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Mumon’s Verse 

 

 Kyogen really has bad taste, 

 And spreads poison limitlessly. 

 He stops up the monks’ mouths, 

 And frantically they squeeze tears out from their dead eyes. 

 

 Up until now I've been telling you that this koan of Kyogen’s, the koan of climbing up the tree, is 

a koan which points clearly to the way of being of the Bodhi Tree.  What he’s saying here is that the 

Bodhi Tree is born, together with you.  If you are not able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that 

sees clearly the nature of the Bodhi Tree which has appeared together with you, has been born 

together with you, then you can’t expect to be able to understand the poem that Mumon has written 

here. 

 Yesterday, therefore, I spoke again, and I've been repeating myself, over and over, trying to 

explain, over and over, the nature of the Bodhi Tree.  Together with your birth, the Bodhi Tree is 

manifest.  Together with your disappearance, the Bodhi Tree also disappears.  But when you think 

of disappearing, of not existing anymore, that is not what we mean by disappearing.  Again, the Bodhi 

Tree will appear.  When it appears again, again it will disappear again.  Disappearing again, again it 

will appear.  The activity of disappearing, it’s an activity, even in one moment, in one instant, the 

activity is repeating appearance and disappearance, appearance and disappearance. 

 What Kyogen is emphasizing here is the activity of appearing and disappearing, over and over, 

which occurs in one instant. That is the very basis for the process which brings the complete perfect 

Bodhi Tree into existence.  Within the way of being of the Bodhi Tree, one nature, one way of being 

of the Bodhi Tree is the way of being of expansion. Expansion, existence, development.  But only 

through the activity of expansion, the complete Bodhi Tree cannot be manifest.  If we call the 

expanding activity the plus activity, then the minus activity can be called the contracting activity, and 
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it’s only through the plus activity being helped by the minus activity that, in the end, the complete 

perfect Bodhi Tree can be manifest.  If plus’s helper disappeared, if plus could not obtain the help of 

the minus activity, there would be no possible way that the complete self, the complete Bodhi Tree 

could be formed. 

 When the complete Bodhi Tree has grown, has been manifest, then, as I've said over and over 

again, that is when the plus activity can rest.  Then, when the plus activity rests, that is when the 

minus activity wakes up, and the minus activity takes the initiative, takes the lead in the process, and 

being helped by the plus activity, the minus activity takes the Bodhi Tree, the completely appeared, 

completely manifest Bodhi Tree, just as it is, and continues doing that Bodhi Tree activity.  This 

condition is what we call gokudai, the ultimately large, the largness beyond any largeness. Nothing 

could possibly be bigger than this. That is why it is a condition completely beyond comparison.  

According to Buddhism, everyone will experience this condition of the ultimately large, this condition 

beyond which there is nothing larger.  We also call this condition the manifestation of true love. 

 But this condition of the ultimately large, this condition of true love, is a condition in which plus 

and minus are acting, but they are acting completely without any will, and in this condition the minus 

activity is taking the lead, and the plus activity is freely following in this will-less activity.  So although 

we call this condition true love, please be very careful when you contemplate it, to remember that it’s 

a will-less activity.  If we call this ultimately large condition, the greatest cosmos, the greatest 

universe itself, then we can also notice that this is the condition which has no thinking in it, this is the 

condition of the manifestation of the self which doesn’t think, and we will also therefore realize that 

it’s a condition which is an activity without any will. 

 Upon being able to manifest this ultimately large condition, that is when the plus activity 

exclaims, “Ah, this is great,” and the minus activity is acting simultaneously, right along with the plus 

activity.  Then the minus activity, taking the lead, says, “Honey, now you can rest. I'll take the lead.”  

But the plus activity replies, and says, “I can’t rest when you’re working. I'll just obey you. I'll just freely 

follow you. I'll help you do your work.” And so he works along with the minus activity, and they share 

this one singular home, which is the ultimately large cosmos. 

 All existent things inevitably will manifest this state. 

