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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 11, 1998 – 1st Day 

General-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan, ch. 5 

 
Kyogen’s Man-Up-a-Tree 

  

The Case  

 

 Kyogen said, “It’s like a man up a tree, hanging from a branch with his mouth; his hands can’t 

grasp a bough, his feet won’t reach one. Under the tree there is another man, who asks him the 

meaning of Daruma’s coming from the West. If he doesn’t answer, he evades his duty. If he answers, 

he will lose his life. What should he do?” 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

 

 We’ve come to organize another sesshin. During this sesshin, what I need from you is to really 

work hard, actually break your bones, and try to grasp this koan of Kyogen’s tree. 

 For people who think that they will find salvation through making money, or training their body, 

so that they have a strong body, or if they think that they will find salvation through finding a good 

husband or a good wife, then probably this koan will have no meaning for you. 

 Actually, all of zen practice, not just this koan, if you are the kind of person who is searching 

outside of yourself for something, then zen practice has nothing to do with your life. 

 The reason for this is that zen practice is actually to learn to manifest the self which is not 

seeking anything. 

 But the nature of most people, the nature of almost everybody is to think that they have to 

make money. Without making money, they can’t live. They can’t find peace of mind without searching 

for something. 

 So, in zen even we have to recognize that this is one way of being that people have, and we 

have to answer to that way of being. 

 We don’t negate making money. We don’t negate finding a magnificent, wonderful husband or 

wife. We say those things are fine. 

 But no matter how much money you make, no matter how wonderful a husband or wonderful 

a wife you find, in the end isn’t it true that you can’t find satisfaction? 
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 So, what we remind you is utterly important, is that, although it’s okay to search, it’s also very 

important to reach the condition where you no longer need to be searching. 

 So what I need from you is for you to manifest the wisdom yourself that understands this 

principle. 

 As I always tell you, if you are manifesting the complete, perfect self, there’s no need for you to 

search for money, there’s no need for a man to look for a woman, or a woman to look for a man. 

 But, there is not even one single person who first appears as the complete self. 

 Everybody is doing their incomplete self as they appear. 

 This incomplete self must find a way, one way or another, to manifest the complete self, and so 

this activity that we call searching must be done. 

 So, zen also says that we cannot negate this activity of searching, that negating the activity of 

searching would be to negate the true nature of what it means to be a person. 

 What I'm saying here is that you have to grasp Kyogen Osho here. He is standing up, and 

proclaiming this principle, that we are all born incomplete, and all must strive to become complete. 

 But the example that Kyogen Osho gives us is a very difficult example. 

 For people who are just beginning their zen practice, this koan, this metaphor is very difficult to 

grasp. 

 But, in the beginning I'm telling you that it’s very important to remember to place in your heart 

this principle that we are all born incomplete. Bearing that in mind, then continue your study of this 

koan. 

 Kyogen uses the metaphor of climbing a tree, and says that the very way of being, the very 

nature of being a person is just this climbing a tree. 

 What kind of tree is it? When you do zazen into this koan, that’s the first thing that you must 

contemplate. When he talks about a tree, what kind of a tree, which tree is he talking about? Which 

tree is he pointing to? 

 The legend that is handed down to us is that the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, was 

enlightened underneath the bodhi tree. 

 That original bodhi tree died, but they planted another bodhi tree, and you can go to India, and 

see a bodhi tree at the spot of Buddha’s enlightenment.  

 But that is not the tree that Kyogen is saying that we must climb. It’s not that bodhi tree he’s 

referring to. 

 It should go without saying that when Kyogen says bodhi tree, the tree that Kyogen is talking 

about is this great cosmos itself. The activity which forms the great cosmos is forming the bodhi tree. 

The tree he is talking about is the entire cosmos. 

 When you become the bodhi tree, the perfect complete bodhi tree yourself, then there will be 

no need for you to look at any bodhi tree outside of yourself. 
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 Kyogen is saying here, using a metaphor, and saying that the very nature of being a person is to 

be doing the activity of climbing that bodhi tree. 

 The thing we call the self was born from this bodhi tree. 

 As I've been telling you up until now, over and over, when this great universe splits, right down 

the middle, that is when all existences appear. 

 The way you have to interpret this metaphor, therefore, is that when the bodhi tree splits right 

down the middle, that’s when you are born. 

 Finally then you should understand how you’re born. You have been born when the bodhi tree 

divides itself right down the center. 

 The bodhi tree is growing, and it’s growning through two mutually opposing activities, the 

activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, the activity which forms man and the activity 

that forms woman are causing the bodhi tree to grow. 

 So please contemplate that situation for yourself. 

 As I always say, the self, the existent thing, appears, receiving absolutely equal amounts of plus 

and minus, of man and woman, of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 Simultaneously with the appearance of the self, plus and minus appear, mother and father 

appear. 

 But it’s very difficult to really understand what I mean by simultaneous appearance. 

 But probably it’s the case that for people who have listened to teisho often, you clearly can 

manifest the wisdom that grasps what it means to say that the self appears simultaneously with 

mother and father. 

