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Mumonkan 
Case Two

Hyakujo and the Fox

The Case

Whenever Hyakujo delivered a sermon, a certain old man was always there listen-
ing to it, together with the monks. When they left the hall, he left also. One day, however,
he remained behind, and Hyakujo said to him, “Who may you be?” The old man replied, 
“Yes, I am not a human being. In the far distant past, in the time of Kasho Buddha I was 
the head monk here. On one occasion a certain monk asked me whether an enlightened 
man could fall again under the chain of cause and effect, and I answered that he could 
not. Thus, I have for five hundred lives been reborn a fox. I now beg you to release me 
from this rebirth by causing a change of mind through your words. Then he asked 
Hyakujo, “Can an enlightened man fall again under the chain of cause and effect, or not?”
Hyakujo answered, “No-one can set aside the law of cause and effect.” The old man im-
mediately became enlightened, and making his bows, he said, “I am now released from 
rebirth as a fox, and my body will be found on the other side of the mountain. I wish to 
make a request of you. Please bury me as a dead monk. Hyakujo had the karma-dan, or a 
deacon beat the clapper, then inform the monks that after the mid-day meal there would 
be a funeral service for a dead monk. The monks thought this odd, as all were in good 
health, and nobody was in the hospital, and they wondered what the reason for this order 
could be. After they had eaten, Hyakujo led them to the foot of a rock on the farther side 
of the mountain, and with his staff, poked out the dead body of a fox and had it cremated.
In the evening, Hyakujo ascended the rostrum in the hall and told the monks the whole 
story. Obaku thereupon asked the following question, “This old man made a mistake in 
his answer, and suffered reincarnation as a fox five hundred times, you say. But suppose 
every time he answered, he had not made a mistake. What would have happened then?” 
Hyakujo replied, “Just come to me, and I'll tell you the answer.” Obaku then went up to 
Hyakujo and boxed his ears. Hyakujo, clapping his hands and laughing, exclaimed, “I 
thought the barbarian had a red beard, but here is another one with a red beard.”

I read this koan over and over again, but every single time I read it, I feel how 
exquisitely beautiful it is, you could say, or how difficult it is, or that it’s just a koan that 
it’s impossible to say anything about.

If you can find a friend that’s walking the path with you, and you can have this
kind of a conversation, all throughout your lives until the time that you die, then that’s a

good friend to find.
Or if you can find someone to marry, and have this kind of conversation with 

them throughout your lives, and die, having had that kind of life, then there’d be nothing 



to complain about.
This is really a wonderful koan, something that you just can’t say how wonderful 

it is.
I'm just totally in love with this koan. I just want to give teisho on this koan over 

and over again, every day, until I die.
Up through yesterday, I've been giving teisho on the sixth case, the case of the 

World-honored One Holds Up a Flower, in which Shakyamuni Buddha receives this ex-
quisite flower from the great king of the Asuras.

If you can understand this koan of Master Hyakujo’s wild fox, then you will also 
be able to really see clearly into the situation of Shakyamuni receiving this present, from 
the great king, of the beautiful flower.

Whenever we make relationship with each other, and it doesn’t matter, it can be a 
man and a woman, or two women, or two men, or a really old person and a young person,
but whenever we can really make relationship, that is to say, do the activity of give and 
take without ego, then there is nothing as beautiful as that.

When you reflect on your self, when you reflect on your own past, that is to say
your entire past of your life, or what you did yesterday, or what you did this morning, and
you realize, I'm not enough, I didn’t do well enough. I am as yet inadequate. To the extent
that you really realize that, that is the extent that you can grow and develop in your life.

In zen we talk about the activity of giving and taking in terms of haju hogyo, 
grasping and residing on the one hand, and releasing and going on the other hand. Of 
course that is the activity of true love, and if you can really do that activity of true love, 
then there’s no more joy and no more sorrow.

But after you do that activity of grasping and residing, releasing and going, that is 
to say, giving and taking, that is to say the unification and facing of subject and object, 
then, without fail, a self will be manifest that thinks, “It wasn’t enough. I want to be able 
to relate better. I want to be able to make relationship more.”

The kind of practitioner that thinks in that way, that reflects on their own inade-
quacy, conversely, we could say, realizes the necessity of growing more, of developing 
more. That’s the kind of practitioner that’s stretching themselves, that’s stretching their 
practice, and that is the enjoyable path of practice.

Then you will think, I have to follow that teacher until the moment of my death.
Then the determination and resolve will arise that thinks, “I must give myself. I 

must do the practice of giving myself to my husband, over and over, more and more, until
I die.

