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Mumonkan Case 35
I’ve been talking to you about the activity that forms us, the activity that forms

our bodies and the activity that moves us, that scatters us.  I’ve been saying that one way

to personify that activity is to call it the mind activity, or the heart activity.  The heart

activity is the activity that forms us.  Original Buddhism teaches that the activity that

forms us is the Tathagata activity that is comprised of tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 I  told  you that  in  the  beginning,  Shakyamuni  Buddha taught  that  it  was  the

Tathagata activity that forms tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  But later on, as he taught, he

called that same activity of the Tathagata the dharma activity.  

We call the activity that forms all of us and the world that we all live in together

the  dharma activity.   But  in  the  very  beginning,  Shakyamuni  called  that  activity  the

activity of the Tathagata.  I’ve been telling you that the dharma activity is really made up

of two essential  opposing forces,  those two that  we have been calling  tatha-gata  and

tatha-agata.  Those are the two forces that make us and the world that we live in.

If I tell you something enough times, then you finally say, “Okay, I understand.”

So then, after you finally have said, “I understand,” I hit the fan on the bookstand and

then I ask you, “So how do you grasp that activity?”  And you can’t answer at all.  So

then what was it that you understood? “Pum,” (hitting the stand with the fan), even that

activity is the dharma activity.  If you can’t grasp that sound, that pum, as the dharma

activity itself, then even though you said that you understood, you haven’t understood

anything.  What you have understood is just the superficial meaning of my words.  If you

really understood the dharma activity itself, then you would be able to grasp that sound as

the activity that forms all of us and the world that we live in.  

I give people the koan, “When you see a flower, at once you are manifesting one
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true nature with that flower.”  Nobody understands it.  The koan of hearing the sound is

exactly the same.  Both koans are founded upon the same natural law.  

Some people study for twenty years and it still is very difficult for them to truly

understand that the moment that they see the flower they are manifesting one true nature

with the flower.  I suppose this just goes to show how bad my way of teaching must be.

If  you  can’t  understand  the  flower  koan  or  the  sound  koan,  how do  you  expect  to

understand the Seijo and her soul separate koan?  That is why I have to say the same

story over and over again.  

When you see the flower you are at once manifesting one true nature with the

flower,  you then have become one true nature yourself, and it is as if you have become a

ghost.  It is an amazing thing, a startling thing!  What I mean by a ghost in this sense is

that you realize that you certainly are there, but you aren’t there.  You exist but you don’t

exist.  You only temporarily exist as part of the dharma process.  That is why I tell you

that so many times.  And you say, “I understand.”  

You  say that you understand, but in fact, you are just the way that you have

always been.  You’re just the way that you were before, you are totally unchanged.  You

are still attached to the fixated “I am” self and responding from that point of view.  So of

course it will never be a true response.

That is why I tell you that you must not fixate the “I am” self.  You must do the

movement, the action, of transforming yourself.  That is why I keep on talking about this

activity of transforming or, we could say perhaps more literally, the activity of ghosting

or phantoming yourself.  If you can’t understand that activity, you will never be able to

understand Seijo and her soul separate.  

That is why I told you yesterday that without fail men will phantom themselves

into women, and women will phantom themselves into men.  If you can grasp that natural

law just as if you were holding it in the palm of your hand, just as if it were a ball and

you were throwing it, then you can answer the Seijo and her soul koan easily.  

Which is the true Seijo?  The one waiting in the boat, or the one sick and lying in
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bed?  If you can manifest the dharma activity yourself, then that question will be such an

easy question that you can answer it at once.  

I have been telling you that as the dharma activity acts, inevitably within that

process the origin will be manifest and the result will be manifest.  I have been telling

you over and over again that  sometimes,  in some cases,  the imperfect  “I  am” self  is

manifest  through the  tatha-gata  plus  activity  leading.   In  those  cases,  the  tatha-agata

activity, the minus activity, is helping, is following that leading.  It is through her help

that the tatha-gata plus activity is able to complete himself.  

Conversely, when the minus tatha-agata activity is leading, then the plus activity

is following, enabling her to complete herself.  

