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  Mumon’s commentary:  Even if your eloquence flows like a river it is of no use.  
Though you can expound the whole of Buddha’s literature it will do you no good.  If you 
solve this problem you will give life to the way that has been dead until this moment and 
destroy the way that has been alive up until now

No matter how many times you read this line, it is an amazing line when he says, 

“To give life to the road that has been dead up until now; to kill the road that has been 

alive up until now.” It is a difficult thing, but it is the way that Master Mumon says that it

is.  The road that we walk everyday can be said to be the road of thinking, “I don’t want 

to die, I don’t want to die,” and yet, everyone will inevitably reach the place where he 

doesn’t need to die, anymore.  And we also all think, “I must live, I must live,” but just as

inevitably, we will all reach the place where we don’t need to live, anymore.  This kind of

teaching, I don’t think that you can find it in any religion.  But, Buddhism teaches it as 

the most natural, ordinary thing.  If we do the life activity we will come to the place 

where we don’t need to do the life activity, anymore.  When we do the death activity we 

will come to the place where we don’t need to die, anymore. 

 “Boy, I am hungry; I really would like to eat something good.”  And then we eat 

and then we manifest the state of no needing to eat, anymore.  “I sure would like to hug 

her, she is so beautiful. I really would like to hug him, he is so handsome.”  Then try it. 

Do the hug.  You will see that you manifest a state of not needing to hug, anymore.  So, 

then you have to laugh.  There is nothing to do but laugh at the truth of it.  “Yeah, that 

really is it.”  This is the essential principle that Master Mumon is expounding, but if you 
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don’t fathom clearly the foundational teaching of the Five Skandas of Buddhism, then 

you won’t really be able to understand it.  

Master Kyogen was someone who investigated Buddhism thoroughly and then 

put that investigation into practice until he realized the truth of it, for himself.  That is 

why he is able to say so forthrightly that the path of being a human being, of walking as a

human being is just like climbing a tree, the one and only tree called the Bodhi Tree. Just 

climb that one and only Bodhi Tree; you don’t have to be distracted by anything.  Your 

ears don’t have to turn toward anything, your eyes don’t have to turn toward anything; 

just climb the tree.  This is the state of the true love manifest by two lovers, to say 

concretely the conclusion of this Buddhist teaching, that is it.  Everybody experiences 

this, but it is really very difficult to manifest the wisdom that knows this principle.  

I began speaking about the Five Skandas, but there is no way that I can get to the 

end of it today and today is maybe the last day of this sesshin.  But anyway, I can’t get to 

the end of it today, or tomorrow, or the next day.  It might take me longer than that.  As I 

have told you, the perfect state, the perfect condition, is the condition in which no thought

is needed.  That is why from the very beginning in Zen practice, the koan that is given of 

the perfect state that needs no speaking.  Therefore, this sort of koan also comes out, 

“When you see a rock, how do you manifest true love?” Try to give true love to this 

stone.  You will come inevitably to understand that you have become this stone.  Do 

stones talk?  Definitely, stones do not talk. If you cannot clearly manifest the self that 

does not talk, you will not be able to really answer this question of how to give your love 

to the stone.    That is why you are warned in Zen practice when you are saying “blah, 

blah, blah,” and you are saying, “ I love you; I like you: I don’t like you so much,” or 

anything like that, it is not true love. 

Another way that true love is taught about in order to make it easier to understand,

is that when plus and minus become one, totally, that is the manifestation of true love.  

That is the manifestation of one true nature, one true reality, the one reality that has no 

second.  It is only when this one true nature is manifest that plus becomes free from 

himself and minus becomes free from her self, and plus also becomes free from minus 

and minus becomes free from plus.  In other words, it is only then that real freedom is 

known.  If you become a truly free person then whatever you hear, you will respond, 
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“Oh, really.”  You look to your right and , “Oh really.”  You look to your left, and “Oh, 

humm, really.” The perfect state is the state where plus is totally experiencing minus, just

as minus is simultaneously experiencing plus, and in terms of the Five Skandas this 

perfect state is called shiki, rupa.  Shiki is form; it is perfect form. This shiki is the one 

and only stone, the one and only Great Diamond.  You can’t pass the koan of the Five 

Skandas unless you can clearly know that when you are manifesting true love with your 

lover, you are manifesting the one and only great diamond with her. Love that is not 

capable of manifesting a diamond isn’t the real, true, perfect love.  It is called greedy, 

desireful love. 