In the mind of this kind of practitioner, without fail, the determination will arise, 
“I must give myself to my wife more and more, until the moment of death.”

True respect, true loving feeling, truly following another, whether it’s regarding a
teacher or your husband or your wife, those feelings are based upon this realization, “I

am not enough. I need to do more.”
In Tathagata Zen we say this problem of how we manifest our loving feeling 

doesn’t just have to do with our relationships with people. It also has to do with our rela-
tionships with plants and birds and animals.

There’s a lot of people who proclaim, “I’m perfect as I am.”
Now these days, we can call it the computer age.
From my point of view, it seems as if some people get totally infatuated with their



computers, and then they think, “I’m just fine as I am.”
Maybe it’s because I'm just an old man, but from my point of view, this world, 

this computer age world seems to be one that’s becoming totally dry and tasteless, totally 
devoid of the loving feeling that’s necessary. Our human world is a world of loving feel-
ing, but people, infatuated with their computers, have lost that.

But you folks, I suppose, aren’t like that. You don’t want to become drowned in 
your infatuation with your computers. You want to return to the true human world of lov-
ing feeling. That’s why you’ve come here to practice zen.

Now, the old man, you have to carefully do zazen, and understand when he says,
“I am not a human being,” what a lonely state he’s expressing. It’s the same kind of lone-

liness that occurs in the dry and tasteless computer age world.
He is confessing, “I am an incomplete human being.”
He confesses, “I am an imperfect human being,” but the wisdom has not arisen 

that he is an imperfect human being because he’s attached to the activity of complete 
emptiness.

The old man had been standing up in the position of being enlightened into the ac-
tivity of emptiness, seeing that everything is the emptiness activity, and from that, feel-
ing, “There’s no suffering for me.”

However, even as he is enlightened into the activity of emptiness, he notices that 
every single day he’s manifesting a new self.

That new self that is manifest every day should be a completely fresh, new self, 
but, for the old man, it wasn’t. For the old man, it was somehow tied up by something, 
every time it appeared.

Maybe young people don’t have that experience. Maybe young people always ex-
perience just manifesting a completely new and fresh self when they manifest a new self, 
but maybe, actually, even young people understand this experience of being bound or tied
up by things when they manifest their new selves.

However, since young people have so much energy and spirit, since their power to
move forward is so strong, they simply move forward, and progress, and don’t really no-

tice that they’re tied up, or that they’re incomplete.
The old man, you can see, was probably like that in his youth. He had lots of 

power and energy in his practice.
However, getting older, and his power slipping away, he notices that when his 

new self is manifest, that somehow it’s just tied up, just bound up. It’s becoming more 
and more difficult to give birth to a new self.

It’s important to very carefully do zazen and contemplate exactly what this situa-
tion is, exactly how this old man is when he’s saying, “I am not a human being.”

The old man tells his story, and says that he had been enlightened to the emptiness
activity, and so he was acknowledged as an osho, and had his own students that he was 
educating.

As I've told you so many times, one day he was asked a question by one of his 
students, which was, “As for a truly enlightened person, is that truly enlightened person 
controlled by the law of cause and effect or not?”

So what is the law of cause and effect? As I always tell you, there is no law of 
cause and effect other than the complete activity of giving and taking.

There is no activity of patitya samudpada, dependent co-origination, other than 



the activities of giving and receiving.
In the business world as well, there really is no business world apart from this 

fundamental activity of giving and taking. This is how you should understand business.
Although true giving and taking is occurring in the business world, there is a 

problem in the business world, because there is this distinction between the ones in con-
trol, the managers, so to speak, and the ones being controlled, and so although giving and 
taking is occurring, the only ones that benefit are the ones in control. So it’s not really 
such a good example. It is kind of over-speaking to say that the business world is follow-
ing the principle of patitya samudpada, because it really is not.

From the Buddhist point of view, the business world must become, should be-
come a world of equality, where true give and take occur.

Hearing that, people will think, “Well, I wonder which is better. I wonder which is
more in line with the Buddhist thinking, communism or democracy?

That’s a political question, and difficult.
Buddhism says if you’re a practitioner, you shouldn’t willingly march into the 

world of politics.
Buddhism is very strict about this, and says, leave the politics to the politicians. 

Everyone shouldn’t just march into the world of politics. We should leave the politics to 
the people who have really studied it.

It’s not that we don’t respect politics. It’s just that we say that it’s not good to hap-
hazardly get involved with politics, and get tied up by politics. But, when the politicians 
really start messing up and doing terrible things, even religious people can’t remain 
silent.

