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Mumonkan 
Case Six

Buddha Holds Up the Flower

The Case

The World-honored One in ancient times was on Vulture Peak. He held up a 
flower, showing it to the assembly. Everyone was silent. Only Maha-Kasyapa broke into 
a smile. The World-honored One said, “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 transmission outside of all teachings. I now en-
trust this to Maha-Kasyapa.

Yesterday I talked at great length concerning the knowledge necessary to begin in-
vestigation of this koan.

Yesterday I told you, especially for people who are just beginning their practice, 
that it’s very necessary to clearly know that, when it comes to the truth or reality, or in re-
ligious terms, God, that does not exist, either in the world of the subject or the object.

If you have the emotional feeling that you have been saved by an objective God, a
God that is an object to your self, then that is a very joyful thing, that’s a wonderful thing,
but Buddhism says that’s not the real thing.

I suppose there’s no way around that. It’s just difficult to study this kind of Zen 
called Tathagata Zen.

We have all gone through many different stages in our lives, from being a child to 
a teenager, to a young adult, and now finally you are all adults, In your lives you have 
gone through periods where you have felt that you should live for God’s love, you should
live in the absolute love of God, and that’s a joyful thing.

No matter how much you live for the love of God, in the love of God, I think it’s 
fair to say that that will not bring an end to wars in this world, or an end to evil actions in 
this world.

Therefore, Tathagata Zen is very severe about this, very strict in its teaching, and 
says that, no matter how much you live in love with God, as long as you are taking God 
as an object, it isn’t the real thing.

The real thing, according to Buddhism, is when the two essential opposing func-
tions unify, that is called the activity of emptiness, or the manifestation of the zero activ-

ity.
According to Buddhism, that function of emptiness, that zero activity may be per-

sonified as the manifestation of the perfect self, and, if we want to speak in religious 
terms, then that is the true God, that belongs neither to subject nor object.



If you’re recognizing God or Buddha, it is only the "I am" self that can do that ac-
tivity of recognizing something as an object. Therefore Buddhism says that it is only 
when that "I am" self is gone, when it dissolves, that the true God can be manifest.

Therefore, when it comes to truly manifesting the end of war, the end of evil in 
the world, that only occurs within the manifestation of emptiness, of zero.

No matter how much you are living in the love of God, living in love with God, as
long as you’re taking God as an object, then, according to Buddhism, and Buddhism is 
very severe about this, that is not the true spiritual life.

If you really believe that the true way of life is to live in love of God as an object, 
and then you’re told that that is not the true spiritual life, then that might shock you. But 
you all must know that no matter how many good deeds you do, that doesn’t rid the 
world of evil.

The way of the world is that no matter how much we live for the love of God, this
world is not brought to peace.

The point of view of Tathagata Zen is that it is because everybody is doing their
actions, whether they’re good or bad, from the standpoint of the "I am" self, that is why

there are still wars in this world. That is why we cannot rid ourselves of evil.
However, if, when you hear that, you think, “Well, does that mean that we don’t 

need God, we don’t need Buddha?” In fact, actually Tathagata Zen says that there is no 
other path for us to walk other than really manifesting love of God and Buddha.

The conclusion that Tathagata Zen gives us is very simple. Tathagata Zen says 
that to really live for the sake of loving God, to really live for peace, is to simply do the 
activity of unifying the two essential functions of plus and minus.

The teaching of Tathagata Zen concludes that true love, to truly love God is to 
manifest the dissolution of the self, to manifest the zero self, the emptiness self.

There is no true world of peace, there is no true world of God other than the mani-
festation of true love.

That manifestation of zero, of emptiness, or in human terms, of true love, is real-
ity, but, as I said yesterday, even when that manifestation occurs, it is not fixated.

The teaching of Buddhism says that, as actually you’ve all already experienced, 
when true love is manifest, it isn’t fixated. Again it will burst open and the human world 
will be manifest.

As I always tell you, the human world means the world of the three worlds of
past, present and future.

That means that when the self is manifest, simultaneously the worlds of past and 
future are also manifest.

Conversely, when past and future appear, that is when the present moment also 
appears.

I think that’s what I talked about over and over again yesterday.
However, when you come to sanzen, you sit there uncritically acknowledging 

your "I am" self, and then from that standpoint say, “I don’t understand.”
I think that in our human world in general, systems of education teach us to do 

that. We are taught to    unquestioningly unconditionally accept the existence of our 
selves.

When you are in that standpoint of unquestioningly accepting your self, the exis-
tence of your self, then you come to sit there and say things like, “I don’t understand.” 



Or, to think that those things that you like are the good things, and those things that don’t 
appeal to you are the bad things, in other words, you end up thinking self-centeredly.

That’s why in Tathagata Zen we don’t simply unquestioningly acknowledge the
existence of the self. We ask from the very start: What does emptiness do? What does the
activity of zero do? What exactly do the activities of plus and minus do, in order to reveal

the self in the first place?
Tap! Everybody hears that sound.
When you hear that sound, then the "I am" self appears, right together with that 

sound.
When it comes to the self, however, there are two aspects of the self. There’s the 

imperfect self and the perfect self.
The very start of zen practice is to say, at least temporarily, that at the exact mo-

ment you hear that sound, then you’re manifesting the perfect self together with the 
sound.

