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Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Mumon’s Comment

You’re like a mute person who has had a dream. You know it for yourself

alone.  Suddenly  “mu” breaks  open.  The  heavens  are  astonished.  The earth  is

shaken. It is as though you have snatched the great sword of General Kan. Meet-

ing the Buddha, you kill the Buddha. Meeting a patriarch, you kill the patriarch.

On the very cliff-edge of life and death, you find the great freedom. Within the six

realms and the four modes of birth, you do the samadhi of play and joy. How then

should you practice? Exhaust every bit of your daily life’s energy in grasping this

one character, “mu.” If you strive unceasingly, your dharma candle will be lit by a

single spark.

This Mu of Joshu’s, it should go without saying that the meaning of this

Mu is zero. That’s what I’ve been telling you over and over again. If you are do-

ing the kind of function of consciousness that has being or non-being, then in the

end, you’ll never be able to grasp this Mu. You can’t be said to have really experi-

enced, really grasped the experience for yourself of this Mu without completely

dissolving, completely destroying the function of consciousness which is tied up

by either being or non-being.

This  condition  is  also  called  the  condition  of  the  origin,  the  condition

which gives birth to everything. In the Bible it says that God is what made every-

thing. In India, in the teaching of Brahmanism, it also says that Brahma is the one

who made this world. In zen, we call this very same condition the complete condi-

tion, the condition of zero, and also the condition of the activity of perfect wis-

dom. It’s not necessary to manifest the kind of consciousness that either knows or

doesn’t know.

What Mumon is talking about here, when he says, you know it for your-

self alone, you know yourself. That means it’s not necessary to either know or not

know. That means also that it isn’t necessary to be acknowledged or recognized

by anybody other than yourself.
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Then he says, this condition of perfection, suddenly, without meaning, just

all at once without any meaning, breaks open. Then even the heavens will be star-

tled and amazed, and the earth will shake, not just like an earthquake. It’s as if the

entire earth completely splits open.

In Tathagata Zen, we call this situation that Mumon is talking about, the

separation of host and guest, the separation of subject and object. He’s talking

about the change into this separation, and in Tathagata Zen we say that the guest,

the object, is the man, the activity of expanding, and the host, the subject, is the

woman, the activity which embraces everything, the activity of contracting.

It’s only when tatha-gata and tatha-agata separate from one another that,

for the first time the self, the sambhoga-kaya appears. The sambhoga-kaya ap-

pears from the dharma-kaya. What Mumon is talking about here is the activity of

this self which has appeared, this self which is the sambhoga-kaya, which is the

disciple of the dharma-kaya, the self which is the child of Mu.

But when you talk about the activity of Mu, the activity of Mu itself has

no consciousness. It is simply the will-less activity of unification and facing, over

and over again. So, here we can’t talk simply about the activity of Mu. Now we’re

talking about the activity of the born self.

The self  that is born here is an incomplete self,  so without fail,  it  will

make relationship with both  tatha-gata  and tatha-agata.  If  you understand this

principle, not only will you understand exactly what Mumon is saying here, but

you will also understand what it means to be a born, existent thing, and that that

means that you are in the process of growing and developing, and you will also

know exactly where that process of development is heading.

The next thing that comes up is this General Kan. This General Kan was

an historical figure, a very strong samurai-like person who Mumon is using here

as an example. Of course what he’s saying is that all children, when they’re born,

all born children are General Kan. But, no matter how much of a General Kan you

are, you are not the absolute being. You are still an incomplete person. You are

still just a General, just a shogun.

You are an incomplete thing, and so, on the outside you are looking on

something, you could say it’s the activity of future, or maybe we could name it

Buddha, and then on the inside you’re looking at something, maybe we could say

it’s the patriarchs, or we could say that it’s mother, and on the outside is father.

Anyway, you can name these things whatever you want.

Then the next thing that he said is actually something that Rinzai first said,

and Mumon is just stealing it from Rinzai. This thing that appears on the outside,
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I guess we could call it Buddha. This thing that is appearing on the inside, maybe

we should call it the patriarchs. But anyway, Rinzai is saying, “That Buddha out-

side of yourself, kill it, beat it to death.” Rinzai also says, that patriarch on your

inside, if you want to call it a patriarch, also you have to beat it to death.

