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Mumonkan  
Case Fifteen 

Tozan’s Sixty Blows 
 Unmon asked Tozan during sanzen one day, “Where have you come from?”  Tozan said, “From 

Sato.”  Unmon asked, “Where were you during ge-ango, the rainy season?”  Tozan said, “At Hozu 

monastery in Konan province.”  Unmon asked, “When did you leave there?”  Tozan replied, “On 

August 25th.”  Unmon said, “I should give you sixty blows with a stick, but today I forgive you.”  The 

next day Tozan went to see the master and said, “Yesterday you spared me sixty blows.  I cannot see, 

however, where I was at fault.”  Unmon said, “You rice bag!  Hanging around Kozei and Konan like 

this.”  Tozan, at this, was thoroughly enlightened. 

 

 Although we’ve already been doing this summer seichu training period we won’t have the 

opening ceremony until after a week has gone by.  When we have the opening ceremony for seichu 

training period everybody has their own place; everybody, according to their position has a place to sit 

during the ceremony.  Unfortunately, here, because we don’t have enough money, we’re not able to 

build a true formal zendo where everybody has their proper place, and so we’re not able to do that 

kind of a ceremony, and I really think it’s regrettable that I can’t give all of you a taste of that kind of 

formal practice.   

 This training period is about three months long, or we could call it a ninety day training period, 

and it’s not that long of a time, but I guess it’s not that short of a time either, and especially for those 

people who aren’t used to this kind of life-style I think it’s going to be difficult.  One reason it is hard is 

that you can’t just arbitrarily take a break whenever your ass hurts, or your belly hurts, or your eyes 

hurt.  The only way it is possible for you to take a break out of the schedule is, let’s say your belly 

hurts then you have to talk to the person who sits next to you on the tan in the zendo, and tell them 

you aren’t feeling well, and then they’ll tell the shoji, and then the shoji will arrange for you to escape 

to the infirmary for sick monks, what we call the nirvana hall.  And then when evening comes if your 
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head or belly stops hurting then you are allowed to return to the zendo.  But, if you are not able to 

return to the zendo in one night, if you have to spend two nights in the infirmary, which is also called 

the Maitreya Hall, then you have to go through a special ceremony called the re-entering of the sick 

monk into the zendo in order to join everybody again in the zendo.  The rules of seichu are very strict.  

Even if a relative of yours were to pass away during seichu we don’t give permission for you to take 

zanka 暫暇, a leave of absence, during the seichu period.  So of course it goes without saying that 

just for a friends wedding or something like that you can’t take time off during seichu.  The only 

circumstances in which we permit people to take zanka or a leave of absence during seichu would be if 

one of your parents were to die, or your teacher were to die, then you could take five days or a week 

off.  I don’t think that kind of severe, strict place of practice has been born yet in America, although 

maybe it will be born someday.    

 But, for human beings, it seems that without doing that kind of strict, severe training for three 

months or so, it’s not possible for us to wash our heads, to give our brains a good laundering of all the 

old customs and habits we have become used to.   

 To give an example, even when it comes to food it is hard for us to overcome our habits.  For 

example, if you’re a Japanese person you might be able to eat Japanese food, but you might find it very 

difficult to eat Chinese food, or if you are a Chinese person you might find it impossible to eat 

American food or Japanese food.  If it were about twenty years ago, if you take the example of 

myself, I was able to eat anything, I was able to eat any kind of American food, but now that I’m older I 

find that I really can only be happy eating Japanese food.  So you can see how deeply ingrained these 

customs are in us.  They are very difficult to escape.  

 And another example is, let’s say you’re a Christian and you are in the habit of praying every 

morning, or let’s say you’re a Buddhist and you’re in the habit of chanting every morning, you fall into 

not really feeling like you are solidly there unless you do your praying or your chanting.  If we start 

talking about how difficult it is to escape from one’s habits or customs, everybody will know what I’m 

talking about.  And you might think that understanding about habits we could easily escape from old 

habits and live any kind of life we think of, but actually this is very difficult to do.   It’s one thing to 

understand that something is just a habit, but much more difficult to actually be free from a habit. 

