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Mumonkan,    ch. 6

世尊拈花
Buddha Holds up a Flower

The World Honored One, in ancient times was on Vulture Peak. He held

up a  flower,  showing it  to  the assembly.      Every one  was silent.      Only Ma-

hakashapa broke into a smile.    The World Honored One said, “I have the eye trea-

sury of the correct dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no-

form, and the subtle gate of the dharma.    It does not stand upon words.    It is a

special  transmission  outside  of  all  teachings.      I  now  entrust  this  to  Ma-

hakashapa."

Today we’ve arrived at the third day, and as for this koan, there’s nothing

at all difficult about this koan, really. As I’ve been telling you, Shakyamuni Bud-

dha showed everybody the condition of the source. By holding up this flower, he

showed every one the condition of the origin.

When Shakyamuni himself was alive, it’s probably true that all his disci-

ples were really great disciples. So when Shakyamuni showed the flower, showed

them the  condition of  the  origin,  all  of  the  disciples  immediately grasped the

tenet, the idea he was getting at,  and they all manifested this condition of the

source, together with the world honored one, and the person who presented this

koan is saying, “Understand that for yourself.”

That condition is the condition of the unification of subject and object.

When subject and object are separate from one another, that’s the human world. If

you think of it terms of time, this human world is divided into past, present and

future.

As for this condition of the source, we call it, one is two. That means that

the condition of the unification of subject and object then manifests the facing, or

contrast of subject and object, and then this condition of the facing of subject and

object then manifests oneness again. This activity repeats over and over again.

That’s the condition of the origin, different than this human world. When we talk

about the human world, we use this expression, one is three. That means that this
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world of past, present and future, that is the human world, then again will mani-

fest oneness.

In the condition of the origin, in the condition where we say, one is two

and two is one, when the condition of oneness manifests the condition of two,

then within this world of two, that is where the world of sentience, the world of

sentient beings, the world of existences, appears.

In the process of the three worlds manifesting the world of unification, in-

evitably the world of twoness will appear. In the cases when the world of oneness

manifests twoness, but does not go on to manifest the three worlds, simply repeats

oneness and twoness, that is the condition of the source.

In Buddhism we say that there are times, however, when the world of two,

this world of facing or opposition, does go on to actually create the world of sepa-

ration, and when this happens, we can say that the two forces of past and future

actually separate, and in between past and future appears the present moment. So

this world of past, present and future is the human world, the sentient world.

Within the condition of the origin we can see that the past activity is em-

bracing the future activity, that the future activity has become a being within the

content of the past activity. But when the present moment appears in the space be-

tween past and future, that is the world of sentience, the beginning of existences.

We teach that  you must  find  a  way of  thinking about  it  in  which  the

present is embraced by the future from the outside, and also the present is em-

braced by the past from the inside. Or we can say that the father is inhabiting the

future world, and the mother is inhabiting the past world, and you, yourself are

the present, being embraced by both father and mother.

When we teach you, we say, please think about it like this. Don’t think that

past, present and future are existing in a flat kind of world. You have to think that

past, present and future are standing up within a sphere. If you do zazen with this

flat kind of two-dimensional thinking, then it doesn’t matter how many years you

do it, it’s not really zen.

When the present moment appears between past and future, this is, as I

said, the beginning of existent things, this sentient world, and if you try to imme-

diately start thinking about what is subject and what is object, that’s impossible.

The world of the present moment appears, having received exactly equally

from tatha-gata, the future activity, and tatha-agata, the past activity. But without

fail, the self which has appeared as the present moment, will immediately dissolve

and disappear, and again it will become the world of only past and future. The

reason why zazen becomes difficult for you is because you don’t really under-
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stand this principle.

The present moment, the self, when it disappears, when it dissolves, what

is happening is that it melts itself into the world of mother and father, it melts it-

self into the world of future and past, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and then what ap-

pears is the world of oneness. The present moment is what has, as its content,

equal amounts of plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, past and future.

When the present moment self does dissolve itself, then we say that it be-

comes the past and the future, becomes tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and it stands up

in  the  perspective  of  past  and future.  Zen practice  is  to  manifest  the  wisdom

which understands this principle.

For people who have studied Buddhism, this is what you begin to study

from the very beginning of your study of Buddhism, so it’s very easy to begin

your study of zen, but for all of you who haven’t had this background of studying

Buddhism, it’s a very difficult task.

Everybody seems to be taught that your self is the subject, and the objec-

tive world around you is what you call the object. Then it seems as if it’s only

these two worlds of past and future. That’s where there is no appearance of the

present moment. But in Buddhism we say that without fail the present moment

will appear. That present moment, of course, is your self. That self has both plus

and minus as its content as it appears. But mother and father have only one of the

activities. Father only has the plus activity, and mother only has the minus activ-

ity.