To say to kill means to absolutely negate, and it’s the position of zen to use

this strong language and say kill. How about all of you? There’s a flower that ap-

pears in front of you, and you try to grasp that flower, and to the extent that you

can truly grasp that flower, then you are manifesting oneness with the flower. You

can say that that flower is the man that you love. That’s fine. Rinzai is saying,

“That man that you love, beat him to death.”

What he’s saying is that you must walk all through the world of the object.

You must walk into the world of the man, no matter what kind of woman you are,

you can’t grasp that handsome boy unless you, yourself enter the world of objects.

Because you believe that that man is your lover, because you believe that that man

is your self, that is why you are able to walk into the man’s world. Through this

walking activity, finally the self and the other completely disappear, and zero is

manifest.

This activity of the woman walking into the world of the handsome man

that she loves, this activity of entering, of walking, is itself what we call the mani-

festation of believing. But if you simply do an activity of believing which does

not include this walking, this entering, then it isn’t truly believing. Simply believ-

ing in God, and saying to yourself, “Oh, God, please help me,” that is not really

faith.  That  is  not  really  believing.  You,  yourself  have to  enter  into,  walk into

God’s world. That’s really believing.

On the inside, we could call it the world of the past, or the world of the pa-

triarchs, or we could call it the world of your lover, and if you simply look upon

this lover of yours, no matter how much you think to yourself, “I’d like to become

one with that lover,” it’s not going to do you any good. It’s just going to be suffer-

ing. It’s just going to be illusion.

In this case, it’s the man who’s looking in upon the world of a woman

who’s his wanted lover. In the same way, he must walk into this woman’s world in

order to manifest the dissolution of his self, in order to manifest true love. Both

the self and the other, both the one loving and the one being loved, they both must

totally annihilate themselves, both totally dissolve themselves, and manifest true

love.

This manifestation of true love that I’m talking about here, is this very

complete total freedom that is being talked about, is completely being free from
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plus and minus, expanding and contracting, living and dying.

People hear these words, “Kill the Buddha, kill the patriarch,” and they

think, “Wow, that’s really something,” and then they start explaining it with their

own kind of thinking, their own logic.  People who are into that,  well,  just  go

ahead, think whatever you want, but actually when we say, “Kill the Buddha,”

what is being talked about is this absolute negation.

When this  world of  true  love breaks  open,  when this  world of  having

killed the Buddha and having killed the patriarch, breaks open, then that world of

true love, which is only one world, which is a unique singular world, within that

world, for the first time, there are two of you, and this appearance of the two of

you is what he means by complete freedom. But it isn’t just the two of you that

are residing alone in this one world of love, this one world of freedom. You are

there together with everything.

So, although we talk about freedom, and you are free, on the other hand

you’re not really free. You are here in this world of love, and you can act freely,

but actually you can’t act completely freely, because in this world of love there

are, what he talks about, the six realms and the four modes of birth, there are all

sorts of different kinds of existences here. There are people in hell, ghosts, etc.,

many different kinds of things.

This world of the six realms and the four modes of birth, the six realms of

hell, ghosts, beasts, human, titans and devas, and then he also talks about these

four modes of birth, four different sort of families that exist, and all of these have

their own worlds, and each one of these is in opposition to one another, saying,

“You can’t come into my world.”

This world of ours now, this human world, is just like this world of the six

realms and the four modes of birth. You never know when war will break out or

not. It might look to you like these are human beings, mutually fighting one an-

other, but these are not really human beings. These so-called human beings are

these very six realms and four modes of birth kinds of beings. That’s why they

have to fight one another. What will you do if there’s a war?