 The people it’s difficult for are the people who have come here, having been taught that 

mother and father were before you. 

 If you think in this way, if you think that your father was before you, and before your father 

appeared, he had a mother and father who were existing before him, and then that mother and father 

had their own mothers and fathers that were existing before them, on and on, your source, your origin 

will become numberless, countless, and you won’t be able to understand what it really is. 

 You won’t be able to understand your origin. 

 The only way for you to be able to think is that mothers and fathers are everywhere, that 

everything you see is a mother or a father. 

 That’s fine. That’s actually a good way to think, but just thinking that, you won’t really be able 

to grasp the condition of the origin. 

 What I'm saying is, what I want you to do is grasp for yourself your origin, your source. Grasp 

for yourself this bodhi tree. 

 When you are born, you receive plus and minus, you receive tatha-gata and tatha-agata in an 

absolutely equal way. 
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 When that happens, tatha-gata is no longer tatha-gata. He becomes father. 

 Father appears together with the child. 

 Mother is the same. Mother appears together with the child. 

 Tatha-gata and tatha-agata, of course, are the parents. When it was simply tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata, that was the condition of the source. 

 There are no two conditions of the origin. The condition of the origin is when plus and minus 

have completely become one. 

 But when I say oneness, become one, then everyone fixates that, but the position of Buddhism 

is that this condition of oneness is an activity, an activity of plus and minus becoming one and facing, 

becoming one and facing, over and over. 

 Mother and father’s origin also is this very same condition of the source. There is simply one 

condition of the source. 

 The child is born from the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. Mother and father are also 

born from the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and so they are born, all three are born in the 

exact same way. 

 Of course, your origin is your parents, but your mother and father also have this very same 

origin, from which they have appeared. 

 According to Buddhism, when you appear, that is exactly the same time that your mother and 

father appeared. 

 For people who are attached to an idea that their mother and father were existing before they 

appeared, this other idea, that you appear all three together, is very difficult for you to really grasp. 

 What I'm saying is that every single thing has the exact same origin. 

 As I've been saying, this origin which gives birth to everything is the bodhi tree. This is what 

Kyogen is taking up and showing to all of you. 

 Of course, this bodhi tree is just a poetic expression to mean the great universe, itself. 

 When the existent thing appeared, together, at the very same time as that appearance, the 

perspective of man and the perspective of woman separate. 

 When you are born you are incomplete. When every existence is born, that existence is 

incomplete. And so it must connect with, it must make relationship with mother and father, and this 

activity of making relationship with mother and father is what we call in Buddhism the process of 

growing. 

 Kyogen in the original just uses the word hito, person, but it really means every existent thing, 

and the way of being of any existing thing is to be climbing up this bodhi tree. 

 The bodhi tree has separated, hasn’t it, has separated into the male tree and the female tree. 

And the child that has been born, what will it eat in order to grow, in order to get big? 

 Kyogen says that your mouth is biting into the branch of this tree. He presents this as one 
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problem for you to contemplate, this situation of biting into the tree. 

 He gives us this situation in detail, and he says three things about it. He says that your mouth is 

firmly biting into the branch of the tree. He also says that your hands cannot grab any part of the tree. 

And then he says your feet aren’t touching the tree. This means that your feet can’t touch another 

branch of the tree, either. Those three. 

 Kyogen is giving us this situation, and saying that when a child grows, the relationship that a 

child makes with the bodhi tree, the relationship that the child makes with the mother is these very 

three conditions. 

 Of course, the infant itself doesn’t think that it’s manifesting these three conditions. Without 

thinking about it, it simply does it. 

 The way we should interpret this is to think that all children, as long as they are still growing, 

are manifesting these three different relationships with the bodhi tree. 

 But, when growth is complete, when development is complete, then what happens to these 

three conditions, of the mouth biting into the branch, and the arms and the legs not being able to 

grasp or touch the tree. 

 When it’s a little infant, then he or she completely grasps his or her mother’s breast, and the 

breast is totally filling that child’s mouth. There’s no need for the child to try to grasp any other part of 

the mother’s body. 

 But when the baby gets a little bit bigger, then even as that baby is nursing, vigorously, the 

hands are also busy, and one hand is on one breast, and one hand is on the other breast. 

 And as this child gets even bigger, it comes to have what we call will. 

 When it says, the hand cannot grasp a bough, it means that, without depending on the bodhi 

tree, without depending on the bough, the child can make relationship with the bodhi tree. 

 This is a very mysterious situation. 

 Without depending on the branch, being able to make relationship with the tree, what kind of 

an activity is it? We could call it supernatural power perhaps, the power, the deed of gods. 

 When you’re climbing the tree, you’re climbing, walking up the tree, using your body, and your 

self is definitely there, but when you grow up, then you forget all about that you are walking on the 

tree. You are standing up, having forgotten all about the tree. 

 Kyogen is talking about the way that a child grows, and presenting these three different 

situations. 