 In this condition of the ultimately large, where the minus activity is taking the lead, plus and 

minus repeat, over and over, unifying and facing, and then, right away, through that repetitive activity, 

plus and minus will actually separate, which is different than facing.  Why does this condition of 

separation occur?  I think I explained before that, in the condition of the origin, of which this 

ultimately large is one, the condition of the origin always gives rise to the condition of separation, in 

the process of manifesting a new condition of the origin. 

 Buddhism is the teaching which, in detail explains the process in which, for example, when the 

plus activity, in the cases when the plus activity is taking the lead and separation occurs, then the 
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existent selves which appear in this process are the existent selves who need to do the activity of 

existence.  You have to experience well, for yourself here, that in the world of living, in the realm that 

life must be done, it’s the male activity, the plus activity which is taking the lead, and being followed by 

the minus activity.  It seems to me as if, in general, the shape of, the form of human life is, without 

understanding the principle of what living is, simply feeling that you need to do living.  The teaching 

of Buddhism says that, within the nature of doing the activity of living, inevitably the condition will be 

reached where living no longer needs to be done, and that is the ultimately large condition.  

Buddhism says that it’s very important to do living, but even more important than that is to be able to 

manifest the wisdom for yourself which knows this condition where living no longer needs to be done, 

and the ultimately large condition is manifest.  As I just said, when this ultimately large condition is 

reached, that is when the plus activity can rest, and then the minus activity takes the lead. Within this 

largest cosmos it is the minus activity, being freely followed by the plus activity, who is in charge of the 

greatest cosmos. 

 Now plus and minus are both acting within this ultimately large cosmos, unifying and facing, 

over and over, with the minus activity taking the lead. And the minus activity, through her leadership, 

will inevitably cause the manifestation of the separation of the two activities.  This is what we call the 

development of the separation of subject and object. It doesn’t matter. The principle is the same, 

whether it’s the plus activity taking the lead or the minus activity taking the lead, the result in both 

situations is the separation of subject and object, although in a sense the activities are opposite to one 

another. 

 So whether it’s an existent thing appearing from the ultimate source, the smallest point, or an 

existent thing appearing from the largest cosmos, in both instances the principle is the same. The 

existent thing receives absolutely equally from plus and minus when it appears. 

 But in this case, when the existent self appears from the ultimately large condition, it is 

influenced by the fact that the minus activity, the mother activity, the female activity is taking the lead, 

and therefore this self is the self that must do dying, must do minus, must do contracting.  So now 

you should understand clearly that although there are times when we appear as the self that must do 

living, there are also times when we appear as the self that must do dying. 

 So if we say that the total minus activity is -0.5, and the total plus activity is +0.5, then this self 

which has appeared, been born from the ultimately large condition is a very big self. It has 0.499999 of 

both plus and minus as its content.  So in this case, when the self appears, the plus and minus, the 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata activities, which appear together with the self, are very small. They are 

each just 0.00001 of plus and minus. 

 But as this activity of the separation of subject and object, and the unification of subject and 

object occurs over and over again in the process of contracting, the self becomes smaller and smaller 

and smaller, and because it is giving back to mother and father, the power which it has received from 



 

4 

 

them, and therefore mother and father are getting bigger and bigger.  So in the end, finally, the self 

manifests the condition in which, through the dying activity, in which it no longer needs to do dying 

any more.  In this case, mother and father, not attaching to their positions as mother and father, as 

minus and plus, freely follow the self, and they all manifest this condition of no longer needing to act 

together. The mother no longer needs to do the activity of dying. The father no longer needs to do the 

activity of living.  This is when the Bodhi Tree, in contrast to manifesting the ultimately large 

condition, manifests the ultimately small condition, gokusho. This is, if you say that there is a thing 

smaller than the smallest thing, well this is a condition even smaller than that, smaller than the 

smallest. 

 Although we talk about the cosmos, the great universe, in Buddhism, we have this very 

incredibly grand, incredibly enormous way of explaining the being, the nature of the great cosmos, and 

we say that it is in no way a fixated thing. It repeats manifesting the ultimately large and the ultimately 

small. It repeats this process over and over. 

