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 Wakuan said, “Why has the Western Barbarian no beard?” 
        Mumonkan, ch. 4 

 

 Yesterday I said, I asked, on the day that you were born, do you have a beard or not? 

 The person who appears in this case, Wakuan, was one of the disciples, also appears in 

the Hekigan Roku, and was one of the disciples of Go Kokufu. 

 Gen, either Gen Osho or Go Koku Osho. 

 Because Wakuan’s name happens to appear in the text, I felt like I had to say something 

about him, but actually it doesn’t matter who said this phrase, because Wakuan is a person of 

Buddhism, just as we are. 

 The way you have to understand it is that he is a person of Buddhism and so are you. 

There’s nothing at all different between you and him. 

 We’re told that in the T’ang dynasty, they called Bodhidharma, Saiten no Koshi, the 

Western Barbarian, this wild guy with the hairy chest who came from the West. 

 But it could be anybody.  A lot of people here are very hairy. The translator is very hairy. 

The doctor who is helping Seiju be jikijitsu is very hairy. So, all these hairy-chested guys might 

as well be the person in the text. 

 Everybody’s really the same. Everybody is the same human being. 

 It’s not as if this Bodhidharma character that’s mentioned in the koan is some very 

special person. 

 But it seems from looking at this text that in the T’ang dynasty, people who studied zen, 

it was very popular among them to talk about whether Bodhidharma had a beard or not. 

 Because he was such a rare and amazing person, even to talk about whether he had a 

beard or not, I guess, was interesting. 

 We’re told that because Wakuan heard all of his students talking so much about this 

bearded or not bearded Bodhidharma, when he got up on the high seat to talk, he asked them, 

“Why is it that Bodhidharma doesn’t have a beard, even though it’s obvious to anybody who 

looks that he does have a beard?” 

 So the way you should interpret this is to conversely ask Wakuan himself. He’s asking 

you. Well, you should ask him, “So, Wakuan, why is it that Bodhidharma doesn’t have a beard?” 

 How about all of you? Were you born with a beard, or not? 

 Were you born with your belly-button, or without it? Which one? 

 What you have to bear in mind is that this type of questioning is zen practice. 

 The first thing that you have to know clearly in your heart is that the moment that you see 

Bodhidharma as an object, you have already appeared in the world where subject and object have 

separated from one another. 

 The moment this "I am" proclaiming self appears, immediately the world has burst apart 

into subjective and objective. 

 I've been telling you up until now, over and over again, that when the self appears, 



simultaneously past, present and future appear. 

 What I'm saying is that you have to grasp carefully for yourself that the one who says the 

world is divided into subjective and objective is none other than you. 

 Mother and father have appeared together with the appearance of you. 

 Father has a beard. Mother doesn’t have a beard. But if I ask you why that is, how do you 

answer? 

 The way you have to grasp this is also, how about you? 

 Father definitely has a beard, and mother definitely doesn’t, but what about you? 

 When you get older, a beard will grow. 

 When your beard starts really coming in, then what kind of a beard is it? Is it going to be 

a really black one, or a red one? Here, it’s the Western Barbarian’s beard we’re talking about. It 

probably shone goldenly. 

 When it comes to beards, there are beautiful beards, and then, for really old people, there 

are five-mile-long, really dirty, raggedy beards. 

 But when you’re first born, you don’t have a beard, and when you disappear, your beard 

will disappear together with you. 

 What do you think? Is the world of appearance and the world that appeared things 

disappear into, are they the same or different? This is what you have to investigate for yourself. 

 But if I get into that, it’ll take an hour or two, and so I won’t get into it again here. 

 The enlightened people, however, said very clearly that the world that you appear from, 

and the world of the future that you disappear into are the same. 

 I've explained this principle many times before. 

 As I always say, it is only one singular world. The world of appearance will appear from 

the world before appearance, and then again it will disappear. 

 From the old days, people really took the mystery of this activity very seriously, and 

thought about it deeply, this activity which reveals things, makes things appear, and then leads 

them to destruction. 

 Nowadays, with the development of science, I think perhaps people don’t really take 

these questions as real problems, leaving it up to the scientists, but in the old days, they really 

took it seriously, this question of appearing and disappearing. 

 Whether we talk about the problem of appearance or the problem of vanishing, it was an 

awesome problem. 

 We’re told that in the old days in India they named this unique activity, karma, and they 

said that karma is the activity which brings things into appearance and then leads them into 

disappearance. 

 Maybe it was four, or even five thousand years ago, but we’re told that these ancient 

Indians discovered the activity of karma. 

 Nowadays scholars tell us that it wasn’t the Aryan people of India who discovered karma. 

It was the indigenous people of ancient India who first came up with the idea of karma. 

 But anyway, this activity which brings everything into appearance, and then leads 

everything to destruction, it is an amazing activity, a great activity, that no one can fathom. 

 Taking this idea of karma as a foundation, there were many different ideas that were born 

in India. 

 The idea of Brahma was also born from this foundation of the concept of the activity of 

karma. 