I don’t think I should talk about that any more. To get back to give and take, ac-
cording to Buddhism, every single thing is existing in the world of giving and taking, do-
ing that activity.

The old man did clearly understand the principle of give and take, but it seems as 
if he’s tied up by that in some way.

You have to really contemplate this part of the story.
The old man was asked by one of his students, “How about someone who is truly 

enlightened into the activity of give and take? Is that person controlled by give and take? 
Is that person controlled by the law of cause and effect, or not?”

There is no true way of being apart from that activity of giving and taking.
The old man answered, not falling into cause and effect. In other words, there is 

no other world to fall into. There is no world of good and evil to fall into. There is only 
this one world of give and take. There is only this one world of emptiness. How can you 
talk about falling into another world?

The old man answered in that way, but then he noticed that actually, even after 
having answered in that way, a new self was being born every single day, and that new 
self was not the emptiness activity self. That new self was in fact controlled by the activ-
ity of good and evil.

Even someone who is enlightened into the activity of emptiness, when the self is 
born, the old man noticed, that self is the imperfect self still. That self is the incomplete 
self.

That incomplete self must become the complete self.
That imperfect self will have desire, will have ambition. It’s natural for that im-



perfect self to have ambition, to have desire. It’s natural for that imperfect self to have the
ambition to become the perfect self, or to have the ambition to become rich, or there are 
various ambitions, but in Buddhism that’s called ho-yoku, dharma desire. It’s natural to 
have, for the imperfect self to have desire.

It’s a mistake to deny that dharma ambition.
If you’re attached to the activity of emptiness, then you will manifest an incom-

plete self, an imperfect self, and the manifestation of dharma desire will also become a 
mistake.

That was a mistranslation, the previous sentence. It’s not... the old man, in his 
youth, had a lot of strength and energy, but was attached to the activity of emptiness, and 
that attachment to the activity of emptiness made him feel that to have dharma desire, to 
have any desire, was a mistake. He very strongly held this idea that to have desire was a 
mistake.

But every single human being has, within them, desire.
The condition of not having any desire any more, that’s zero, that’s perfection.
As long as you still are your human self, you have to have dharma desire, and 

move on, move forward. If you’re marching forward with dharma desire, then that’s the 
correct way of marching, and so you won’t have any worries or troubles or sufferings.

Where do all the worries and troubles and sufferings come from? According to 
Buddhism, the origin of those is to manifest the kind of desire that is not dharma desire, 
is not correct dharma ambition, but is instead desire based upon the fixated "I am" self, 
desire whose purpose is to fulfill the "I am" self.

It seems as if this old man has at least a little bit, faintly, dimly noticed that there 
are these two kinds of imperfect "I am" selves; one, that has dharma desire, true correct 
dharma ambition, and a different kind of "I am" self that has self-centered, selfish ambi-
tion.

The old man is totally wrapped up in this question. He can’t sit down. He can’t 
stand up. He’s filled with restlessness, trying to get to the bottom . . . "I am" centered am-
bition born, and that’s what makes him end up visiting Master Hyakujo.

Actually, when we teach about this koan, we say that you have to understand that 
the story of the old man is simply Master Hyakujo’s way of confessing his own past. He’s
talking about how he was when he was a young roshi, or just made an osho.

I really don’t have to talk about old Master Hyakujo because, all I have to do is 
look at all of you. I'm pretty sure that you all have the same kind of worries and troubles 
that are being spoken about in this koan.

Please carefully contemplate that what this part of the koan is talking about is a 
person who is enlightened into the activity of emptiness, but makes the mistake of attach-
ing to that.

When it comes to the "I am" self, well, everyone will manifest an "I am" self, but 
there are two essential ways of that manifestation; the "I am" self that fixates itself, and 
the "I am" self that dissolves itself.

Everyone is the same in this. In the process of manifesting a new self, we will all 
manifest, on the one hand, the mistaken "I am" self, the "I am" self that mistakenly has 
desire based upon the fixated "I am" self, the self-centered desire, and we also all will 
have the correct "I am" self, the self that has dharma desire.

If you can give rise to dharma desire, then, without mistake you will face your 



purpose, your goal, and arrive there.
But, when you fixate your "I am" self, then you will love the ones that affirm you.

You will think that your greatest lover is the one that affirms your fixated self.
But that is not your true lover.
Your true partner in love is the one that totally does the selfless activity of give 

and take.
The one that totally can do give and take can’t attach to the "I am" self.
Now the old man steps into the role of being the student, and asks Master 

Hyakujo, “So, what about the truly enlightened one? Does that one fall into the law of 
cause and effect, or not?”

