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General-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan  
Case Five 

Kyogen’s Man-Up-a-Tree 
translated by R.H. Blyth 

Mumon’s Comment 

  

 Though your eloquence flows like a river, it is all of no avail.  Even if you can explain the whole 

body of the Buddhist sutras, that also is useless.  If you can answer the problem properly, you can kill 

the living, bring the dead to life.   But if you can’t answer, you must ask Maitreya when he comes. 

 

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. 

 
 Yesterday I spoke about the case of this koan, and usually we call this case either Kyogen’s 
man-up-a-tree, or just simply Kyogen’s tree.  And today I’ll give teisho on Mumon’s comment 
regarding the meaning or the tenet Kyogen was getting at, but it’s a very difficult thing.  Of course if 
you haven’t clearly grasped for yourself what Kyogen was getting at, what he said the very nature of 
being a person is, then of course you won’t be able to understand Mumon’s comment either. 
 And, as I said yesterday Kyogen explains that there are three ways of being, three natures 
within the nature of being a person.  And I know I’m repeating myself, but as I said yesterday, one of 
the situations within the nature of being a person is the situation in which one does not need to 
answer; it is not one’s business to answer; the existent thing that has appeared doesn’t have to 
answer. 
 I spoke yesterday about how this first condition is the condition of the one self, the singular one 
and only self. That self is the same as saying there’s just one tree. There’s just one self.  Here the self 
is completely depending on this one and only tree.  
 So in your zazen you should carefully contemplate this question, this problem. 
 In this condition in which you are completely depending on the one tree, the singular unique 
tree, then, of course there is no need to speak, and there is no need to be spoken to. It’s not possible 
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to speak and it’s not possible to be spoken to. In this condition, you cannot paint a picture. You cannot 
sing a poem. 
 No matter who you are, if you look at a baby who is nursing at her mother’s breast, that 
condition, everybody can recognize, is a condition where that baby is completely depending on the 
mother. That baby is not doing something good, nor is it doing something evil.  There is nothing that 
can really be done about this state!  We can’t fight it, nor can we do anything to help it. 
 If we posit the existence of an absolute being, of a complete being, then that is the condition 
that we are talking about. Please open up your eyes clearly and see what Mumon has to say about this 
condition. 
 He is saying that this condition also can be called a condition in which it isn’t necessary for you 
to make relationship with this one singular tree, with your hands. Also, when it comes to your feet, it is 
unnecessary for you to touch the tree with your feet, for you to stand up using your feet, on the tree. 
 So I'm asking you to, once again, really listen carefully to these three conditions that Kyogen 
explains, and this is also the very thing that Mumon is commenting on. 
 When we look back on how the self appears, whenever self appears, it appears, receiving 
absolutely equally from mother and father. That means it receives equal amounts of plus and equal 
amounts of minus. 
 Because the self is receiving part of plus and minus, together with the appearance of the self, 
plus and minus both lose their perfect complete condition. 
 This condition of plus and minus is what we call their aged state, their senile state. 
 Kyogen Osho says that, simultaneously with the appearance of the self, plus and minus become 
their aged plus and minus conditions. 
 This situation, this condition repeats over and over again, and that repetitive process is what 
we call growing, or developing. 
 We all talk about growing, or evolving, or developing, but what really is it? Every time one step 
of growth or development occurs, plus and minus are getting older. 
 In the end, finally, plus and minus are completely within the child that has been born. Plus and 
minus totally have given all of themselves to the child. 
 At that point, that thing which has appeared has all of plus and all of minus as its content, and 
therefore there is no plus outside of it, there is no minus outside of it. 
 That is the condition of the manifestation of the complete perfect self. 
 According to Buddhism, therefore, when we define what the supreme being is, or the ultimate 
being, the absolute being is, we define it as this very same complete self. 
 Because we define God also as the complete self, therefore you can see clearly that there is no 
God other than the manifestation of complete self. 
 So, the only way to know the supreme being, the almighty, is to experience that condition. 
There is no way to know or to see the supreme being as something other than your self. 
 When we talk about knowing or seeing the supreme being or God or the almighty, the only way 
that that could possibly happen is by experiencing the complete condition, and the only way to 
experience the complete condition is to experience plus and minus completely as mu, as nothingness. 
 The condition of that experience is neither u nor mu, neither existence nor non-existence. 
 It isn’t a condition that you can say is good or bad. 