 The teaching that we call Buddhism is begging you, is pleading with you, to, when you do your 

zazen, contemplate this very activity. 

 We’re really asking you, we’re really begging you to contemplate carefully for yourself that, in 

the process of the ultimately small manifesting itself as the ultimately large, there are a numberless, 

countless number of stages in the activity of the separation of subject and object. 

 The conclusion that Buddhism reaches is that there simply are no other activities outside of 

these activities of plus and minus, we can call them subject and object or plus and minus, but these are 

the basic activities and there are no activities other than them. 

 The person that discovered electricity was an American.  I think it’s the case that the person 

that discovered the activity of electricity didn’t even graduate from college.  He wasn’t rich, either.  

That was the kind of person that discovered electricity.  We’re also told that the person that 

discovered that the activity of plus and minus is the activity which forms the universe and all of us was 

Buddha, the historical Buddha.  So when you, yourself manifest the wisdom which clearly sees the 

principle of the activity which forms this entire cosmos, and all the things in it, then there is no Buddha 

outside of you, there is no Edison outside of you either. 

 It’s the teaching of Tathagata Zen that says, this activity which forms everything has times when 

the plus activity is leading, and times when the minus activity is leading.  But all of you, just thinking 

your own arbitrary self-centered thoughts, decide that you hate zen, you hate Buddhism, and you just 

want to run around and do this and that, and because you have a self that thinks that way, then to 

think that way is fine, but where will you escape to?  No matter what you say, no matter what kind of 

logic you cook up for yourself, you can’t escape this world of electricity.  No one can escape from this 

activity of manifesting the ultimately large and manifesting the ultimately small. It doesn’t matter if 

you’re an emperor or a president, or a laborer or an ant, or a mosquito. Nobody can escape. 
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 Within this activity of the ultimately large and ultimately small, within this activity of electricity, 

there are many, many conditions of the origin which are manifest, and all of these conditions of the 

origin are conditions in which plus and minus are acting together, sharing one place of residence. 

 In the condition of the origin, opposition and unification occur without any will. 

 It’s what we emphasize in Tathagata Zen. It’s what Buddhism teaches to say that, when a 

condition of the origin is manifest, inevitably it will manifest from that a new condition of the origin. 

 In Tathagata Zen, if we say that this first condition of the origin is condition of the origin 

number one, then we also say that, because it is doing the zero activity, it is zero.  Because it’s a 

will-less world.  This will-less activity, this activity of zero, is also called the activity of emptiness, 

because the "I am" self is not present there. 

 The nature of what we call Tathagata Zen is an extremely severe teaching, because, as I've been 

repeating over and over again, although we all say that we can’t live without love, in Tathagata Zen we 

say that true love is only this will-less activity, which appears when you have disappeared. 

 So not everyone shoud just go around talking about love.  The reason is that when most 

people manifest love, they are manifesting from the position of their "I am" self.  So, if you look at 

Japan (Japanese Zen) fifty or sixty years ago, if you tried to open up your mouth and talk about love, 

bdaaaaah, you’d get hit.  The teacher would say, “Who are you to go around talking about love? Are 

you really doing the activity of love? Do you really know what love is?”Bbdaaaaah! You’d get hit.  

There is nothing more precious than the activity of true love.  So this most precious, this most 

valuable thing, someone who is simply manifesting stuck in their "I am" self, opening up that mouth of 

yours, and blabbering on and on about this most precious thing, that’s why you get hit. That’s why we 

say that kind of self, the self who blabbers on about love from the perspective of the fixated “I am” 

self,  is the most worthless self.  This human world is the world in which people are simply existing 

as this self which says "I am."  That’s why you all want to sit around blabbering about love.  But, the 

enlightened one cannot negate this activity of love. People stuck in their "I am" selves, blabbering on 

and on about love, the enlightened ones must help those people. So, oppositely, they have to bend 

their ears, and try to listen to those people’s talk. 