 To give another example, let’s say you’re in the habit of meeting your lover everyday, then if 

you don’t get to meet your lover you feel that somehow your life is incomplete; whatever you do, 
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whether you stand or sit, you can’t find any ease, you will always feel somehow lonely.  But, if you do 

this three month training period seriously then you will learn how to become free from your habits, 

and something like separating from your lover will be completely easy for you to do after going 

through this training.  I think it is fair to say that what we call our habits are very frightening things!  

To create a new human life is an incredibly difficult thing. 

 The first thing, therefore, to get into if you want to be able to be free from your habits is to 

learn how to launder your brain.  To say to wash your brain, or launder your brain might be easy to 

say, but it is very difficult to just do it, and so that’s why we organize these three month training 

periods so that you will naturally become able to live happily by yourself, and break your old habits.  

Doing this kind of training, and leading others in this kind of training, you will come to know what I 

mean.  As I watch all of you go through this training I can see for myself its effects in your behavior.   

 Of course the ability to transcend one’s habits occurs through a principle, and so if you deeply 

understand this principle then even without doing any kind of special training you will be able to 

transcend and escape from your habits.   

 I’ve been telling you over and over again up until now that the activity which forms this entire 

cosmos is the same activity that forms your self.  And enlightened ones have taught that this activity 

can be called the dharma activity.  And the teaching of enlightened ones has been that if you truly 

understand this principle of the dharma activity then you can easily transcend any kind of custom or 

habit you might have.  And we can also say conversely that without understanding the principle of 

the dharma activity it isn’t possible to escape from or transcend our habits.  And we also say that 

through your deepening intimacy, your deepening knowledge of the dharma activity you will both 

understand that it is imperative for you to transcend your habits, and also that it is possible to 

transcend your habits.   

 And the teaching of Buddhism says that even when we look at fighting: one person fighting with 

another person, or countries fighting in war, that those kinds of activities of fighting occur through one 

form of mistaken thinking about one’s habits or one’s customs, namely the habit of wanting to always 

live in a comfortable way for oneself.  But, through clearly understanding the principle of the dharma 

activity one will be capable of being free from this mistaken custom, this mistaken way of thinking, of 

always wanting to protect oneself.  So I hope that from hearing this you understand why it is that 

Buddhism is always teaching about the dharma activity.   
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 The conclusion we can reach from this is that when we talk about making a home, when we talk 

about our making a life, it is through freely following the dharma activity that we do the activity of 

making a home.  What I’m saying is that the very first practice we must do is the practice of knowing 

the dharma activity.  Although I think it is probably difficult for people who are just beginning this 

practice, the very first practice that we give you is to ask you to manifest the wisdom for yourself that 

clearly knows the dharma activity. 

 So I ask you all to chant “dooooo” with me.  And I ask you when you are chanting “dooooo” 

where are you?  Where were you when you were chanting “dooooo?”  The teaching of Buddhism 

says that it is never the case that you can lose your home.  From the very beginning we say that 

although it is possible to lose a friend, or a lover, or your father, it is never possible to lose your self.  

(Roshi hits with the stick)  When you heard this sound where were you?  Always the thing that we 

call your place of living is being manifested by you.  When you said “amen” where were you?  

“Namuamidabutunamuamidabutsu,” when you chant that where were you?  Where have you been?  

What I’m saying is that it is always the case that without losing your self, you yourself are manifesting 

your home.   

 Zen practice begins with the realization of your home.  You might study alot of very difficult 

things, but no matter how many difficult things you learn and study if you don’t manifest the wisdom 

for yourself that you are always manifesting your home all those difficult things that you have learned 

will come to nothing, do you no good at all.  From this principle the koan ,”How do you manifest your 

home when you are driving in a car?” is also born.  Or when you are being embraced by your mother 

where are you?  Or when you get a little older, how about when you are embracing your lover, where 

are you then?  When you heard the bird sing where were you?  When you see a flower where are 

you?  If you are not able to manifest the wisdom which understands the basics of your own existence 

then no matter what kind of difficult things you study it is just like garbage, you are just turning 

yourself into a rascal.   

 I’m working on finishing my ninety first year of being alive, and so I’ve come to the place where 

I can’t say any lies when I’m teaching, that’s why I’ve become more and more severe in my teaching. 