Please listen up today!  Although I know that I have been telling you this same

story up until today as well. 

When the plus activity is leading, in that aspect of the process inevitably subject

and object will separate.  Plus and minus will inevitably manifest unification.  That state

of unification is called the origin, it is also called the state of guest and host unified.

There is absolutely nothing outside of that state of plus and minus unified.  Haven’t I told

you  so  many  times  that  we  can  also  call  that  state  of  plus  and  minus  unified  the

manifestation of the one and only reality, one true nature?  There is nothing other than

that, there is nothing outside of that!  Haven’t I told you that there are no subjects or

objects  outside  of  that  state,  there  is  nothing  to  make  something  an  object,  there  is

nothing to be made an object outside of that?  

And  haven’t  I  told  you  that  this  state  has  traditionally  been  described  as

indescribable, as a state that is beyond all words and phrases?  I have also told you many

times that this state is neither good nor evil, neither sacred no foolish.  That is a state that

we call true silence, or muni in Sanskrit.  

People often say and hear the word Shakyamuni, but the muni in that name is this

Sanskrit word that means purity.  But it means a kind of purity that is beyond purity or

impurity, it means totally having transcended language, it means the mouth being firmly
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shut.  But more than just the mouth being shut, it means really truly being silent.  Muni is

referring to the state which is neither existence nor non-existence, neither nothingness nor

somethingness, neither being nor non-being.  

I don’t know about these days, but when I studied world religions, it seemed as if

other religions had never really come to a clear conclusion about where good and evil

come from, where being and non-being actually  come from.  At least  in  Europe,  up

through the  middle  ages,  they  certainly  hadn’t  answered that  question.   But  when it

comes  to  Buddhism,  it  solved that  question  a  long time  ago!   Actually,  at  the  very

moment it was born Buddhism had solved that question.  

The  young  man  who  was  born  into  the  Shakya  tribe  was  the  one  who  first

experienced thoroughly this state of muni, this state that is beyond good and evil, this

state of silence, and therefore he was named Shakyamuni.  

So if you are an American, born into the American tribe, and you can experience

muni, then we can call you America-muni.  Or if you are a woman, and you experience

muni, we can name you woman’s-muni.  A man who experiences muni is man-muni.  

There is nothing weird or mysterious about this.  There are all sorts of Buddhas

who appear.  There are the flower Buddhas, the pine tree Buddhas, the man Buddhas and

the woman Buddhas.  However, if you insist on fixating your “I am” self, then you will

never be able to see things in that way.  You will never be able to see that all of the time

man Buddhas and woman Buddhas are appearing.  

But it is not so simple.  Because if you simply only never affirm or fixate yourself,

then you will always just make mistakes.  You will think that a man is a woman, or a

woman is a man, and everything will be a mess.  So Buddhism says this difficult thing

that sometimes you have to fixate yourself.  

Buddhism is very difficult to understand in a country that is based on only fixating

the “I am” self, a country that is based on a political system that fixates the “I am” and

then acts only in order to benefit that “I am”.  

If you could only understand that originally there is no such thing as a fixated “I
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am”, if you could only really give me your understanding of that, then there would be

some value to all of these words that I have been talking.  

When you see a flower, everyone thinks that the flower is not themselves.  But if

you really experience that flower, you will know that it is yourself.  But you just won’t

understand that for me, because you always insist on answering from your fixated self-

centered point of view.  When you see the flower from the point of view of a separated

subject and object,  then you are the subject  and the flower is the object.   When that

subject  and  that  object  come  into  complete  relationship  with  each  other,  that  is  the

manifestation of zero, that is one true nature.  And that zero world which manifests is

beyond all words and phrases.  

That zero world also can be seen as embracing all of subject and all of object.

That is true God.  When you finally experience zero, then you will understand that God is

none other than your true self.  But be careful!  If you have not experienced the true self

that embraces both subject and object, then you can never really know that you are God

and God is you.  When the subject and the object make total relationship with each other,

then the “I am” self has transformed itself into the perfect, complete self.   The “I am”

self has vanished, and has manifested itself as zero.  As I said, that means it has ghosted

itself into zero, it has transformed into the complete self.  