 What I'm saying is that it’s incumbent upon us to listen to what Kyogen has to say.  So now 

you will clearly understand the comment and the poem of Mumon.  The first thing Mumon says is, 

Kyogen, what he has to say, it’s all wrong. It doesn’t match the principle at all, does it?  Why does he 

say that?  Mumon is saying, don’t you see that what Kyogen is saying is, it’s translated as bad taste in 

your translation, as just wrong? It doesn’t match the principle at all. He should be listening to the 

activity of love. He shouldn’t be blabbering on and on about it. 

 What Mumon is saying is that, if you’re a woman, and you have been able to manifest your self 

as a mother, then you should really understand that the work of a mother is, on the one hand, to say 

what is true, what is matching the principle, and on the other hand, to listen to your child, who is 
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saying something which is.... 

 What Mumon is saying is that the true mother must stand up in this position, where she’s 

speaking about something that she shouldn’t really speak about, but she must, and that she’s listening 

to something which isn’t true. In other words, the standpoint of the true mother doesn’t match the 

principle. 

 In other words, when you are truly manifesting the condition of the origin, there is no self 

there. There is no activity of consciousness there, and of course, therefore, there is no need to say 

anything.  But the dharma activity does not stop, does not fixate in the condition of the origin.  In 

Buddhism we call the activity of plus and minus which forms everything, the dharma activity.  As I just 

said, the condition of the origin does not fixate itself as the condition of the origin. Inevitably it 

manifests a new condition of the origin.  The teaching that we call Buddhism is the teaching which 

clearly explains what happens in the process of one condition of the origin manifesting a new condition 

of the origin. What kind of situation arises? 

 What we say is that, when we try to describe what kind of a world it is that appears in the 

process of one condition of the origin becoming a new condition of the origin, we say that the self of 

unification, the self where plus and minus are completely unified, the complete self of the condition of 

the origin, inevitably will divide itself in two, and manifest the condition where plus and minus are in 

opposition to one another. In this case, it is the expanding plus activity which takes the initiative in this 

separation.  This is what I always talk about. 

 As I always say, the self that appears here receives equally from plus and minus, and this 

condition of having received both plus and minus is the very beginning of all existences, and we also 

call it the self of the present moment, or simply the present moment. 

 If you want to use the word God, then God would be this condition of the origin, or in Buddhist 

terms we call it the complete dharma, or the dharma-kaya.  It’s a condition in which plus and minus 

have completely become one.  When this condition divides, then the present appears between plus 

and minus.  The moment the self which has the present as its content appears, simultaneously past 

and future appear. 

 This is very difficult, this whole concept of simultaneous appearance. I don’t think it would be 

easy for any of you, right from the start, to really grasp what I'm saying.  The reason why it’s so 

difficult for you is that we have all been educated in this other way, which says that mother and father 

appeared first, and that you appeared after the appearance of your mother and father.  But 

Buddhism is different. Buddhism says that you are equal to your mother and father because both your 

mother, your father, and you actually have the same parents, the same parent, which is this dharma 

activity itself.  It’s Buddhism which says that both your mother and your father, and your 

grandmothers and your grandfathers, and your great grandmothers and your great grandfathers, they 

all have this one singular parent called dharma activity.  It’s true that, to manifest the wisdom which 
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knows this principle clearly, to manifest this kind of thinking is not an easy thing. 

 But to get back to what I was saying before, when plus and minus separate, the worlds of past, 

present and future all appear simultaneously.  This is the human world, the world of sentience.  But 

the world of past, present and future itself will inevitably do an activity to again manifest the world of 

true love, manifest the condition of the origin, will again do an activity to manifest the unification of 

plus and minus. 

 When you can manifest this condition in which the self disappears, when you can manifest this 

condition in which past, present and future all disappear, then whoever it is, if you’re a student of zen, 

then you will be moved, you will be stirred to tears.  It’s a sure thing that if you think you have 

manifested this condition, but you aren’t crying, then you haven’t really manifested this wisdom.  

