of the 

perfect self through the living activity leading, and there is the manifestation of 

perfect self through the dying activity leading.   

The state of not needing to do living anymore inevitably will be 

manifest, and just as undoubtedly the state of not needing to do dying anymore, 

this perfect self, will be manifest.  According to Buddhism, those are both times 

when we have manifested true love.  What it means to be a human being is to 

walk on having the manifestation of true love be your ideal.  This is our true 

path.  This is our true way of being.   

Although we speak of the “Manifestation of true love” from my point of 

view, although many religions also speak of love, it seems as if what they teach 

are only things that reveal that they do not understand what love is.   

As I have been telling you, this condition of manifesting true love can 

also be understood as the manifestation of the cosmic Buddha, the manifestation 

of true God.   
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Buddhism concludes that because the manifestation of true love is when 

plus and minus have totally unified with each other, it is the state that does not 

need to be seen by anyone, nor does it need to see anyone.  True love is neither 

good nor evil.  That is the truly good thing!    

People who do not understand love are the ones who blabber and jabber 

on and on endlessly about “Love this,” and “Love that.”  People who are 

experiencing true love do not speak about it.   

If, according to Tathagata Zen, you cannot manifest true love, then you 

will end up, always, fixating your self.  This state of being stuck in the fixated 

self is exactly the state that Mumon is describing as being dependent on trees and 

attached to grasses.  It means that we are in a state of having lost our home, and 

so we go aimlessly wafting and wandering, like vagabonds, to the branch of the 

tree, and then wandering down aimlessly to the root, and then blowing over to the 

flower.  We will always be in that state of aimless roaming, and the story will 

just end, having never gotten out of that state.  This is the part I got to in teisho 

the last time. 

Actually Mumon is taking up an old, pre-Buddhist way of thinking, and 

inserting it into his comment here.  According to true Buddhist teaching it is said 

that, the born self, although it will, of course, be in this condition of aimless 

wandering, it will inevitably, after a week, manifest the unification of subject and 

object.  Because plus helps minus and minus helps plus, after seven days the 

perfect self will be manifest.   

The conclusion is that those who cannot manifest the perfect self cannot 

because they are attached to their "I am" selves.   

I know I repeated the same story I always tell for the sake of the new 

people, but what I would like everyone to remember is that when we face this 

fundamental question of What should our ideal be, Buddhism says that our ideal 

should be the manifestation of the perfect self.  When we personify the 
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manifestation of the complete self we say that it is the manifestation of true love.  

This should be our ideal.  I think that probably if it is a wise mother and father 

when they educate their child they will teach the child from the start that our goal 

as people is to manifest true love, is to manifest the complete self.  Buddhism 

says that when we forget this, and stop having the manifestation of true love as 

our ideal, and fall, instead, into making other, irrelevant goals, based on being 

attached to our "I am" selves, such as making a lot of money, or becoming an 

upstanding citizen our ideal, then we are no longer walking along the true path of 

being a human being. 

Within this great process, however, within the process of manifesting 

living until it does not need to be done anymore, and also manifesting dying until 

it does not need to be done anymore, many and various things come up along the 

way.  Why do all of these things come up?  According to Buddhism the reason 

why all of these troubles and problems arise is because we fixate and attach to our 

"I am" self, and then are unable to manifest true love, unable to manifest perfect 

love, the perfect self.  

From tomorrow I will begin with the new part of the comment, where he 

says, “Now what is this barrier?” 

 

終 

The End 