Of course, when mother and father did appear, they also appeared with

both plus and minus as their content. You must think that mother and father ap-

pear at exactly the same time as the self is born. It’s a big mistake to think that

mother and father appeared before the birth of the self.

Mother and father were both in the condition of the source, together with

the child. If you think that mother and father appeared before your self, and then

you think, well, they must have had their own mother and father, and those must

have had their own mother and father, then, if you start thinking in that way, it’s

very difficult to discover for yourself the source of both your mother, your father,

and your self.

As plus and minus activities are doing their activity, when they are in a

state of opposition to  one another,  they will  make relationship with the child.

When the child meets up with this condition of opposition, then without fail, it

will  divide  itself  in  two,  and dissolve  itself.  Of course,  Buddhism is  thinking

about this dividing of yourself in two in terms of a problem, a question of wis-
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dom.

When the self divides itself in two, what it does is, it gives the plus part of

the self, it returns that to father, and it returns the minus part of the self back to

mother, and that is the way it comes to live in the worlds of mother and father. Ac-

cording to Tathagata Zen, what we are saying here is that this dissolution of the

self is the activity of no-self,  it’s the activity of negating your self.  When you

negate your self, then the world of only tatha-gata and tatha-agata acting appears.

What I’m saying is that every single existent thing has this activity, has

had this experience of dissolving itself, doing the activity of no-self, and through

that negating the self, that existent thing develops and grows. Buddhism talks a lot

about no-self, but actually everything, from the moment it’s born, is already expe-

riencing this activity of no-self in the process of its evolution. But in general, ev-

eryone seems to simply fixate this "I am" self, this self of the present moment,

and then they think that it’s that fixated self which is doing the developing and

growing. But that’s a mistaken way of thinking about the nature of the self.

All existent things are, without fail, doing this experience of no-self, and

so when you begin your zen practice, it’s imperative upon you to practice this ex-

perience of no-self. After repeating this experience of no-self over and over and

over again, you will come to the wisdom that this thing that you call your self has,

as its very content these two activities of thus-going and thus-coming, tatha-gata

and tatha-agata.

The way we teach is to say that, before tatha-gata and tatha-agata actually

become one, inevitably they will manifest this condition in which they have re-

turned to their pure condition, and are facing one another in this pure condition.

Although I’m jumping ahead a little bit in the talk here, what I’d like to

talk about now is that this condition of tatha-gata and tatha-agata purely facing

one another  is  what  we call  self  seeing self.  When the self  goes through this

process of no-self, and dissolves its self, and leaves this condition of purely facing

one  another,  then  everything  is  simply  doing  this  activity  of  self  seeing  self.

Therefore,  when you see  something and recognize  it  as  something other  than

yourself, you have to remember that you are doing an activity of wisdom, an ac-

tivity of knowing which is not the perfect complete activity of wisdom.

Everybody, when you meet up with something that you recognize as not

yourself, then you’ve all had this experience of then understanding, “Ah, I under-

stand,” and when you have that experience of understanding, that feeling of un-

derstanding,  that  is  the  experience,  the  feeling  (the  activity  of  feeling),  of  no

longer having any doubts, of the self seeing the self. This world of sentience (this
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human world itself) must become this world of the self seeing the self. We say

that that is when the present moment has disappeared. It’s a present moment in

which the present moment has disappeared. It’s a present moment that has only

past and future.

In general, people put a lot of energy into talking about the three worlds of

past, present and future, but in Buddhism, what we like to emphasize is this world

in which the present moment has disappeared, and it’s simply subject and object

facing one another.

When you look at the religious world, there are no religions that don’t af-

firm this world of past, present and future. I think that, in general in the world of

scholarship as  well,  people just  simply uncritically,  unconditionally  accept  the

world being divided into the objective world and the subjective world.

In Buddhism we say, very strongly we remind you that, okay, yes there is

that world that has only subject and object, but that is the world that appears when

the present moment has dissolved. It’s only when the present moment disappears

that the objective and subjective worlds appear. As long as the present moment is

still there, then these pure subjective and objective worlds won’t appear.

It’s when you can experience for yourself the experience of no-self, that fi-

nally, the world where self sees self, where there is only subject and object will

appear. I think you’ve all learned all sorts of different ways of expressing this, dif-

ferent clever wordy explanations, like the subject is the object, or the objective is

the subjective.

It’s true that this (human) world is divided into subject and object, this

world is divided into man and woman. But before the appearance of this world of

(only) man and woman, there was this world of the child, this world of the child

(which is the present) that has both plus and minus as its content, I don’t think in

religion in general they teach about that, that the of the child was there before the

world of only man and woman.