Opposite from that, however, most people, the moment they hear that sound, al-
ready they’re manifesting their "I am" selves. But that self is not the self that is born ex-
actly right with the sound.

Anyway, if I talk too much about that it will take too long, but when this sound 
appears, the complete self appears right with that sound.

But after the appearance of the self and sound together, then the "I am" self is 
manifest, that recognizes left and right, outside and inside.

After the sound is heard, then the "I am" self appears together with the appearance
of the worlds of left and right, the worlds of inside and outside.

That is the nature of the appearance of the imperfect self. As long as there are 
worlds of past and future embracing you from inside and outside, you are still manifest-
ing an incomplete self. This is a self who must, somehow or another, make relationship 
with past and future, and through that manifest the complete self.

Through making relationship with them, when the self makes all of past and fu-
ture, all of plus and minus, all of what we also call tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata,
thus-coming, its content, then there is no past and future, there is no plus and minus out-
side of the self. They have disappeared.

The wisdom will, without a doubt arise in you that knows that when the perfect 
self is manifest, that self has everything as its content. That is what the manifestation of 
true love means.

That manifestation of true love only occurs when the "I am" self is gone. When 
the "I am" self has dissolved, and the perfect self, the zero self is manifest, that is true 
love. Therefore it is taught that God and Buddha do not exist other than this manifestation
of true love.

Buddhism, therefore says that any person striving to live any religious life must 
act from the standpoint of true love, must act through true love.

When it comes to the fighting that happens in our human world, the warring that 
happens in our human world, all of that occurs because people insist on acting from the 
point of view of their fixated "I am" selves. Originally, however, the true nature of the 
way of walking of a human being, of the human road, is to simply always manifest true 
love. Originally, there are no fights, there are no wars.

Even when true love is manifest, however, that state of true love will break apart, 



and the past, present and future human world will be manifest.
That present moment "I am" self must now manifest the complete self, and ac-

cording to Buddhism, the only path for that self to walk is the manifestation of true love. 
The true ideal that self should hold is the manifestation of true love.

The goal, the ideal of the manifestation of true love is reached through dissolving 
the "I am" self. As long as you still are holding onto your "I am" self, you cannot achieve 
your goal.

So now finally we can step into the koan.
There’s a lot you can say about this story, but I don’t have time to give you all the 

details. The World-honored One, that is to say the historical Buddha was at Vulture Peak, 
and he received a flower from the king of the heavens, and it was a very special flower, 
kom-para in the Japanese pronunciation, and he was about to give a dharma talk to his 
disciples when he got this flower.

How did he receive this flower? I wonder if Shakyamuni said, “Oh I like 
flowers,” or, “Oh, I don’t really like flowers.”

Because there’s someone to receive, it’s possible to give. Because there’s some-
one giving, the one receiving is revealed.

To say it even more concretely, a man can exist. The existence of man is made 
possible because woman exists. How is it possible that woman can exist? Woman’s exis-
tence is made possible by the male activity. The two appear together and manifest zero.

How can money be made? It is only because there is money manifest to be made 
that it can be made. That’s the Buddhist point of view, but that’s completely different than
the economics that has been created by human beings. The political ways of thinking that 
politicians come up with also are completely different ways of thinking than Buddhist 
thinking.

In any case, getting back to Shakyamuni receiving this exquisite flower from the 
king, the emperor of the asuras, he didn’t think when he received it. He just directly and 
immediately received it.

The king and Shakyamuni demonstrated, showed everybody the activity of true 
love right there.

Right in front of everyone, right in front of the assembly, which means all people, 
they showed their activity of true love, and when everyone saw it, they didn’t say any-
thing. They were struck into silence.

Isn’t that natural. Those watching were Buddha’s students, were Shakyamuni’s 
students, and therefore, unconditionally, without thinking, they immediately received his 
action.

But if the positions are not pure, then they wonder about each other. “I wonder 
what he’s up to.” “I wonder what she’s up to.” And they sue each other.

That’s what I mean when I say that, as long as you are stuck fixating your "I am" 
self, of course there will be fighting and conflict.

It says the assembly, all of them were silent, but this becomes a koan, this be-
comes zen practice, when you really investigate what that silent means.

It’s because you are taking this most noble, this noblest, most precious think, true 
love, as an object from your "I am" point of view, self-centeredly.

Be careful! Watch out!
In Tathagata Zen we understand the smiling of Maha-Kasyapa to be not the com-



plete perfect self. This is the manifestation of the incomplete self.
When the dharma activity manifests the unification of guest and host, the unifica-

tion of object and subject, it never fixates that state. Always it will continue to act, and 
then manifest the separation of guest and host.

It is when guest and host separate from each other that, right in the dharma world, 
the worlds of past, present and future appear.

What about the others of the assembly? They hadn’t yet appeared in the human 
world together with Maha-Kasyapa. They’re still imprisoned in the world of silence.