What Mumon’s teaching here is that this world also is just one world. It’s

the world of love. He’s saying that even in this world of the six realms and the

four modes of birth, you can get along with everything. You can act freely. He’s

saying that it’s possible for people to get along with one another. You shouldn’t

say that that is an impossible thing. According to Buddhism, we also name true

love the activity of Buddhist compassion. Of course, if you don’t have this com-

passion, that’s when wars break out.
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When he says, “Manifest the samadhi of play and joy,” that means that

within this world of all sorts of different worlds, you are able to freely make rela-

tionship with everything, and then he asks a question, and he says, “How can you

use your every bit of energy of your daily life? How can you use that to manifest

this?” When you exhaust, this word exhaust is important, when you exhaust every

bit of energy of your self, that’s when you dissolve your self. If you completely

manifest your self, then it’s zero.

Then when he talks about striving unceasingly, not having any discontinu-

ation, that means that, time after time, one after another, you are manifesting the

dissolution of the self and the manifestation of the self, over and over again. If

you only manifest the perfect self, then that’s being tied up by Mu. You’re tied up

by zero. That’s not the true zero.

To manifest zero, completion, is just one side. Then, again you must mani-

fest the self, manifest the self that appears when zero breaks open, the self which

startles the heavens and shakes the earth. If you do realize the world of God, if

you do realize the world of the dharma-kaya, that’s not enough. You must also

manifest your self in this human world, manifest your self in this world of prac-

tice.

He’s saying you have to do this kind of activity over and over and over

again. This unceasing practice that he’s talking about is this repetitive practice of

doing, over and over again. What he’s saying is that there is no longer any good or

bad in this repetitive practice. There is no good or evil, but if you want to name it

something, this repetitive activity is, in the text it says, ko. It just means, it’s good,

a good thing.

The thing which embraces or affirms both good and evil is this other good,

this good of the text, like, it’s okay. This ko is something that is beyond words.

It’s a condition beyond words. The condition of true love is this acceptable good,

ko condition.

So then he talks about your dharma candle,  the light coming from this

dharma. Just as you might think, this dharma light is doing the activity of continu-

ally shining and being put out, shining and being put out. We say that in this one

moment of this sound, (Bam!)  just in that one moment, in that one, we could say,

second, but even less than a second, there are eighty-four-thousand moments.

When you look at the light of a candle, you might think that it’s just con-

tinually lit,  but it isn’t.  It’s continually shining and not shining, over and over

again.  This  repetitive  activity  which  goes  on  unceasingly,  is  exactly  like  this

dharma candle, which is lit and then not lit, over and over again.
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So there’s this word, the very last word, (sunawachi jaku) and it’s not re-

ally translated. It’s beyond words. It could mean arrive, or come to, and that’s

what is the last thing that happens here. You have to experience it for yourself.

When you hear that sound, how do you arrive? You are always manifesting this

condition of having arrived. You can’t explain it. You are manifesting this com-

plete condition, of having arrived, but you are living your life without realizing it.

It seems like usually, when they explain the  Mumonkan,      they go into

great detail explaining what this arrival, this jaku is. But as for me, I just want to

leave you with, jaku only. Do you understand? Since the translator doesn’t under-

stand, then of course, he will pass on his not understanding to everybody, and

that’s fine. Just take this body of not understanding, and take it with you.

Then the next thing is this verse. The heart of the verse is that, I’ve been

trying to explain this Joshu’s Mu, this and that way, but it’s really unexplainable.

It’s really just this jaku, just this having arrived.

No matter what words you try to use to explain true love, it can’t really be

said in words. So now he’s going to try to explain this true love, this Joshu’s Mu,

(this zero activity, this thing beyond words) through a poem, through what they

called, in ancient India, a gatha. So we have just enough time to get to the end of

this for today, so that’s what I’ll do.

Here’s Mumon’s verse, and the first line of it is, “Kushi bu-sho.” Maybe

you could think of it as, the dog’s Buddha nature, but actually what he means is,

the puppy itself is Buddha nature. That’s right, the puppy itself is Buddha nature.

There’s nothing that needs explaining. Actually, it’s an inexplicable situation. That

is what we call zero.

Then the next line is, “Zente sho-re.” In your English it says, the perfect

manifestation, which seems like a pretty good translation. This perfect manifesta-

tion, or you could say the true command, this is also zero.