 We’re also told that it was the Indians who invented, or discovered this God, Brahma, 



and they said that it was this God who managed, or controlled, or was in charge of the activity of 

karma. 

 So this is when the idea that Brahma was the God who created everything. 

 Together with the birth of Brahmanism, we can say that many different spiritual cultures, 

and also material cultures were born. 

 Also, many kinds of morality were invented here for the benefit of people. 

 But among all these moralities, I think it’s fair to say that there were many systems of 

morality that were very convenient for those teaching them, or leading them, but very 

troublesome for those being led by them. 

 At least as one way of teaching, we are told that Brahma, the concept of Brahma had 

been born, people had taken all the time and trouble to come up with this concept of Brahma. It 

was Buddhism that stood up and negated the whole idea, and said that there is no Brahma. There 

is no activity which forms our world and us, other than outside of the activity of karma itself. 

 However, from the start, we are not complete things. 

 Buddhism also, the enlightened one also taught, therefore, that, to the extent that we are 

incomplete, we must recognize a complete being. 

 So, to say that Buddhism is the teaching which negates the idea of a creator God is a one-

sided way of thinking, because Buddhism does not negate the existence of incomplete beings, 

and it affirms the desire for incomplete beings to recognize a complete being. 

 So, it should be clear that, as long as we’re incomplete, we recognize the worlds of past 

and future. 

 So then people come to say things such as, the future exists, or the future doesn’t exist. 

The past exists, or the past doesn’t exist. 

 A lot of things come up, for we selves who are making the present moment our content in 

this world of past, present and future, we present moment selves who have become so smart and 

so intellectual, start having all kinds of questions. For example, we look at ourselves and say, 

“Well, do I exist? Maybe I don’t exist. But I have appeared, so maybe I do exist, but do I exist 

eternally? No, I don’t, or maybe I do.” 

 The self which appeared has definitely appeared. 

 No matter how complete a self becomes, that self will, inevitably disappear. 

 It is the way of teaching of the enlightened ones to clearly teach the principle of that very 

activity, or appearing and disappearing. 

 Up until yesterday, I've been repeating over and over again, why it is that we appear, and 

why it is that we disappear, so I shouldn’t have to repeat it again. 

 But I think I said that, when you appear, you appear, receiving, completely equally, these 

two opposing activities of plus and minus. 

 And, when the self makes plus and minus completely its content, then it is the 

manifestation of the complete self, and plus and minus disappear as objects for the self. 

 When you become complete, then mother and father disappear. There’s no need for you 

to depend on mother and father any more. 

 But, for people who are attached to their "I am" selves, then they will always have mother 

and father. For people who are attached to their incomplete activity of consciousness, then you 

will never be able to escape from this activity of consciousness of dependency. 

 But it’s a very difficult thing. 

 It’s really hard to do this practice. For example, we have this koan: When you have 

experienced God, where are you? 



 There’s no need to think about it. Of course, it’s the absolute condition. You are 

experiencing the absolute condition. 

 When I ask you this koan, “In that case, where did your incomplete self go?” then you 

can’t answer. 

 The reason why you can’t answer is because you’re still attached to your incomplete 

activity of consciousness. You can’t seem to get rid of it. You can’t seem to get rid of this 

consciousness of dependency. 

 Here comes this Western Barbarian, but it doesn’t really matter who it is. Anyway, you 

can’t seem to be able to understand that when the complete person is manifest, then the beard 

disappears. 

 You get stuck in this position of completely being unable to manifest the wisdom that 

knows that God doesn’t have a beard. 

 He’s grown the complete beard. 

 The self, just in the same way as the beard, is manifesting the complete self. 

 The complete self, the complete beard, of course there are no two complete things. 

 This is the condition where plus and minus have become one. This is what I tell you over 

and over again. 

 But I said that this is the case in which the plus activity has taken the lead, and is being 

freely followed by the minus activity, in order to manifest the complete condition. 

 So, if you’re going to do zazen, what you should be looking carefully into is what kind of 

time, under what condition does the self which says there is a beard, or there isn’t a beard, 

appear? 

 When plus and minus become one, where did the beard go? 

 Where did the self which has a beard go? 

 So now you should be able to answer. 

 Anyone who can’t answer, anyone who still doesn’t understand, it must be because 

you’ve been learning some really stupid, boring style of zen, and are lopsided toward that stupid, 

boring zen. 

 That’s why we say here that you have to be able to manifest the wisdom that knows the 

answer to why there is no beard. 

 But the enlightened one cautioned you. You can’t just answer quickly, off the cuff here. 

 We say that, in the nature of being a person, there are times when the plus activity is 

taking the lead, and then there are also times when the minus activity is taking the lead. 

 Yesterday I spoke about how, when the plus activity completely does the plus activity, 

then he can sleep, but immediately as he falls asleep, the minus activity wakes up and begins 

taking the lead. 

 Buddhism is a teaching of enlightened people, but what is this teaching? The teaching of 

the enlightened people is the teaching which is based on the recognition of these two mutually 

opposing activities. 

 But you completely forget about that, and say all sorts of difficult things. 

