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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

July  9, 1998 –3rd Day 

General Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  
Case Fifteen 

Tozan’s Sixty Blows 
 Mumon’s comment: If Unmon, just at that time, giving the food for enlightenment had made 

Tozan open a completely new way of life he could have prevented his house from being desolate.  

During the night Tozan struggled in the sea of dualism, right and wrong, and reached a conclusion.  As 

soon as the day broke he came again to his master, and was again driven back into the corner, 

whereupon he was immediately enlightened, but he was not quick by nature.  Now let me ask you, 

should Tozan be struck sixty times or not?  If you say he should be struck then everything, such as 

grass, trees, the monastery and so on should also be struck.  If you say he should not he turns out to 

be lying.  If you can make this clear you are giving out the same breath as Tozan. 

 Mumon’s Verse 

 The lion teaches its cub the secret art, pushing it over a cliff out of parental dotage. 

 The cub, intending to advance springs back quickly. 

 Unexpectedly it is flattened out again. 

 The first  arrow strikes lightly, but the second one goes deep. 

 

 Today I’ll give teisho on the comment and verse that Mumon gives on the koan of Tozan’s Sixty 

Blows.  If you want to talk about Zen literature this Mumonkan is an example of what we mean by 

Zen literature.  Even if you look at the very first chapter of the Mumonkan, the koan of Joshu’s Mu, 

and you look at Mumon’s comment you can see clearly that the way Mumon speaks is entirely 

different than the way people usually speak.  It’s a very unique way of speaking, and this is true of the 

style of the entire Mumonkan.  The comments and verses in the Mumonkan are really meant to 

simply be enjoyed.  They are not something that you should theorize about or think about.   

 When it comes to the koan of Tozan’s Sixty Blows, this is a koan which is for people who have 

gone through junior high school, and graduated from high school, and are on the college level, not 
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something that just anyone can easily understand. 

 Whether it’s the Mumonkan or the Blue Cliff Record, they must be either criticized or praised, 

be called right or wrong from the unique perspective of Zen.  But I think it is difficult for you to 

understand why a certain comment might be praiseworthy or worthy of criticism.  You have to use 

the power of your own understanding in order to grasp this.  Using your own experience, using the 

strength of your own understanding you must be able to judge, “This part is very well done, but this 

part is a little off the mark.” 

 In every chapter of the Mumonkan it says, “Mumon says,” and then it gives his comment, but 

when Mumon commented he didn’t have that line, “Mumon says.”  It was the editors who put 

together the Mumonkan afterwards who added those headings. 

 All of you yourselves must grasp the way that Mumon understands the activity of Master 

Unmon and of Tozan.  The first line of Mumon’s comment when he talks about Unmon giving the 

food of enlightenment to Tozan is a comment on Unmon’s first question to Tozan, when he asks Tozan, 

“Where have you come from?”  or “Where did you depart from recently?”  Those questions are what 

Mumon is calling the giving of the food of enlightenment.  When Mumon talks about food here he 

talks about “soryo 草料” in the original, which means grass.  It’s just like the grass you might feed a 

cow.  And so Mumon is looking at Unmon’s question to Tozan and saying “That questioning of Tozan 

is just like Unmon giving Tozan grass as if he were feeding a cow.”  Because this koan is a fairly deep 

koan Mumon is gathering together all of his strength, and really getting serious in order to make his 

comment.   

 Nobody can exist without eating.  To say it clearly, what Unmon does here is he faces Tozan, 

and he gives him the food necessary to exist, and that food is the perspective of the original face.  I 

don’t know what Tozan had been doing up until now, but at this interview that he has with Unmon, 

Unmon is treating him like a completely independent, grown up person, a full grown man, and giving 

him that kind of teaching.  “Where have you been recently?”  Unmon asks.  And Tozan answers, 

“I’ve been in Sato,” but that answer didn’t suit Unmon’s taste.  And Mumon says that at that first 

question if Tozan had been able to give a suitable answer, an answer that would have satisfied Unmon 

then maybe his house of Zen, his style of Zen wouldn’t have fallen into decline.  You can really see 