 What I’m hoping is that all of you can come yourselves to be able to manifest the wisdom for 

yourself that truly grasps that always you are manifesting your home.  You might have been studying 

zazen for five or ten years, and you have been learning about how you are always manifesting your 
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home, but you can’t seem to really get to the bottom of it, you can’t seem to really penetrate this 

principle thoroughly, and that’s why it is a pitiful, miserable situation you are in.   

 Everything, no matter if it is a dog or a cat, all kinds of things always have their homes.  But I 

don’t think dogs and cats can manifest the wisdom that knows that.  But in Buddhism we say that as 

for human beings, if we’re not able to manifest the wisdom of manifesting our homes then we will end 

up thinking in a self-centered way, always chasing after our own convenience, and never be able to 

find peace in the world, then this thing that we call human war will never disappear.   

 I’ve stopped reading the newspaper so much recently, but if you look at a newspaper you can 

see what eloquent things politicians from every country are saying.  But no matter what ambassador 

or minister it is, from any country, what they all are really saying is that which is convenient and 

profitable to themselves.   

 It’s fine to talk about equality, but if you really stand up upon the point of view that we all must 

manifest homes which are equal then you couldn’t remain there talking in a way to protect your own 

convenience.  And that’s why I said from the start that Zen practice begins with the training of 

manifesting the wisdom which knows what our homes are.  But, actually, this practice of manifesting 

your home continues until the moment you die, continues until the very end. 

 And when we face the koan that we read today we can also see clearly that this koan is 

expounding the tenet that your self is never apart from your home, that you are always manifesting 

your home.   

 The Zen master Unmon appears in the koan.  This Unmon who appears in this koan is the 

same Unmon whose disciples after him created a whole school of Zen, a distinct style of Zen in the 

T’ang dynasty called the Unmon school of Zen.  But whether you talk about Unmon or Rinzai or Tozan 

or Eigyo, all of these great Zen masters didn’t teach Zen thinking themselves that they wanted to start 

their own school of Zen, it was the people who came after them that made these schools.  It was the 

people, the disciples who came after these masters who decided that their teachings were special and 

distinct, and therefore made distinct schools and named them after these teachers, it wasn’t Unmon or 

Rinzai or Eigyo themselves who were striving to make a new school, or teach in a special way.  For 

example it was Rinzai’s students who felt his teaching was unique and made a school called Rinzai Zen.   

 I hope that sometime I’ll have the opportunity to speak in detail about the difference between 

Unmon Zen and Rinzai Zen, but since it’s a difficult subject I won’t get into it right now.  But just to say 
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it briefly and  simply we can characterize Unmon’s style of Zen as a kind of Zen in which a beautiful 

belt is very neatly tied.  And Rinzai Zen is the kind of Zen in which the belt which is tied is the kind of 

belt which doesn’t need to appear or disappear.  Although you can explain the difference in this 

simple way to really get into the details of the difference is difficult so I won’t get into it here. 

 The Tozan that appears in this koan is not the Tozan that is the founder of the Soto School, it’s a 

different monk of the same name, Tozan.  Anyway, Tozan, planning to do his training with Unmom, 

comes to visit him.   And it’s the same as we practice here, when you go to visit the Roshi for the first 

time there is a special ceremony called “shoken, the first meeting.”  And after you have gone through 

this shoken ceremony then you can enter the zendo with the other practitioners, and freely go to 

sanzen with everybody else.  The situation which is being brought up in this koan is after Tozan has 

gone through the shoken ceremony, and it is bringing up a problem that occurred in sanzen between 

Unmon and Tozan.   

 I’m having some problems with my teeth.  There is something which has been put in my 

mouth after having teeth pulled that is making it feel very strange, and I can’t even swallow my own 

saliva, much less talk smoothly, so I think my voice must be hard to hear today.  Even if you just lose 

one or two teeth, you can’t naturally talk the way that you normally would.  So I can understand, let’s 

say if you become poverty stricken, or your lover runs away from you, or your father passes away, 

how, in these circumstances the activity of your brain can become a mess.  When you fall into a 

situation like that you have to get your true self back again some how, you have to somehow manifest 

the wisdom for yourself that knows  that you are your home.  It’s really pitiful, it really makes me 

want to cry, I mean, if you take all the time and trouble to come here wanting to know the true nature 

of your self, and so you begin to practice zazen, but then you get caught up in all sorts of boring, trivial 

things and you aren’t able to manifest your true self, then I don’t think there is anything as sad as that.  