We  talked  about  before,  this  conversation  that  was  going  on  between

Joshu and the monk, and the monk asked Joshu, “Does the puppy have Buddha

nature or not?” and Joshu answered him, “Mu.” But that monk didn’t understand

Joshu’s Mu. It’s okay not to understand, but this monk really didn’t understand.

It’s okay not to understand, in the sense of not needing to understand, but this

monk was actually totally blind. It was like his brain was on vacation.

So then the monk asked again, “But Shakyamuni Buddha said that every-

thing has Buddha nature. Why does only this dog not have it?” So, what did Joshu

answer this time to the monk? He answered that, “This dog also, this dog is doing

the activity of knowing.” That’s why it’s mistaking.
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All of you, when you, yourself do the activity of true love, you don’t have

to do the activity of knowing. To say, “I love you,” or, “You also love me,” to

manifest the world of true love is to completely go beyond that kind of function of

consciousness.  That’s  what he’s talking about  when he talks about  the perfect

manifestation. He’s talking about discovering this perfect manifestation for your-

self.

If you could only understand this part, it would be great, but anyway, what

I’m saying is that the manifestation of perfect wisdom transcends any likes or dis-

likes. When a mother sees her child, she completely goes beyond any likes or dis-

likes. That’s the kind of love that she does.

If a mother loses her child, then she thinks to herself, “The person, the one

that I can manifest true love with is gone. Not even my husband can understand

my feeling.” There’s nothing for her to do but to be sunk in sadness. So she’ll

have to go get another husband. It’s no small task. Probably her next husband will

be even worse. He’ll probably not understand true love even more. This is the

kind of situation Mumon is talking about here.

Just before, I talked about the eighty-four-thousand moments which hap-

pen within one second, or one moment, and that’s what is being talked about here

in this first word of the third line, wazuka, a little. It means that even if in one of

these tiny, tiny moments, if any function of consciousness which recognizes being

or non-being appears, you are no longer able to understand Mu. People often like

to talk about eternity, or eternally, and I’m not sure how you understand it, but

what is being said here is that if you make this kind of mistake, then you will eter-

nally be lost.

Looking at the last line of this gatha, “Soshin shitsume sen,” body and life

are lost. When you read it, you really want to say, “Mumon, couldn’t you have

come up with something a little better for the last line?” It might have been better

if he had said something more clearly, like, if you have a little bit of u and mu,

then you will be sunken in sadness and suffering forever. This last line that Mu-

mon says, also he stole from Rinzai. It’s actually Rinzai’s words, and what he is

saying here is that you will be sad for ever and ever, and then (finally), from your

sadness you will die.

When you look at Mumon’s words, you have to think that what he’s say-

ing is that, as long as you are having a self which is tied up by being and non-be-

ing, tied up by liking or disliking, then you will be suffering forever. In the end,

after all this suffering, you will be crushed by your own suffering, and lose your

self. That’s what Mumon is saying here. That’s how you should understand it.
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But actually, you can also take this body and life are lost to mean tran-

scending any u and mu, to mean a magnificent, wonderful condition. When Rinzai

said these words, it means that if you are a practitioner of the dharma (activity),

then you will not linger in the world of u and mu. You will manifest yourself as

this losing body and life.

If you linger in the world of u and mu, then your self will be destroyed by

suffering, but this u/mu self also is mu. If you transcend the activity of u and mu,

then you will manifest the complete condition, the world of zero. When that zero

world again breaks open, then the world of u/mu appears. So that’s why this world

of ours is interesting. So, we’ve come to time, and let’s say that we’ve, at least in

a sense, ended our teisho on Mu.

So finally we’re coming up to Rohatsu, and although the next chapter is

chapter two, it’s really a long chapter, and I’ll have to talk on and on about it, so I

don’t think I’ll do chapter two, and I always talk about chapter three, and chapter

four and five are good koans, but I don’t want to do them, so we’ll probably do

six. If we finish six, we’ll do eight.
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