Mumon’s strength in this part of his comment.  Nobody really knows what happened to the house of 

Zen of Tozan, whether it declined or not, but Mumon is talking about this here. 
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 So how about you?  Where have you been recently?  If you are truly able to clearly answer, 

truly able to grasp what your home is, then of course there are no problems at all.  Then he says that 

during the night Tozan struggled in the sea of dualism, right and wrong, and reached a conclusion, and 

was waiting for the dawn to break.  And this means that Tozan was not able to clearly answer 

Unmon’s question.  That night Tozan wasn’t able to sleep.  And the next morning again Tozan has 

sanzen with Unmon.  And then we’re told that again Tozan receives Unmon’s challenge, Unmon’s 

teaching, and through this he had great enlightenment.  What was he enlightened to?  This what 

Mumon is singing about here.  What did he enlighten?   

 What Mumon is saying here is that “From my eyes, the way I see it is that Tozan might have had 

an enlightenment, but it wasn’t the real thing.  He hasn’t really become bright yet.  He hasn’t 

become the kind of person who is so sharp that hearing one they immediately know ten.   

 And then Mumon asks all of you a question.  Mumon brings up this question of the sixty 

blows.  In the original it says “santon 三頓,”  San is three, and ton means twenty, so three times 

twenty is sixty hits of the stick, and he asks all of us, “Should Tozan receive these sixty blows or 

shouldn’t he?  What do you think?”  Mumon’s grasps up Tozan’s enlightenment, and then is capable, 

because of his strength, to give all of us a truly sharp, wonderful question.  Mumon says that if you 

think that Tozan deserves to be hit by Unmon’s stick then even rocks, even plants should also be hit by 

Unmon’s stick.  So then Mumon says that if you say contrarily that it was not necessary for Unmon to 

hit Tozan then it’s as if you are saying rocks, plants, they don’t ever speak, so they can’t ever make a 

mistake, so of course they don’t need to be hit, and they don’t need to be praised either.  But if you 

say that then you are implying that Unmon’s words in the koan are lies.   

 The way you have to grasp this commentary is to see clearly for yourself that the question 

Mumon is now asking you is a better question, a superior question to these three questions which 

Unmon asked Tozan; the questions, “Where have you come from?”  And, “Where did you spend the 

summer training period, And “When did you leave that place that you spent the summer training 

period?”   

 Mumon asks you here to see clearly for yourself, did Tozan deserve to be hit by the stick or 

not?  What Mumon is saying here is that if you are able to see clearly into the answer of this 

question, then you will have attained the Buddha Way together with Tozan.  All of us here reading 

this comment now of Mumon’s, it’s imperative for us to catch an enlightenment greater than the 
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enlightenment that Tozan caught.  If you have really been practicing for five or ten years then when 

you read this comment then I would think that you could see for yourself that Mumon bundled up all 

of his energy and strength in order to make this comment.   

 If it is a stone or a plant, as I just said, we can’t say that those things ever commit a sin, and we 

also can clearly say that there is never a need to praise them either.  But for people who themselves 

are constantly praising or telling other people they mustn’t do this or that, there is nothing to do but 

either praise or criticize such people. 

 So please open up your eyes clearly to this, you, where have you been recently?  How do you 

answer that?  You, where have you come from?  How do you answer that?  If you stand up in the 

position of a stone or a plant then there is no need to either praise you or call you sinful.  Or if you’re 

asked, “When did you leave your home?”  If you answer from the perspective of a stone or a plant 

then it can’t be said that your answer is either sinful or worthy of praise.  But it seems impossible for 

human beings to make that kind of an answer.  This is the thing that Mumon is clearly grasping up as 

he makes his comment. 