It’s really sad, it’s really pitiable, when I see this sort of situation it moves me to want to pick up my 

stick and really smack you to wake you up.  But I can’t do that, so I have to find some other way to try 

to help you to open your eyes.  Please make some kind of effort yourself to open up your eyes to the 

wisdom which clearly knows your home, and clearly knows your true self.   

 Anyway, getting back to this sanzen where Unmon asks Tozan a question.  Before we enter 

the text Tozan has already probably asked Unmon, “This is my first sanzen so please give me a koan.”  

There’s no doubt that, although it isn’t written in the text, I’m sure that Tozan asked humbly, “ Could 
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you please give me a koan?”  So what kind of a koan did Unmon give to Tozan?  A true practitioner is 

a practitioner who immediately upon receiving Unmon’s koan must open their eyes to it.  The koan 

that Unmon says is, “Recently, before we met where were you?  Now we are meeting, but before we 

met where were you?”  It sounds like a very lighthearted, very superficial kind of question, but if you 

really look into it it has a very deep meaning to it.   

 The question, “Where were you?”  This “Where” in the question is very difficult.  Certainly 

before Tozan came to Unmon’s place he was practicing in another temple, and after he left that temple 

he went on various travels before he arrived there, and so if you think about this carefully you can see 

what a deep question it is.  There are all kinds of different answers that can come up here, but, it was 

never the case that Tozan was ever separate from the experience of standing straight up firmly upon 

this great earth, this great globe.  And in the same way he was always being embraced from above by 

the great heaven.  Whether it is Unmon or Tozan or you or me, we are all absolutely equal, because 

we are always standing straight up upon this great earth, and always being embraced from above by 

the great heavens.  There are all sorts of different kinds of places I guess that can appear, but it 

doesn’t matter who you are, you are the same as me, your lover is the same, your mother is the same, 

we are all standing straight up firmly in the same one great universe.  The words that Unmon is using 

when he asks this question to Tozan point clearly to this tenet that we are all equal,  we are all 

standing up straight, and equally sharing the same home.  If there is an absolute being, or something 

that we can call God or Buddha, that absolute being, that God or Buddha also will have this same one 

great cosmos as its home.  This is the tenet that Unmon is treading firmly upon when he asks Tozan 

the question, and if you are a true practitioner yourself immediately upon hearing the question you 

will grasp this principle.   

 But what did Tozan answer?  He just said, “I was at this place called Sato.”  It’s just the name 

of a town.  I think Tozan probably looked pretty good.  He probably had the posture and the look of 

a real monk.  Seeing him you might think he was a courageous young monk, a real unsui 雲水, but I 

don’t know what kind of ears he was listening to Unmon’s question with, it’s clear from his answer that 

he totally missed the point of the koan.  Unmon had his own enlightenment here.  He saw clearly for 

himself that although Tozan looked like a courageous brave monk he was really an unripe practitioner, 

still green.  In his heart Unmon was thinking quietly “Okay, this guy is still a really immature young 

practitioner.  But, I guess there’s nothing that can be done about it.  An immature person is just an 



Day One General Sesshin, July 7, 1998 Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi on Mumonkan Case Fifteen 

 

 

8 

 

immature person, and I guess that’s just the way it is, so I better ask another question.”   

 So what kind of koan did Unmon give for the second koan?  “Oh really?  You were in Sato?  

What about during the previous seichu training period?  Where were you living then?”  This is the 

second koan which Unmon asks Tozan.  And then Tozan answers very honestly to the second koan 

and says, “I spent last seichu at a temple called Hozu in the province of Konan.”  There’s no doubt 

about it, a very honest answer.  He answered very honestly right away, “I was at this village called 

Sato.  I was at this monastery called Hozu.”  He was a very honest monk all around.  Honest, but as 

far as actually answering Unmon’s koans it is very easy to see that he totally missed the point, he 

misheard them, he didn’t understand at all what Unmon was getting at. 

