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Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Mumon’s Comment

For the practice of zen it is imperative that you pass through the barriers

set up by the ancestral teachers. For marvelous enlightenment, you must com-

pletely cut off the mind road. If you do not pass the barrier of the ancestors and

have not  cut  off  the  mind road,  then  you are  a  ghost  clinging to  bushes  and

grasses. What is the barrier of the ancestral teachers? It is just this one character

of Mu, the one barrier of our faith. We call it the gateless barrier of the zen tradi-

tion.

I have been talking over and over again at great length about the activity

of the mind. I’ve been telling you that we are manifesting this thing called the

self, having the activity of mind as our content.    But this same mind is the activ-

ity which forms the cosmos itself.  There is only one mind. There are not two

minds.    What I’m telling you is that if you go to experience the ultimate place of

the activity of mind, that will be experiencing the mind which forms the universe.

The activity of mind, if you analyze it, you see that it’s comprised of two

mutually opposing activities, the activity of tatha-gatha thus-going, and the activ-

ity of tatha-agata, thus-coming.

According to Nyorai Zen, although we do talk about the ultimate place,

the extreme point of the activity of mind, we also talk about the origin and the re-

sult. When the result is manifest, then it turns around and manifests the most basic

origin,  and then that origin gives rise to the manifestation of the result.  These

manifestations of result and origin repeat endlessly.

Although in the text it uses this word, to cut off the mind road, it seems as

if it means that when you arrive at the ultimate place of the activity of mind, the

mind is cut off, but the activity of mind actually never stops.    There is a begin-

ning and there is an end. The beginning is the origin, and the end is the result, and

these results and origins repeat over and over again. There is no end to it.

Although we sometimes use plus and minus to describe the activity of

mind, we also use expanding and contracting to describe the activity of mind.
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From the perspective of zen practice, we also use the term, living and dying. The

living activity is the expanding activity. The dying activity is the contracting ac-

tivity.

It should go without saying that it is never the case that these activities of

living and dying disappear entirely. The living and dying activities repeat end-

lessly.    There might be some people among you that think that when you die, you

completely die, and that means that the activity of dying disappears forever.    I

guess it’s fine to think that, but that activity, that functioning of consciousness

which thinks that, that functioning of consciousness itself is appearing and being

hidden, over and over again. So, according to Buddhism we say that it isn’t the

teaching of Buddhism to fixate that kind of thinking.

The activity of living, because it’s the activity of mind itself, will act eter-

nally, and the activity of dying also, because it is part of the activity of mind, will

also act eternally.

When you think about it carefully though, when the activity of mind mani-

fests a new condition of mind, in that process the origin and the result appear.

Within the process of the activity of mind making a new condition of mind, with-

out fail, the world of past, present and future will appear.    When the new condi-

tion of mind is completely manifest, then past, present and future disappear.

As one way of teaching, we say that the present moment is the self, is ex-

istences.    In the condition of the origin there is no self.    Also, in the condition of

the result, in the condition of the complete result, there is no "I am" self. This is

the condition in which it is the perfect, complete condition, the condition in which

past, present and future all have disappeared.

But it isn’t really the case that the self has disappeared, or that there is no

self. The self has become the complete self.    When these worlds of past, present

and future appear within the process of the activity of mind making a new condi-

tion of mind, then that world of the present is the world of existence.

In general  it  seems as  if  everybody thinks,  and also everybody is  still

taught, that the true world is this world of past, present and future, and the world

that appears when the self dies or disappears is not the true world.    I guess that’s

fine.    But the world of past, present and future is not a fixated thing.    Without

fail, the world of past, present and future will disappear, and the complete perfect

condition of zero will appear.

If there is such a thing as the complete condition, the perfect condition,

then that which appears, the self which appears in this world of past, present and

future is neither complete nor incomplete.
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If we do say, like all of you seem to think, that the perfect condition, the

condition of zero, is not the true world, then it is, I guess true, that the world of

past, present and future is the true world.

So now you should clearly understand the difference between the human

world and the religious world.

Human beings, thinking that this human world is the true world, put great

efforts and take very seriously the protection of what they call human morality.

But the complete perfect world of zero, in which there is neither past, present, nor

future, is a world that has no morality.    Now we have to face the problem of what

is the true world, what is the true condition? What is the true self?

I’ve been telling you that when the self completely makes both the activi-

ties of plus and minus its content, that is the appearance of zero, the appearance of

the complete self.    When that zero breaks itself apart, then again the world of

past, present and future appears.

If we personify the world of zero, we can call it the world of God, and that is in

contradistinction to the human world of past, present and future.

When we talk about the world of God and the human world, we say that

the human world is the world of the separation of subject and object.    In compari-

son to that, the God world is the world of the unification of subject and object.

To talk about a true world, it would never be a world which is in opposi-

tion to some other world. The conclusion that is reached by Tathagata Zen is that

the true activity, the true world is this continual repetition of the appearance of the

world of God and the appearance of the human world of past, present and future.