 That might be fun for all of you people who like studying difficult things, but if you start 

talking to people who haven’t done that kind of study, we don’t know what you’re talking about. 

 It is not the case that people can finally find true peace of mind by studying complex, 

difficult things. 

 If it were the case that that was true, then it would be the case that you would need to be a 

scholar to study religion, and that people who weren’t scholarly couldn’t use religion in order to 



find peace of mind. 

 Really, it’s totally unnecessary to do some kind of difficult, academic scholarship. It’s 

more than enough just to believe that we are born and we die through two activities. 

 So, how about it? I guess you’ve probably gotten it by now. When you manifest your 

complete self, is there a beard, or isn’t there a beard? 

 If you don’t understand, the reason you don’t understand is because you still have a 

beard. 

 When you reach the position where you have the complete beard, then there’s no need to 

have a beard any more. 

 Yesterday I spoke about how, when the activity of living is done, then it will reach a 

point where it has been done completely, and that is the point where living no longer needs to be 

done. We call that the manifestation of the condition of complete life. 

 The state of no longer needing to do living inevitably will appear, but it only appears 

through getting helped by the dying activity. 

 It’s only when a man reaches the condition of no longer needing to do the activity of 

man, that he can have peace of mind. 

 But, the man can’t reach that condition by himself. It’s only from getting helped by the 

woman that he can manifest this condition of complete man. 

 But even if you have the complete beard, you can’t fixate that condition of complete 

beard, because plus and minus are living together. 

 I think maybe it’s going to occur that the minus activity comes up and pulls at your beard. 

 Even though you might have a very gentlemanly beard, that looks very fine, your wife is 

going to grab it, and yank it right off, and say, “So, what were you doing until so late last night?” 

 So even though you might be looking really fine, with that gentlemanly beard, you never 

know when it’s going to be grabbed by your wife, so please treat her well. 

 As I said yesterday and the day before, it’s the woman, it’s the wife, it’s the minus 

activity which wakes up in this condition of the ultimately large, and then she begins to contract 

this ultimately large condition, smaller. 

 I spoke about how it’s not just the woman who wakes up, but the man also must wake up, 

and after manifesting a new, smaller, incomplete world, they again manifest a new complete 

world, in which they are doing their repetitive activity of facing and unifying with one another, 

repetitively. 

 In the process of one complete condition becoming a new complete condition, the worlds 

of past, present and future appear. 

 I spoke about how it’s only when past, present and future disappear that finally a new 

zero world, a new complete world can be manifest, through the minus activity taking the lead in 

this case. 

 I also spoke about how this process repeats over and over again, endlessly, countlessly, 

and each time the process repeats, a new world of past, present and future appears. 

 It’s something that I know is very difficult, but each time that happens, the present 

moment that appears then is a present moment that has the wisdom that it must die. 

 But, also, in the end, inevitably the self which no longer needs to do the activity of dying 

will appear. 

 Buddhism is a teaching which clearly recognizes both the activities of living and dying. 

 But it’s also the position of Buddhism to say that there will also inevitably be conditions 

in which living and dying no longer need to be done. 



 I always tell you that zen practice is to manifest the wisdom for yourself that knows that 

principle. 

 That’s why there’s no way you could say that zen practice is easy. 

 I noticed just now, that in my sentences, they’re often sentences that don’t have 

grammatical subjects. 

 Then the translator, being very serious and all, asks me, “So, where is the subject in that 

sentence?” and he is not able to translate. Just now, I think that happened. 

 No matter who is translating, they all have times when they ask me, “So, in that bit you 

just said, where was the subject?” 

 In the activity of zero, there is no subject. 

 When you are manifesting true love, where’s the subject? There is no subject. 

 So that state, is it a state of beard, or a state of no beard? 

 You have to be able to clearly grasp this condition for yourself, as a condition in which 

the self that says there’s a beard, or there’s not a beard, the self that can grab someone else’s 

beard, or shave someone else’s beard off, that self has disappeared, and it’s the zero condition, 

the complete condition. 

 So now I'm sure you got it, what this condition of no beard is. 

 What about the condition of having a beard? 

 What about the condition of losing your beard? 

 I expect that you have come to understand this principle. 

 For those of you who are not able to manifest the wisdom for yourself that understands 

this principle, that a person inevitably manifests the condition, the complete condition, through 

no longer needing to do living, and the complete condition through no longer needing to do 

dying, then you won’t be able to understand, you’ll never be able to understand this, the Western 

Barbarian has no beard. 

 It doesn’t really matter about this Western Barbarian. Any man, any woman, when you 

completely manifest true love together, one true nature together, then neither the man nor the 

woman has a beard.  You both will be able to manifest this. 

 But as long as we’re in the world in which subjective and objective, past and future 

worlds are opposing one another, no matter how much time passes in those worlds, we will 

always be fighting one another. We will always be in opposition to one another. We’ll always be 

saying things like, it has, or it doesn’t have. 

 We’ve exactly got to the end of time, and so let’s say this is the end of the teisho on 

having a beard or not having a beard. 

 

 