When you look at crying, everybody is the same. There’s nothing to think about it.  When you, 

yourself are crying, there’s nothing to think about it.  So, what you should do is at least be able to 

manifest the wisdom that understands that. Again, the time has gotten away from me. 

 The complete self is the self which manifests this condition of the unification of plus and minus, 

in which past, present and future are gone.  The teaching of Buddhism is the teaching that says every 

existent thing will do this activity of advancing and developing, in which one new self after another is 

manifest. But a stone, no matter how many times it does this repetitive activity, it will always remain a 

stone. It will not enter the world of plants. It’s fine for a stone to be a stone. But the world of plants is 

the world in which, the world that is manifest when the world of stones has been transcended.  That 

plant as well will inevitably manifest the complete dharma activity, will manifest the complete self. This 

is when a new condition of the origin is manifest.  When this condition of the origin divides itself in 

two, and manifests a new self which has transcended the world of plants, maybe we can say that the 

next world which is manifest is the mosquito world. Mosquitoes also will inevitably manifest true love, 

and through that manifestation of mosquito true love will manifest a new condition of the origin.  

When this mosquito condition of the origin is manifest, it will not turn back and manifest the mosquito 

world again. It will go on to manifest a new condition of the origin. Again, a new world will be manifest. 

If we want to call it the bird world, then let’s go ahead and do that. Go ahead and call it the bird world, 

and say that that world has appeared.  In the bird world also, the complete bird, the complete self, 

the complete dharma activity will be manifest. But not fixating in that condition of the origin, again a 

world will be manifest, which must manifest a new condition of the origin, and that newly appeared 

world, we can say is the world of mammals.  According to Buddhism, in this new world, there are 

many different kinds of animals, but all of them will manifest the complete self. The mouse will 

manifest the condition of the origin of mouse, and the tiger will manifest the condition of the origin of 

tiger, and the dog will manifest the condition of the origin of dog.  I don’t know how many tens or 

hundreds of thousands of types of animals there are, but in the end of this process of evolution, the 

person that appears, that doesn’t need to do advancing or developing any more, is what we call the 
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enlightened person. 

 I know I've gone over time, but it’s here that I hope that all of you can manifest the wisdom for 

yourself that understands the principle of distinctions and discrimination on the one hand, and equality 

on the other hand. Both the world of differences and the world of equality will appear.  In the world 

of zen, in the world of Buddhism, we very severely acknowledge the validity of equality, and also we 

very severely acknowledge the validity of differences. 

 Buddhism looks on America and says, “Akku byo do,” evil equality, meaning Americans talk 

about equality but they don’t really understand the principle of it. The reason why I don’t talk about 

this much, the reason why I'm pretty mellow about it is because if I say too much, the American 

government will kick me out, saying, “We don’t need zen oshos that say that kind of stuff in our 

country.”  But in order for America to become a true world leader, we must recognize that 

democracy in our age is a very difficult thing. But, if America doesn’t take the lead in forming a truly 

modern democracy, then we’re all in trouble, so America must take to heart this principle of equality 

and differences. 

 This kind of talk that Kyogen is giving about equality and differences is the kind of talk that, for 

most people, will sound as if it doesn’t match the principle. That is what Mumon is saying in this first 

line of the poem. What Mumon is saying is that Kyogen, for the sake of his students, is taking a position 

which does not actually match, which does not actually hit the nail on the head, of the principle. 

 Mumon is very kind here, and he points out the contradictory nature of Kyogen’s speach, and 

says you also have to grasp this contradictory nature. Within differences, there is equality. Within 

equality, this thing that we call the condition of differences appears. But without understanding, 

without knowing this principle clearly for yourself, and going around saying, “We are equal. We are 

equal,” we have to say you’re a stupid idiot. You’re just like a blind person.  I don’t care if America’s 

the place where they discovered electricity or not. Because you’re all so attached to your "I am" selves, 

it’s very difficult to teach the true principle of equality and differences here. 

 

 