Not leaning toward plus, and not rejecting minus, always plus and minus mutually

working together, this repetitive activity is what we call the middle way, and that

is, at least as one way of teaching, the conclusion that Tathagata Zen reaches as

the true way of being, the true nature.    That is the activity of mind.    That is, if

we want to talk about zen, zen activity, we can also call zen activity the dharma

activity. This repetitive activity of the middle way is the dharma activity.

If you really see clearly into this principle, then you become the truly free

person.    But if you don’t understand this principle, then you will get suffering.

Whether you meet the death activity or the life activity, it will be suffering for

you.

When you meet the God world, the world of living, or the devil world, the

world of dying, immediately you must break through, pass through that point of

meeting, but if your eyeball has not been opened up to this principle of the middle

way, then you won’t be able to break through.
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Mumon comes up here and he starts talking about these barriers, the activ-

ity of living, the activity of dying, the activity of zero all appear as barriers, and

he calls them all the barrier of the patriarchs.    But it really isn’t the patriarchs’

barrier or the Buddha’s barrier or God’s barrier.    For someone who has truly un-

derstood the repetitive activity of living activity and dying activity, who has truly

understood the principle of the middle way, there are no barriers.    But anyway,

Mumon is right in front of everybody, showing everybody this barrier of the mid-

dle way.

What he’s saying is that if you haven’t manifested the wisdom for yourself

that really sees into this middle way, then everything will be like wandering in the

dark for you.

Without fail, the activity of mind will meet up with barriers and stop at

these barriers, and these places of stopping, some of them are happy, and some of

them are sad, filled with suffering.

What is being said here is that this is because you think that the activity of

mind is a fixated thing.    Everybody thinks that the activity of mind which forms

the self, thinks of it as a fixated thing.    But it’s zen that stands up and says the ac-

tivity of mind is never fixated.

The kind of teachings that do teach that the activity of mind is a fixated

thing are teachings which are not Buddhism, and before the birth of Buddhism

there were lots of different sorts of teachings, teachings about ghosts and spirits,

and this is the example that Mumon brings up here.    Although ghosts and spirits

do appear in this human world, it’s Buddhism that negates these ghosts and spir-

its.    People often say that when you die you become a spirit or a ghost.    If you

don’t think that there is this world of ghosts and spirits, then you feel anxious.

So Buddhism says that really ghosts don’t exist, but on the other hand, acknowl-

edging these other teachings, these other religions, Buddhism also says that ghosts

do exist.

Even if you read the sutras, there are sutras that are saying things are actu-

ally in total opposition to what Buddhism really says, so if you read the sutras,

you have to really open up your eyes when you read them.    There are so many

people who really affirm and fixate these ideas of ghosts and spirits, that to sim-

ply, even though they don’t really exist, to simply negate their existence would

make teaching these people extremely difficult, so, as a temporary way of teach-

ing we affirm their existence.

So what he’s saying here is that when people die, out of this physical body

comes jumping this thing, we could call it a ghost or a phantom, or a spirit, there
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are lots of different names for it, and these ghosts jump out of the body and go liv-

ing for a week or so in grasses or trees.    That’s true. While the human body is

alive these ghosts are able to use the human body as their place of residence, but

when the human body dies, then they have to go to something else living, so they

choose some grass or trees that are alive, and for a week or so, they spend their

time there.    But these grasses and trees also don’t last forever. The flower that

bloomed this morning will drop in the evening, and the grass that blooms (and

thrives) in the springtime will(dry up and) pass away (in the summer), so these

spirits, these ghosts, after having lived in the trees and the grasses, has to find

something else to live in, so they might choose a bird or a dog or some other ani-

mal to live in.    Then, when those things pass away, where does the ghost go next?

It  will  just  choose (to wander in)  the air  that surrounds everything to  live in.

Then, meeting up with some more human beings (who always waant something),

the ghost will then find another living human body to live in.

Then, if that person is not a very strong person, the ghost might be really

strong,  and  the  ghost,  having  entered  the  person,  will  make  the  person  sick.

Ghosts all prefer children to adults or old people, because children have the fra-

grant smell of their mothers’ milk, that’s why the ghosts like them so much.    But

then the children get sick when the ghosts enter them.    But you can bring this

child to the mother, the father, a doctor. Nobody can cure this sickness, because

the ghost is so strong.    So then they come to the monk, and the monk will tell

them the only way to cure this child is to chase the ghost out of the child.    Even

nowadays you can go to a monk or any kind of religious teacher, and they will do

this ceremony to chase out the ghost from the child.

What Mumon is saying here is that everywhere there are religions which

teach in this way.    From the time that Shakyamuni was born, all the way until to-

day, this kind of teaching has been popular. Without a break, it’s always been pop-

ular.      Religious teachers doing these exorcism kind of ceremonies get lots of

money and get fat.    If only I had taught in this way, I probably would have a lot

more members and be bigger than I am.    It’s not that I couldn’t teach in that way.

I really could teach in that way, but I’m sort of bothered by this thought that it’s

really not true, so I can’t really teach in that way very much.