 The manifestation of, if you want to say God, well, then you can say the manifestation of God is 
a manifestation of a condition that has all of good and evil in it, all of u and mu in it. 
 There’s no way around it. It seems as if everybody hopes to have that experience. 
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 But as long as you are fixating, or affirming and then fixating the human condition, being a 
human, no matter how much you want to know, how much you want to have this experience, it’s not 
possible. It’s impossible to have it. 
 It is only when plus and minus disappear from in front of you that you can experience God. 
 But affirming yourself, affirming the world of the human, and wanting to know God, you’re 
trying to do something that is not possible. 
 This is where the difference between Buddhism and that which is not Buddhism can be seen 
clearly. 
 I think it’s fair to say that, in general the perspective of religious thought is to simply fixate you, 
just the way you are, and that you, just the way you are, wants to experience God, wants to know God. 
 If you really would like to know God, the only way you can do that, according to Buddhism, is to 
dissolve that "I am" self. 
 This is exactly the place where the difference between Buddhism and what we could call 
religion in general comes out, and you can see that it is quite a large difference. 
 But, maybe it’s fair to say that actually, in our modern times, everybody has developed their 
thinking to the point that they believe that the true way of being of things, the absolute reality does 
not exist as an object to your self. 
 In the old days, however, this definition, this unshakable, un-moveable definition of God nature 
being different than human nature was what religion was all about. 
 But maybe it’s fair to say that nowadays religions that say that no longer exist. 
 There are probably no religions now that don’t say that it isn’t until your incomplete self 
disappears that the complete self can appear. 
 But, to dissolve this self which says "I am" is not an easy thing. 
 The reason why it is so difficult to dissolve this "I am" self is that it seems that the nature of 
being a human being is to, somehow or another, want to think that we can be saved, that we can find 
liberation through affirming that "I am" proclaiming self. 
 But Buddhism especially emphasizes that the activity which is manifest when we do dissolve 
our selves is the activity of true love. 
 Everybody thinks, as I said yesterday as well, that it isn’t possible to be a human being and 
continue to live without love. 
 I know it’s a very severe sounding, strict, absolutely severe sounding thing to say, but Buddhism 
says that when we say we can’t live without love, that is just the self which is fixating its "I am" self 
which says that. 
 The reason why we say this is that when people usually say we can’t live without love, that love 
that they are referring to is the feeling of love that they have when something affirms them, and that is 
completely different than the true love we speak about in Buddhism. 
 When your husband affirms you, when your husband does the activity of affirming your self, 
then you think, “What a wonderful husband I have.“ 
 It’s the same, the opposite way too. If you think, “Ah, my wife, she’s always affirming me, and 
making me feel so good,” then you think you have a good wife. 
 But that way of seeing, that point of view, is what we call the point of view of desireful love, 
love that is craving love, and that is not what we mean at all by true love in Buddhism. 
 The manifestation of true love is the condition which appears when that "I am" saying self 
disappears. 
 When it’s the situation where you are being affirmed, or where you are being negated, that is 
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the situation where there is a self and another, or we could say, more concretely, that is the situation 
where there are men and women. 
 This is the condition where the self and the other, where plus and minus, where man and 
woman are completely in opposition to each other. 
 If we affirm that situation of opposition, then it’s natural for one side of the opposition to 
become a victim. 
 In other words, one side becomes the conquering side, and one side becomes the side which is 
controlled by the conquering side. 
 According to Buddhism, of course that situation is not the condition of true love. 
 What is the condition of true love, according to Buddhism, is when plus and minus are acting 
completely will-lessly, facing one another, and unifying with one another, over and over. 
 In this situation, when opposition occurs, immediately opposition is not fixated. That condition 
of opposition is negated, and at once unity is manifest. 
 But, if that condition is fixated, then true true love will not appear. 
 That condition of unification also will inevitably again manifest facing, or opposition. 
 The way we teach is to say that this repetitive activity of facing and unifying, over and over, is 
happening without any will, so if you have will, then that activity becomes difficult to do. 
 The repetitive activity of plus and minus unifying and facing, over and over, is what we call the 
dharma activity, and absolutely everything is doing that dharma activity, even an ant, even a mosquito. 
 But human beings are doing the opposite kind of thing. Human beings have developed so that 
they do have will, and so they are not acting in this will-less way. 