 The principle behind this is that all of us, we never can lose our home.  It doesn’t matter if our 

stomachs are really empty and we’re starving, or if we have just eaten a feast, we never can lose our 

home.  The reason for the appearance of this principle is that it is always possible for us ourselves to 

manifest our own homes.  Our homes are not something that we can lose.  And this is the principle 

that Mumon is singing about again, he’s asking you yourself to manifest the wisdom that knows this 

principle when he makes his poem, his verse. 

 The first line is “The lion teaches its cub a secret art.”  People say that the kind of education 

that lions give their young is a very amazing, wonderful kind of education.  Look at a cat also, they are 

the same, if you pick up a cat, dangle it, and then drop it, the cat will never land on its back, it will 

always manage to somehow spin around in mid-air and land on its feet.  Try it yourself: grab up a 

kitten by the scruff of its neck, and hold it up, and drop it, always that cat will be able to flip “kurukuru” 

and land “pyon” squarely on its feet.  All of you are very gentle and kind and you love cats, and so I’m 

sure you haven’t tortured them in this way, but when I was a kid we did.  We were little pranksters, 

and played like this, and so I know about this from my own experience.  That’s what Mumon is talking 

about when he talks about the lion.  If you throw the lion it will inevitable spin around, using its true 

nature, and land so that it is unharmed, so that it doesn’t get injured.  What Mumon is saying in this 
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poem is that all of you also must be just like this.  You must be able to, without having to think, “I 

must do this,” or “I must do that,” you must be able to at once, no matter how you are thrown, “chun” 

just land safely for yourselves.  This is something that is possible for you also to do, it’s not something 

that is impossible for you to do.  You must do the kind of training so that no matter what is done to 

you, you can safely land, you can safely arrive with this utter “chun” kind of confidence, and safety.   

 So how about it everybody, if you are asked “Where have you been?”  How will you answer?  

If you’ve been listening well up until now then I would hope that you would be able to manifest the 

kind of wisdom that already knows the proper answer.   

 But Tozan’s situation was that after the first sanzen interview he was in a quandary, and he 

stayed up all night not being able to sleep, and then he went back again the next morning and had 

sanzen again.  And when he arrived the next morning he was severely scolded by Unmon.  Unmon 

called him a lazy, good for nothing, completely without ability person who has just been loafing around 

eating, drinking and sleeping, who in no way can manifest the activity of “chun” landing safely in any 

circumstance.  Having been scolded in that way finally Tozan gets enlightenment.  Only upon 

hearing the scorching words of Unmon was Tozan finally able to stand “chun” up safely for himself. 

 The last line, “The first arrow strikes lightly, but the second one goes deep.”  The meaning of 

this line is that the first question, “Where have you come from?” was the light one, but the second 

morning when he says, “You slob!  All you do is sleep, and eat, and hang around, and pour drinks into 

your belly!  What have you been doing with yourself?!”  That is the deep arrow.  When we talk 

about honno 本能 or honshin本心, your original ability, or your instinctual ability, that is what is 

being talked about here: with thinking this or that you immediately “chun” just land safely, and this is 

what Unmon is scolding Tozan about, telling him he isn’t capable of that kind of activity.  The reason 

why you are able to land “chun” safely is because you are not fixating yourself, is because you are 

freely following what we can call the natural activity, or the activity of the dharma.  If you can freely 

follow the dharma activity then there will be no sinning for you, and there will also be no particular 

good fortune for you, you will just smoothly, without incident pass through (heijobuji 平常無事, calm, 

usual, without incident, without anything to do).   

 Today the fact that I had a tooth pulled is really bothering me.  I have this thing, I forgot what 

they call them, something’s in there in my mouth now to help me eat, but it’s making it really hard for 

me to speak, so I won’t go on much longer.  I can’t land “chun”  for myself today.  I have had two 
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teeth pulled, and they put something in there to cover the space up, and so I’m not really my true self, 

and the words just can’t seem to come out the way they should.  All of you please remember that if 

you are able to manifest the wisdom which freely follows the activity of nature, the activity of the 

dharma, then your body as well will be following the activity of the dharma.        

 