Or maybe some of them aren’t imprisoned still in the world of silence. Maybe 
some have manifested the "I am" self in the present moment, together with Maha-
Kasyapa, but they don’t understand the true nature of the present moment "I am" self, and
so they’re swaying to the left and to the right, looking here and looking there.

It isn’t written about directly in the text, but you have to clearly understand that, 
although Maha-Kasyapa is manifesting an "I am" self, this is not the ordinary kind of "I 
am" self he’s manifesting.

What is he looking at that makes him smile? You have to see this for yourselves.
Then Shakyamuni bears witness to this, and says, “I am manifesting the same law 

of nature as Maha-Kasyapa is.”
What does he say exactly? He says, “I am manifesting,” this famous phrase, “sho-

bo genzo, the eye-treasury of the correct dharma.”
That means exactly the same thing as the exquisite mind of nirvana. That is the 

exquisite mind of nirvana. That is the true form of no form, the subtle gate of the dharma.
The Buddha said, “That is not something that stands upon words. That is a special

transmission outside of all teachings. That is something that isn’t lop-sided towards the 
inside or the outside, towards the subject or the object.”

When he says that he has the eye-treasury of the correct dharma, the exquisite 
mind of nirvana, the true form of no form, the subtle gate of the dharma that doesn’t stand
upon words, that it’s a special transmission outside the teaching, what he’s saying is that 
he is manifesting his self, not being controlled by, not being tied up by subject or object, 
and that was what Maha-Kasyapa was manifesting when he smiled.

“I am manifesting the dharma activity itself, and so is Maha-Kasyapa. My point 
of view, my way of seeing and Maha-Kasyapa’s are the same.”

When he says, “I have the eye-treasury of the correct dharma, the exquisite mind 
of nirvana, the true form of no form, subtle gate of the dharma, that doesn’t stand upon 
words, a special transmission outside of teachings,” that means, “I manifested that,” but I 
really have to explain this more.

To explain it carefully, in detail, would take a very long time, but to just say it 
briefly, what he means is that he is manifesting the activity of the dharma, which is the 
activity of thus-going and thus-coming unifying with each other, and manifesting the 
world of perfection, and then separating from each other and manifesting the human 
world over and over again. He’s doing that activity.

The very nature of the self is to manifest the perfect self in the unification of sub-
ject and object, and also to manifest the resurrected self. That’s what it means to die the 
one great death and then be reborn. That is the dharma activity.

Resurrection occurs and the human world is revealed, but that human world is not
attached to, is not fixated. Again the human world is dissolved, and the complete dharma 



activity itself, the perfect world of God again is manifest.
Buddhism very severely looks upon religions in general and says, if it’s a religion 

that doesn’t teach about resurrection, then it isn’t the real thing.
Christianity and Islam, both teach very clearly about the activity of resurrection. 

Therefore, from a Buddhist point of view, they are magnificent religions.
In Tathagata Zen we say that if you get stuck in either the subjective position or 

the objective position, then it isn’t true religion. It’s not really a path to walk upon for we 
human beings.

The dharma activity will undoubtedly develop into the manifestation of a world 
that’s separated into subject and object, but that isn’t fixated. Again those worlds will dis-
solve, and the one and only world, the true world of God, the perfect self world will be 
manifest.

The dharma activity never fixates itself, never stops in itself. It always acts to 
manifest a new dharma activity.

Without limit, the dharma activity will manifest a new dharma activity, until, in 
fact, it manifests the state where it doesn’t have to manifest a new dharma activity any 
more.

That is the world of God manifest at the point where living doesn’t need to be 
done any more.

After that world of God is manifest, then the minus activity will take the lead, and
the dying process will begin.

Through that process, in the same way as the self that doesn’t need to live any 
more is inevitably manifest, a self that does not need to die any more also, according to 
Buddhism, will be manifest.

The self who does not need to die any more, that state is manifest then I suppose 
we can call that a state of the perfect manifestation of God. But, in any case, what the 
wisdom that you must come to manifest is to understand that that state of God is only 
manifest in the process of the dharma activity manifesting a new dharma activity. It is 
never fixated.

When the self does the dying activity, without fail it will come to manifest the self
that doesn’t need to die any more.

The nature of the dharma activity is to repeat and repeat, over and over, living and
dying.

Therefore we can personify the dharma activity, and call it the Buddha activity, or 
the God activity.

From this you should be able to see that there are two basic natures to the self, 
two basic ways the self must walk. The self must do the activity of existing, and also the 
activity of not existing.

Even these days people argue about what u and mu really are, what being and 
non-being really mean. In the theological world and the philosophical world, people are 
still arguing about this. There is nothing mysterious about it.

Because they are always doing the activities of unifying and separating from each 
other, it’s easy to reach the conclusion that being is not being, and non-being is not non-
being.

But when you attach to the human position, then the problem of good and evil ap-
pears.



In the original state, u is not u, and mu is not mu. Good is not good, and evil is not
evil.

It’s only you that bring wars into being, that cause wars.
If, in your "I am" self, you can manifest the wisdom that it’s the nature of that self

to need, to strive to follow the activity of God, then that is the beautiful self.
But the time is up, so we’ll leave it off here, for today.