 Even dogs and cats do this activity of plus and minus unifying and facing, over and over again, 
will-lessly, but human beings have will, and so the only way human beings can do this activity is with an 
incredibly strong will, to take the initiative and dissolve their selves, and, using their will, do this 
activity of dissolving themselves, and then having the activity of plus and minus unifying and facing 
occur. Buddhism says that all people must come to have that kind of will. 
 So now it should be clear what the basic difference between people and animals is. 
 Mosquitoes, animals, do the activity of love without will. 
 But human beings are those things which, using their strong will, manifest true love. 
 I guess it’s true that we can’t live without love, but it’s a very difficult thing to manifest true 
love. 
 But it’s really not at all difficult. All you have to do is dissolve your self, and then you’ll see 
there’s nothing difficult about it. 
 But to dissolve this self which says “I am,” this "I am" self, seems to be so difficult. 
 But we could also look at it the opposite way, and say that true love, that activity of true love 
itself, is what dissolves the self, and so everybody, when they manifest true love, immediately, they are 
already saved. 
 What I'm saying is that, when you manifest the wisdom that knows true love, that is when this 
strong will that wants to manifest true love will arise in you, this strong will to dissolve your self. 
 To go back to what I was speaking about before, when the self makes all of plus and minus its 
content, that condition is the condition in which plus and minus have disappeared as objects outside of 
the self. 
 But, that condition, that condition of true love, inevitably will again divide, separate, and the "I 
am" self will appear. 
 That self which appears, as I've been saying, will come to give rise to strong will. 
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 The self which appears here will come to manifest the wisdom that knows clearly that true love 
is manifest through self dissolution. 
 As I was speaking about yesterday, when we talk about strong will, one way to talk about this is 
to say that this is the time of life of being a teenager, and so we all must pass through this 
teenager-hood, over and over again, and learn to take the initiative in making the activities of plus and 
minus our content. 
 This is the world of experience I'm speaking about. This isn’t something that you are taught in 
school, but I think everybody will go through this kind of experience. 
 But then we’re faced with a different problem. We have this problem of facing these two 
conditions; one condition of a self which has a strong will, and knows that, using that strong will, it 
must dissolve the self, in order to manifest true love, and then another condition in which a self, also 
having a strong will, strives to manifest true love by affirming the self, by fixating the self just as it is. 
 When we look at the nature of being a person, I think it’s fair to say that everyone can fall into 
one of these two conditions that I've described here. 
 Whenever you attach to any sort of special idea, particular idea, then it becomes difficult to 
manifest true love. 
 But if you absolutely don’t attach to any idea, to any ideology, then you are behaving, you are 
acting in a way which is the way of true love, and I know that this way of behaving, this way of acting, 
looks as if you are a complete idiot. The way of true love, therefore, is this completely idiotic way of 
acting. 
 So, having said all this, I think you should know the difference between true love and the kind 
of love I was talking about yesterday, the egotistical love, the love of egoism. 
 Everybody is doing, in some way, one or the other of these two kinds of loving, and it doesn’t 
matter how educated you are or how uneducated you are. In fact, the educated ones, although they 
might look all nice and fine on the outside, are actually the ones who are attached to ideas more often, 
and therefore have more trouble manifesting true love. 
 Nobody can escape these two different points of view, these two different perspectives. The 
activity will lead everybody to develop their consciousness in a way that must pass through both of 
these. 
 The shape of the manifestation of love, therefore we can see, has these two results. 
 In Buddhism we have Hinayana Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism, and Hinayana Buddhism is 
the manifestation of Hinayana love, and Mahayana Buddhism is the manifestation of Mahayana love. 
 It seems as if this talk is getting more and more difficult, but anyway, what we call Hinayana 
love would be the condition of completely being dependent on this one and only tree, this bodhi tree. 
 The position of Hinayana is, through depending on something, to manifest unification. 
 That is the manifestation of true love, so it’s a good thing. 
 It’s a good thing, but, because one is manifesting true love through depending upon something, 
it isn’t the same as the true love that Buddhism is really talking about. 
 So, this condition is what we call the manifestation of Hinayana love. 
 But, we also are clear to teach that this manifestation of Hinayana love inevitably will appear in 
the process of true, Mahayana love. 
 So, also, even this teaching that we must depend upon God, we must live through God’s love, 