Of course, it should go without saying, that the complete self is the self that has all

of plus and minus as its content. When that zero self, when that perfect self looks back

upon its own past, it sees that subject and object have vanished.  It finally realizes for the

first time that if it was the plus activity, it has now transformed into the minus activity

and is looking into its own past.  

When the self finally manifests zero it will  be startled,  it  will finally have the

amazing realization that, if it had thought it was a man, the plus activity for example, it is

now a woman!  It has transformed into the minus activity.  Whether you are a man or a

woman, in the process of the dharma activity acting, at least once you will transform into

your opposite.  
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This is what you should be carefully contemplating while you are doing zazen.  

There is an old poem that says something like, “When I  caught the robber, lo and

behold I discovered that it was my own child.”  It is just like that.  You grasp someone

that you think is a man and wow, it is really a woman!  Or you grasp someone that you

think is a woman, and you discover it is a man!  

Everybody is already experiencing this experience of phantoming or transforming.

Through actually practicing this, finally you will truly understand that your self is not a

fixated thing.  If you insist on fixating yourself, however, there is no possible way that

you will ever come to know the true nature of yourself.  

That  is  why you can  understand teisho intellectually,  but  you can  in  fact  not

understand teisho at all.  This is what is so pitiful, so sad.  This is what makes me want to

cry so much.  It seems as if the more civilized you get, the more of an intellectual person

you are, the more you say, “I understand, I understand teisho,” the more it backfires on

you and you end up having a more and more fixated self!  You will end up thinking,

“That Roshi talks a lot, but I understand a lot of stuff that he doesn’t understand.”  

It is just like this old phrase, “If you are the winner, then you become the good

guy.  And if you loose, then you become the bad guy.”  Do you understand?  When you

fixate your “I am” self everything becomes like that.  You always just have to be the

winner.  If you are defeated by the law, then you are a bad person.  But if you win, then

you are the good guy.  But the law of the dharma, the Buddhist law, doesn’t work like

that.  Because, according to Buddhism, in the original state of things, there is no winning

or loosing, there is no fixated self.  

If you are the kind of person who insists on fixating the self, you shouldn’t even

try Zen practice.  You should just quit!  

It  was in  the newspapers as we entered this  new millennium, this  twenty-first

century, that the Pope in Rome publicly repented, he said, “I am sorry we have tortured

the Jewish people all of these years.”  What an awesome thing!  The Pope presented this

awesome problem, but it seems as if nobody really responded to him.  From this lack of
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response, you can see just how corrupted this religious world has become.  Here it was

the Pope repenting, (this word ‘sange’ that the translator is translating as repentance is

actually  a Buddhist  word.   This  practice of Buddhist  repentance is  very important  in

Buddhism, too.)  So here is  the Pope repenting,  and what does it  mean if  no Jewish

people really forgave him?  If someone appeared and said, “Hey Pope, are you repenting

as you, as an individual, or are you repenting as a public person,” what would the Pope

say?  What does it mean that nobody really took it seriously, what does it mean that

nobody cross-examined the Pope like that?  It is important to open up your eyes a little

bit clearly when looking upon the religious world.  In fact, the more deeply I get into this

question or, we can say, problem, the more of a real problem I might make it, so I’d

better shut up.  

The dharma activity is the thing that originally has neither good nor evil in it.

However, when the Dharma activity manifests itself completely, we can personify that

state of perfect Dharma as True God.  That state is the state that manifests when plus and

minus are one.   There is  no completeness  more complete  than this.   Plus and minus

perfectly unified - that is zero.  And, later in Buddhism, that was called the emptiness

activity.   But  the  moment  we  say  emptiness  or  non-being  or  nothingness,  everyone

understands that from their fixated “I am” point of view.  

This is when it is okay to shout.  This is when all of the patriarchs from the old

days have all been shouting, “You idiots!  True emptiness, true zero does not exist as an

object!  It is only because you are seeing it from the point of view of your fixated “I am”

that you take it as an object.  True emptiness activity is neither you nor not-you, neither

self nor other.” This is what the teachers from the ancient times have been shouting at us

with bloody tears streaming down their  faces.   This is why we call  the sanzen room

‘hosen-jo’, the dharma battlefield, because you have to battle the dharma activity there.