 If you say you were at a village called Sato, then that’s fine, but when you were in Sato there 

was no you apart from your home of Sato.  And when you are doing a seichu period, when you are 

living in seichu, then there is no self apart from that place that you are doing seichu.   

 But Tozan didn’t yet understand this principle, this tenet.  And because he didn’t understand, 

Unmon asks him another koan, piles another koan on top of the two, and asks him, “So, okay, when did 

you leave that place you were previously practicing in?”  And the ever-honest Tozan again answers 

honestly, “I left the temple I was previously doing seichu at on August 25th.”  It’s an honest answer, 

but it’s the kind of answer that anybody could give, it’s not the kind of answer that a true practitioner 

would give.  For a true practitioner there is no yesterday, and there is also no today, and that is the 

true today.  No today and no tomorrow, that is the true today; that is what you have to say here.   

 Whether you look at a mountain or up at the heavenly sky, your home is always the same.  

Neither heaven nor earth, the true act of you making your home 住まいしておるという働き, of you 

doing living has both heaven and earth as its content.  If your home is somehow separate from your 

self then you will be tied up by this separate-from-you home, tied up by either desiring it or oppositely 

being afraid of it, always you will be bound up by this other-than-yourself home.  There are no homes 

apart from your home, but if you do no clearly grasp this tenet you will always have to suffer being tied 

up by some place other than your self, tied up by heaven or earth, by mountains or rivers.   

 But this is a very difficult thing.  Heaven also is your home, the mountains are also your home, 

the future and the past both are your home, but to truly manifest the wisdom which knows this for 

yourself is very difficult.  I say that it’s a difficult thing to manifest that wisdom, but the only reason 

why it is so difficult is because you are fixated to your self.  If you weren’t fixating yourself then 
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naturally and freely you would be able to see that the heavens and the earth, the future and the past 

are all your home.  If you fixate yourself, for example if you fixate yourself as a Japanese person or a 

Filipino person or a Chinese person or an American person then you will be led around by the nose by 

heaven and earth, or by future and past, tied up by these homes which are separate from yourself.  

But if you are able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that you are neither Japanese nor Chinese nor 

American, which sees that the great cosmos itself is you, then there will be no need to attach to 

anything.   

 No matter how much you study if you are attached to something, no matter what it is, if you 

are attached to heaven or to earth, to America or to Europe or to Japan, then you will not be your true 

self.   

 I think finally we have arrived at the historical era in which everybody knows that we must 

manifest the wisdom that we all have simply one world, simply one universe as our shared home.  

However,  it seems even Zen students get tied up with thinking “I am Japanese,” or “ I am Chinese,” 

and then you are no longer really doing true Zen practice.   

 So I hope that now you understand that Tozan’s answer, “I left the monastery on August 25th” 

may be honest, but it is the normal answer you would expect from anybody who is fixating their self, 

not the answer a true practitioner would give.  So hearing that answer Unmon thought to himself, 

“This unsui, this monk is still an infant.”  When people teach by hitting their students with the stick 

the phrase which is used in the original to describe this kind of education is “santonnobo 三頓の棒” 

and san is three and ton is some number, it doesn’t really matter what number it is, so three bundles of 

this ton, usually translated as twenty, blows with the stick.  Zen education is to beat to death the way 

of consciousness which fixates the “I am” self.  But it’s really difficult to do.  So without hitting it 

doesn’t seem that this illness of fixating the self can be cured.  But, on that day Unmon’s neuralgia 

was acting up, his arm hurt, so he said, “Well I should hit you sixty times but today I won’t.”  These 

days, I also, because of my neuralgia, and because when summer comes I can’t eat as well, I also can’t 

do the kind of education with the stick of beating the “I am” fixated self to death, because my body 

simply isn’t up to it.  If I do try to use the stick, because of my feebleness, my students end up just 

stealing it from me, so it’s really better that I don’t even try to teach that way.  Anyway, Unmon says 

to Tozan that he won’t use this special kind of  teaching that day.  But we should stop for today 

here.               
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