As I’ve been repeating over and over again, it’s only when the self dis-

solves itself that the world of only subject and object appears. Of course, that is

the condition of the source. This condition of the source is, if we want to give it

some kind of human feeling or character, we can say that that is the condition

where  these  two activities  are  working together,  but  they’re  working together

completely without will. If you understand this principle that I’ve been explaining

clearly, then it shouldn’t be necessary to give any more teisho on, or any more ex-

planation of this koan. What I’m saying is that the situation of a truly loving cou-

ple is the situation where the self is seeing itself.
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Then, in the koan it says, “And the World-honored one said,” and as I was

talking about yesterday, this has been called a heretical sutra, something that isn’t

really a sutra, so probably this part that says, “The World-honored one says,” is

really just what some interpreter later on is saying.

This next sentence in the text is a really wonderful, magnificent sentence,

but some of it just kind of rubs you the wrong way. There’s some kind of boring

stuff thrown in there. The first thing he says is, “I,” Buddha said, “I.” What does

this “I” mean? Brahma also says “I.” In Brahmanism also they say that the true

self is the complete self, is the self which has gone beyond any comparisons.

So you also have to understand this “I” that Buddha said here to be the “I”

which has gone beyond all comparisons. It’s the “I” which is not the kind of “I”

which is looking upon another. So, would this kind of an “I,”    this kind of an “I”

that has gone beyond all comparisons, say something like, “I have the eye-trea-

sury of the correct dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no

form, and the subtle gate of the dharma. It does not stand upon words. It is a spe-

cial transmission outside of all teachings.”?

Would the absolute God, would the enlightened Buddha say something

like this? That’s why, if you’re studying zen, we tell you that you should take a

block of ice and put it on your head when you read things like this.

So how can you understand this? If you first understand the “I” to be this

absolute “I,” how can you understand this “I” saying, “I have the eye-treasury of

the correct dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no form, and

the subtle gate of the dharma. It does not stand upon words. It is a special trans-

mission outside of the teachings.”?

When he says “I,” what he means is that this “I” is manifesting the very

condition of shobogenzo, of the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no

form, and the subtle gate of the dharma, not depending on words, but outside of

all teachings.

When you are in the world of words, and you start talking about the eye-

treasury of the correct dharma, and the exquisite mind of nirvana, I guess    you

need a grammatical subject for the sentence. Without the grammatical “I” as the

subject, then it isn’t English. But the complete self is manifesting a self which is

not in opposition to anything, and so it  is  always manifesting a kind of word

which is without a grammatical subject. But it seems really impossible for all of

you. You’re always tied up by the grammatical subjects and verbs, and the transla-

tors often ask, “Roshi, what was the subject of that sentence?”    Zen monks often

use these kind of sentences that don’t have grammatical subjects, and that’s why
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it’s difficult to understand.

The condition that he’s talking about when he’s talking about the eye-trea-

sury of the correct dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true form of no

form, the subtle gate of the dharma, not depending on words, specially transmitted

outside of the teachings, is a condition beyond any comparison.

If you can grasp this eye-treasury of the correct dharma, not standing upon

words, specially transmitted outside of the teachings, as zero, then you can grasp

the “I” in the sentence also as zero. But if you try to grasp this specially transmit-

ted thing which is outside of all the teachings, from the standpoint of the "I am"

self, then you will always be stuck in looking upon zen as an intellectual. If you

really understand, then you don’t need to do the activity of understanding any

more. That is true knowing.

It’s fine to study Buddhism from the intellectual perspective. In fact, you

must study Buddhism from the intellectual perspective, but unless you are able to

manifest the self which no longer needs to do the activity of knowing, you will

never experience the complete self for yourself.

Right before this, Mahakashapa broke into a smile. Where did this laugh

come from? Because the world of past, present and future appeared, that’s why he

laughed. There are times where you smile when you see something happy. There

are also times where you smile, seeing something sad. There are times where you

smile, seeing something beautiful, but there are also times where you smile, see-

ing something not beautiful.

All of the students, and Mahakashapa too, had been manifesting the condi-

tion of zero with the Buddha, but this condition of zero was broken apart, and the

worlds of past, present and future appeared. Then the Buddha proved, he gave

proof of, to everyone, that my (his) way of being, the way of being of my (his)

self, and the way of being of Mahakashapa, are (were) the same.

When you manifest the wisdom of self seeing self, there is no longer any

need to look for your self. You’ve already transcended the world of knowing. In

Buddhism we call this the position of liberation. In contrast to this position of lib-

eration, we also have the human position of salvation. What is this state of salva-

tion? Maybe it’s the condition of zero which is salvation.

If you look in the newspapers, and you look in the religious page of the

newspaper, then it’s chock full of testimonials explaining what salvation is, but

true  salvation  is  an  awesome  thing,  really.  It’s  the  condition  where  man  and

woman have both totally disappeared. As long as we’re still stuck in this world

where there’s subject and object, where there’s man and woman, then we’re in the

7



position of having to be saved, needing to be saved.

Then Mumon gives his comment on this koan. Mumon appeared on the

scene about two-thousand years after the Buddha, and then he says what he thinks

about it. But since it’s time to stop, then we’ll talk about it tomorrow.
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