That is why when you come to sanzen, and your koan is a zero koan, and you insist on

manifesting an “I am” self, there is nothing for the Roshi to do, he has no choice, he has

to take up his stick, thinking what a pitiful person you are, and WHAM!  
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In Japan, Roshis will take up their sticks and spank you right on the cheeks of

your behind.  But in America, we can’t do that.  In America, the police will take you

away to, I don’t know, police heaven if you do that.  You just can’t teach that way here!

Here  in  America,  mothers  can’t  even  spank  their  kids,  even  though  the  tears  are

streaming down their face and they need to spank them, they are not allowed to.  

If the kind of educating that a mother must do with bloody tears pouring out is not

allowed, then true education has been forbidden.  If you preach about democracy, but

insist on fixating your “I am” self and understanding democracy from that point of view,

it is not really democracy.  It is just a trivial,  boring, dumb democracy.  The kind of

democracy that Americans get so excited about is not true democracy.  If America cannot

present  the kind of  democracy founded on zero,  America cannot  present  the kind of

democracy founded on the total unification of subject and object, then it can’t be a true

world leader.  

The same is true of communism.  If it is not a communism founded upon zero,

then it will only be something that is the origin of wars.  The same thing is true for both

communism and democracy.  They both must find their zero foundation.  If they don’t,

then those ideologies will just be causing us a lot of trouble.  In fact, right now the reality

is that they are causing us a lot of trouble!  These days there are lots of meetings and

conferences to find some kind of compromise between democracy and communism.  I

suppose that  those are  a  good thing.   But  those  compromises,  or  promises,  are  very

fragile.  What if those promises get broken?  What is going to happen to our world?  We

are going to end up crushed into powder.  

I know that this is kind of a brash thing for me to say, but I think that among the

young people that are studying Zen with me, there are those who are taking one step

forward in their understanding of democracy.  The young folks are able to step forward.

But what about the old folks?  They seem so stuck, it seems so hard for them to move!

I forgot my watch today, so I don’t know how long I have been talking.  

The essential point of view that Buddhism takes is that although there are times
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when the “I am” must fixate itself, it is a big mistake to see the nature of yourself as

essentially fixated.  

I was able to look at a watch, and it is exactly nine-thirty.  But it is a hard place to

stop, so please allow me a few more minutes.  

Buddhism says that when you are still young, when you still have energy, this is

what you should be investigating: how is it that yourself appears in the first place?  All of

us here have evolved to the degree that we manifest the kind of consciousness that fixates

ourself.  

But the next step is really difficult!  You have to use a lot of effort to take the next

step which is to manifest the wisdom that really knows that the true nature of yourself is

to not  be fixated. And when I see people who are doing zazen making that effort, I really

respect that.  When I see people practicing with that kind of effort, then I really see them

as great people.  

The source is an activity.  When I say the manifestation of the unification of plus

and minus, that means actually the practice of plus and minus acting to experience each

other.  That action is occurring in a state where there is no longer subject and object.

That state is neither man nor woman.  That bell sound, “Ching,” is neither a man nor a

woman.  That ching has both subject and object as its content, it has both plus and minus

as its content.  

When you manifest one instant of time, when you do the practice of manifesting

one moment, there is no need to think.  That is the manifestation of zero.  That is the

manifestation of emptiness.    The world of zero, the world of emptiness can only be

found when the “I am” is gone.  It can only be found in experiencing.  It is the world of

true experience.   There is nothing nobler, there is nothing better than this experience.

The experience of the self dissolved, the zero experience is personified in Buddhism and

called the manifestation of the activity of true love.  

I guess I should get to the conclusion, since the bell did ring.  So just to say it

simply,  when we answer the question,  “Where does the ‘I  am’ self  come from,” the
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answer is that it is when true love breaks open that the “I am” is born.  So now you

should be able to really get it for yourselves.  You should be able to see where the “I am”

self appears from.

The end 
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