But  if  a  mother  and father  come to  me  with  their  sick  child  and  say,

“Please chase the devil out of this child,” well, because they ask me, there’s noth-

ing I can do about it, so then I’d say that I’m doing that (Or, better, “I must take

up their problem in some way.”).    Or if someone comes to me and says, “My

lover has run away. Where did my lover go to?” because they ask me that ques-
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tion, there’s nothing I can do. I’m trapped.    (They are really asking me to tell

their fortune, and so)    I have to somehow try to help them in some way.

There are lots of different situations that people get themselves into, but

what Mumon is saying here is that when the human is invaded by these ghosts,

the human becomes weak.    But according to zen, the only place that these ghosts

can appear in is this world of past, present and future. So if you don’t attach to

this  world  of  past,  present  and future,  in  one  strike,  in  one  moment,  (at  one

glance), at once, the world of past, present and future will disappear, and the com-

plete world of zero will appear, and these ghosts will be gone.

So it goes without saying that this barrier of the patriarchs, or this gate of

the patriarchs, what’s being talked about here is the world of past, present and fu-

ture.    Then Mumon asks everybody, “So what in the world is this barrier, this

gate of the patriarchs?”    Then he says to everybody, “It’s this Mu that Joshu has

said, just as it is, without changing it at all, that Mu is the barrier.”    If you pass

through this world of past, present and future, there is neither u nor mu.    What

he’s saying here is that all of you will come to be able to manifest the wisdom that

originally there was neither u nor mu, neither being nor non-being, only when the

perfect world of zero bursts open do these things we call u and mu appear. Origi-

nally there was no fixated mu, no fixated u.

U and mu appear in the world of past, present and future.    The plus activ-

ity is trying to manifest itself, is working to manifest itself as u, as existence.    Mu

is working, the minus activity is working to manifest itself as non-being.    But

without fail,  these activities of being and non-being will  again manifest  them-

selves as oneness.    It’s only when you can manifest this kind of wisdom for your-

self that you can be said to have passed through Joshu’s Mu.

What Mumon is telling you here is that, when you can truly break through,

pass through this  world of past,  present and future and manifest  the complete

world of zero, that is the barrier that has no barrier, the gateless gate of the zen

school.

Then again, Mumon changing the words that he uses, says that if you pass

through this barrier, this gate, then it means that you must manifest this complete

perfect world of zero, breaking through the worlds of past, present and future, and

if you do, it won’t only be that you intimately meet Joshu.

So I want to get through this teisho on Mumon’s comment on Joshu’s Mu

before we start Rohatsu.    So I’m trying my best here. I made special time in order

to give these teishos so that we can quickly get through this stuff before Rohatsu

starts, because we can’t still be on Mumon’s comment when Rohatsu starts.
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....Joshu  intimately,  but  also  walk  hand-in-hand  with  all  the  ancestral

teachers in the successive generations of our lineage, your eyebrows connected,

seeing with the same eyes, hearing with the same ears.

I wonder if you understand. If you’ve really been paying attention and un-

derstand what I’ve said so far, you’ll just appreciate this without me needing to

explain it at all.    What he’s saying here is, if you can manifest the wisdom for

yourself which experiences this complete condition of zero....It means if you’re

able to manifest the kind of wisdom which is a will-less wisdom, a wisdom that is

not tied up by being or non-being.

But it seems like you always bump into something.    But what he’s saying

here is that if you are able to manifest this will-less wisdom, then even if you do

bump into anything,or something, there is no need to have any kind of resistance.

Immediately you will pass through this, and manifest the self of emptiness.    The

purpose of the zero self, the empty self, is emptiness.    So without feeling resis-

tance toward anything, with utter freedom, this self manifests emptiness.

He’s saying here that if you’re able to do this, then not only will you meet

this Joshu, who said Mu, but you will also meet all of the successive patriarchs,

all the way from Shakyamuni to Joshu. There were all sorts of different patriarchs,

and you’ll hold their hand and walk with them, and laugh with them, and cry with

them.    It’s really true, what he’s saying here. You will see with one eye, see with

the same eye, and you will hear with the same ears, and, doing this activity, you

will manifest unification.

When you separate from one another, when you divide from one another,

then immediately you look each other in the eye, and your eyes open very clearly,

and then you raise your right hand, maybe, and you say goodbye, (and thus mani-

fest zero).    Without thinking anything, you can wave goodbye, and manifest zero.

Then he says, “Could there be anything more wonderful? What about it?

How does it really feel? Isn’t this a wonderful thing?”    What he’s asking you here

is, at a time like this, do you have any doubts? Are you wondering what to do?

Are you wondering if there’s a barrier, or if there isn’t a barrier? Are you wonder-

ing if there’s a God or if there’s a devil?

God, Buddha, the devil, they’ve all disappeared.

Now you’re manifesting that wisdom for yourself.

It’s really a good thing.

But if even for a second a thought comes up, such as, “My child is sick,”

or, “Today my lover ran off to somewhere,” then immediately the worlds of good

and evil, God and the devil appear.    That’s why the training of consciousness, the
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training and practice of your way of knowing is so important.

I really have to apologize. I bump into these difficult parts in the text, and

then I veer off to some side road, and I don’t get anywhere.    But in two more

times, probably we can get to the end.    So I want you all to work hard, and I

know your legs hurt, but before Rohatsu comes, let’s try to finish this part.
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