we don’t negate, we don’t deny that teaching. We affirm it, and say that it is a good and wonderful 
teaching. 
 But, when you are manifesting love, manifesting unification, through depending upon the bodhi 
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tree, then what happens when you have to separate from the bodhi tree? What happens when that 
bodhi tree disappears for you? Inevitably you will fall into feeling as if you are unlucky, or feeling sad. 
 In general we can say that there are only some people, there are only particular people that can 
manifest true love, manifest love through depending on someone else, but not everyone can do that.  
Not everyone has someone they can depend on for them to manifest true love with.   
 What if you are separate from your lover? What if you have to separate from your husband? 
It’s a very difficult situation, if you are manifesting this kind of love which is depending upon another 
person. So we say that those people who can no longer depend on someone else must also manifest 
true love. 
 Buddhism says that the kind of true love that everyone can do, the kind of true love that 
appears even when the one that you were depending on is gone, is Mahayana love. 
 There is no doubt about it, when you lose your lover, or your husband, or your wife, everyone 
will be sad. 
 But Buddhism says that although you don’t notice it yourself, it’s in that very situation of having 
lost your loved one that you are manifesting Mahayana love. 
 Hinayana love is fine, it’s a good thing, but there are many people who are grieving, who do not 
have anyone to depend on, and that is why we emphasize true love, that is Mahayana love. 
 So, what exactly is this Mahayana love? 
 There is nothing at all difficult about it really. As this activity of plus and minus facing and 
unifying, over and over again repeats, inevitably the self will come to have the wisdom that knows that 
it is existing within this activity, within this one and only singular great universe. 
 How we teach is to say that there are actually two perspectives here, one perspective of 
manifesting the wisdom that knows that everything is existing together within this one great cosmos, 
and the other perspective, which knows clearly that you are this one great cosmos itself. 
 The wisdom of knowing that your self, just as it is, is the cosmos; the cosmos, just as it is, is your 
self, is the manifestation of Mahayana love. 
 But the Hinayana perspective is to have the way of knowing which sees that you are existing 
together with everything, in this one world. 
 As plus and minus continue doing their activity of unifying and facing, and then separating, and 
then facing and unifying, and facing, and separating again, over and over, Buddhism says that 
inevitably, both of these perspectives, of Hinayana love and Mahayana love, will appear within this 
process. 
 So, if you attach to one or the other, and say, “Hinayana is the best,” “No, Mahayana is better. 
Mahayana is the supreme teaching,” then true Buddhism will no longer exist. 
 The conclusion that Buddhism gives us is that it’s unacceptable to affirm and then fixate 
anything. 
 Buddhism says that everybody should be able to manifest this kind of way of being. 
 This kind of repetitive activity is your original face. The manifestation of true love. 
 According to Tathagata Zen, which appeared in China later, we call this same condition the 
meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West. 
 All of us are doing an activity in which we manifest the world of past, present and future, and 
we also manifest the world in which past, present and future have vanished, over and over. 
 But the moment that you attach to anything, that’s when sadness comes, that’s when suffering 
comes. 
 Attaching to things also is the cause of war. 
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 Within the religious world, it seems as if people are always attaching to their own religion, 
thinking their own religion is the best one, and that is why there are so many religious wars. 
 It seems as if the Middle East is a department store, specializing in selling the causes of war. 
 It’s a really troublesome situation. Looking at the Middle East, you can see that religion is really 
at the heart of the cause of all conflict. 
 Religion, however, is just like love. It seems as if we can’t get rid of it. We need religion, but it’s 
always starting wars. 
 Look at love. We need love to live, we all say, but look at all the fights that are coming out of 
this love. 
 Don’t attach to anything. Don’t reject anything. That condition is the condition of your original 
face. 
 Kyogen Osho’s question is, if you have developed to the point where you are manifesting your 
original face, where you are manifesting true love, then, how can you answer? 
 There’s no way to answer, except for answering from these two perspectives. 
 Because if you attach to one or the other of them, then it’s no longer the truth. 
 There will be no problem if you simply repeat manifesting, on the one hand, Hinayana love, and 
on the other hand, Mahayana love. Just do that repetition, over and over. 
 Of course, that is the way of being which has no fixation of the self, the "I am" self. 
 So we can ask this question a different way and say, the self which is not attached to itself, how 
would that self answer Kyogen’s question? 
 Having said all that, we’re prepared now to hear Mumon’s comment, and so tomorrow we’ll 
listen to it. 
 