 The second situation that he describes is a situation of being a teenager. This is a situation in 

which one receives the wisdom of mother and father equally, and having received this wisdom equally, 

one is equal to mother and father. 

 The behavior of the teenager is the kind of behavior which is a big problem, a big trouble to the 

parents, because it’s the kind of behavior that occurs without having to depend upon the branch of the 
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tree. 

 Feet not touching anything, feet not treading upon anything, this means that I don’t need 

mother or father. I can walk, completely independent of mother and father. That kind of attitude 

might, on the one hand, make the parents happy, but on the other hand, will make the parents sad. 

 So the situation which has no difficulty in it, from which the parents will not complain about 

anything about, is the first situation, in which the child is biting into the branch of the tree. 

 But if the child doesn’t grow up, that will also be a problem for the parent. 

 Next comes the situation that teenagerhood has been transcended, gone beyond. 

 All of you are appearing here, having gone way beyond being a teenager. 

 Then, finally you notice something. 

 What do you notice? 

 Then finally you come to think, “What is my origin?” 

 Kyogen says this is when someone appears below the tree, and asks, “What is the meaning of 

Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?” That means, what is your original face, or that means, what is 

your origin? This is when you meet up with that kind of doubt. 

 Everyone, as they grow, inevitably will meet up with this kind of doubt. 

 Kyogen is saying that this person appearing underneath the tree is asking you the question. 

He’s asking the you that has graduated from being a teenager, that is now a wise person. 

 If you are asked this kind of question, you will think various things, having been asked. If you 

can’t answer, that simply means that you don’t know the true nature of your self. 

 This self that is being asked the question, that has passed through these three situations, at first 

depending upon the mother, and then no longer depending on the mother, or the father, comes to 

notice that the only thing it has to depend on is this great bodhi tree. 

 This is a koan which we don’t have to throw away, just because we are modern people. This is 

still relevant to us. 

 In the condition of being an infant, because one is completely dependent upon the mother, 

then of course one is not able to answer. 

 This is the condition in which one isn’t able to answer the question, “What is our origin?” 

 This is the condition where, probably you’ll be filled with worry. You’ll wonder, “How can I 

answer? How should I answer?” 

 Kyogen is saying that if one in this condition opens up one’s mouth in order to answer, then he 

will just fly down, fall down to the earth, and die. 

 Because, within the process of our growing and developing, this kind of situation will inevitably 

occur. That’s why it’s necessary to teach about it. 

 Kyogen’s question is, “In this exact situation, at this exact time, how should you answer?” 

 What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West? What is your origin? In zen, we 
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say that this is asking, what is your original face? 

 This is the very condition of the origin, and this condition of the origin is when the complete 

plus and the complete minus are unified and acting, and they are acting completely without any will. 

 They are acting will-lessly. They manifest facing one another, and at once, they then manifest 

oneness. Manifesting oneness, at once they manifest facing. They do that activity will-lessly, over and 

over. That’s the definition of condition of the origin. 

 Also we say that that is a manifestation of true love. 

 The manifestation of the activity of true love is a manifestation of a will-less activity. 

 In Tathagata Zen, Nyorai Zen, we also name that very condition the meaning of Bodhidharma’s 

coming from the West. 

 Everybody says that people can’t keep living without love. 

 But, to love and to be loved, having will, using your will, is, according to Buddhism, not the real 

thing. That is what we call katsu-ai, or greedy love, self-centered love. 

 Probably that’s an okay translation of katsu-ai, greedy love. I'm not sure. The translator just 

made it up. 

 Because the incomplete self has this hope of becoming the complete self, it’s inevitable that it 

gives rise to greedy love. 

 But, when that greedy self, that self which is manifesting greedy love disappears, then that is 

when the true self appears. When the searching self disappears, that is when the complete love 

appears. What we negate, what we say is unacceptable in Buddhism, is to fixate that self of greedy 

love. 

 So please, grasp without making a mistake what Buddhism means by the meaning of 

Bodhidharma coming from the West, or the condition of the origin, or the manifestation of true love. 

 Within this process of climbing up the tree, where these three conditions appear, there will 

always appear this condition where one is an infant, one is hanging from the tree like an infant. 

 It’s correct, it’s good for an infant to be an infant. 

 Filling your mouth with the branch of the tree, and hanging there, that’s fine. 

 But what in the world should you do if you find yourself in this situation, where your feet aren’t 

touching the ground and they’re not touching the tree, and your hands cannot grasp the tree. 

 In other words, as long as you’re depending on mother, as long as you are able to depend on 

mother, then that’s fine. 

 But, your consciousness has developed. You have become a teenager, and then, how will you 

manifest the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West? How will you manifest your original 

face? 

 When you become a clearly independent person, when you’ve really grown up, then what kind 

of activity of consciousness do you manifest? 
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 What should you do? 

 What I'm saying is that if you fixate this self which says "I am," then there’s no way you’ll be 

able to manifest true love, or the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West. That is your 

mistake. 

 It’s time to stop, so, what should you do? 

 

 