But he isn’t just saying words. He is staking his very life on that question. He’s 
crying bloody tears when he asks Master Hyakujo.

If you’re a teacher, from my point of view, when I listen to your questions, I al-
ways listen to how you’re asking your questions. Are you asking them from a point of 
view of dharma desire? Are you asking them from the point of view of the fixated self?

Then Master Hyakujo answers, “Hu mai inga, never obscuring cause and effect.” 
In other words, there is no perfect self, there is no God, there is no Buddha except for the 
functioning of the principle of give and take, other than the functioning of the principle of
grasping and residing, releasing and going.

Master Hyakujo said, there is no reality other than that activity of give and take, 
and hearing his answer, the old man finally grasps the true principle of give and take, and 
is enlightened to it. It’s written like that in the text.

And in the book it’s written that, after his enlightenment he makes his bows in 
front of Master Hyakujo.

Those bows are very important. He makes those bows, and then he further speaks,
and says, “I am now free from the body of the wild fox.” In other words, I am no longer 
tied up by a self that is born either as the benevolent God or the evil God.

When he bowed, he manifested a self that was neither the good God or the Devil. 
That’s what he then confesses, after his bows.

He manifested that which is neither good nor evil. That’s the true God. Then he 
tells Master Hyakujo that he manifested that true God, and then he says, “And now I can 
be found residing on the further side of the mountain, on the back side of the mountain.”

A new self has already been manifest.
But don’t be made a fool of by this koan. Be careful when you read it.
He is saying to Master Hyakujo, he’s saying, “I have manifested the activity of 

true emptiness. I've manifested the activity that is neither the good God nor the bad God.”
And I think that is what it means to really be a monk, that activity.

So he makes a request, and he says, “Roshi, so, please do a funeral ceremony for 
me, but make it the funeral ceremony for a monk.”

How can you really understand what the old man is saying here?
It’s hard to understand.
In Buddhism we have a special word, san-ge, repentance, Buddhist repentance, 

and you have to see this scene about the funeral to be expressing the true activity of san-
ge.

I am imperfect.
When you really wake up, then you really will know, I am imperfect.



When that imperfect self is manifest, then at once, even if it just manifests just a 
little bit, that "I am" self gives rise to desire.

But a real practitioner isn’t tied up by manifesting desire. She at once manifests 
dharma desire.

So Buddhism teaches that, for one who gives rise to true dharma desire, there is 
no other path to practice other than doing the san-ge practice, which is chanting that chant
that Roshi so beautifully chanted, which means, “To the Cosmic Buddha on the Lotus 
Flower, I am ashamed, I repent, I strive to dissolve all my bad karma, all of my worldly 
passions.”

The Buddhist teaching of repentance, or san-ge, says that we are all, of course, al-
ways born incomplete, always born as the imperfect self, but we will now strive to follow
the dharma activity. We repent of having been born the imperfect self, but we will now 
strive to make all of plus and minus our content.

You do something bad, and then your mother scolds you severely, and then you 
say, “Okay, okay, I won’t do anything bad, ever again.”

That’s san-ge too.
But Buddhism says that true san-ge is not to vow to never do anything bad.
That is san-ge, but Buddhist san-ge doesn’t stop there.
How Buddhism talks about repentance is to say that you openly acknowledge, “I 

am born an imperfect self, but now I must give rise to dharma desire.”
It’s nobody’s sin to be born imperfect.
It was the dharma activity that birthed the imperfect self.
If that imperfect self keeps following the dharma activity, then, without doubt the 

perfect self is manifest.
So even if you vow to not do evil, but only do good, that isn’t following the 

dharma activity.
Through the dharma activity, by the dharma activity, we are born incomplete, im-

perfect, and then by continuing to follow the dharma activity, inevitably we complete 
ourselves. That teaching is a teaching that I am following, I am striving to follow.

When it comes to the teaching of dharma, really there is no teaching of dharma 
other than having repentance parties, other than having san-ge ceremonies.

But we don’t do san-ge ceremonies here.
But we do chant every morning, and really, that activity of chanting in the morn-

ing is the san-ge practice.
To do these chants, paying homage to the Cosmic Buddha, being ashamed and re-

gretful of all of the harm that you have caused through your six senses, striving to annihi-
late the worldly passions and your bad karma, and then you bow. From sitting you bow, 
and you stand up and you bow, and you sit and you bow again. There really is no other 
activity that can truly console yourself.

From that, without doubt, the dharma-kaya will be manifest, the perfect self will 
be manifest.

And then the next part of the teisho comes, but we don’t have time for it today, so 
I'll stop for today.