 However, another difficult teaching within Buddhism says that even that 

Diamond is not fixated.  That Diamond  is manifested by both plus and minus, both tatha-

gata, thus going and tatha-agata, thus coming, and therefore, because it has both of those 

two as its content, inevitably the two will come to separate from each other again. Finally

when they separate, that is when the next of the Five Skandas is manifest.  That one is 

called ju, or receiving.  When plus and minus separate from each other, in between them 

is manifest distance.  If distance doesn’t manifest, then plus and minus are not separate, 

but one.  Whenever perfect plus and perfect minus manifest, always the distance is gone, 

and the perfect diamond is manifest.  As I always teach you, when distance is manifest in 

between plus and minus, always the condition on which it is manifest is for plus and 

minus to give 0.001 of their total power, and that is what manifests the distance.  You 

need to firmly sit and contemplate this natural law.  

We say that the perfect state is zero, but we could also say that the perfect state is 

one hundred.  So, we could say that zero equals one hundred.  This is Zen arithmetic.  

Buddhism math is thus:  the perfect state is zero and the perfect state is one hundred, 

therefore, zero equals one hundred, everybody knows that because two times zero is zero,

three times zero is zero, and so on and so forth.  It is always zero.  If zero manifests as 

one hundred and then you multiply that one hundred times zero, what is that?  Without 

fail, the hundred will appear as zero.  That is Zen arithmetic. 

 But, mathematics is not my specialty, so I think I’ll leave it aside for now and 

return to the manifestation of the distance which is comprised of the 0.001 of both, and 

the teaching of Buddhism says that when distance is manifest, plus has lost that part of 
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itself, and minus has lost that part of herself, and so they are no longer complete.  Pure 

plus loses 0.001 of itself and therefore, manifests as 0.999 plus, not perfect plus, but 

imperfect plus.  Similarly, minus has lost 0.001 of itself and is not pure minus, is not 

perfect minus, anymore.

  When we are children, we are taught all sorts of things and we are taught about 

purity.  We are taught that the self is pure, but then we also are taught that when we 

separate we are no longer pure, the pure self is no longer manifest, and therefore, we 

come to think, “I want to remain pure.” Then, we come to have incorrect, mistaken 

thinking like this: “I don’t want to get married, ever.  I want to remain pure and always be

single.”   The boys are the same, they think, “I don’t want to lose my pure self.  I don’t 

want to get married.” That is why small children, sometimes the boys and the girls, get 

along with each other, but it seems quite popular for them to fight with each other.  It is 

the same with adults, adults wanting to remain pure, end up having wars with each other. 

No matter how you think about it, according to Buddhism, wars are unacceptable.  The 

reason is, as I just said, that when plus and minus separate from each other, in between 

them, 0.001 of plus and minus come together and manifest distance. 

Now, there is something that you have to very carefully contemplate, that 

Buddhism very severely warns you about. You have to ask, when it comes to this 

receiving of this 0.001 of each, who is it that does the receiving?  0.001 of each come 

together, become one and manifest distance.  I always teach this.  That distance is the 

foundation of the beginning of existent beings, of "I am" selves.  Many, many, times, I 

have taught that. 

But Buddhism very severely cautions us and says, “There is no "I am", there is no

"I am" there to receive the 0.001 of plus and minus. If you say, “I receive 0.001 of plus 

and minus, that is a big mistake, that is displaying your unquestioning acceptance of the 

"I am" self, so be quite careful about this.  When the 0.001 of plus and minus come 

together, without any conflict, without any talking, they come together.  You folks like to

talk about unconditionally, and this happens. Unconditionally, plus gives its love to 

minus, and unconditionally, minus gives her love to plus.  This you have to, over and 

over again, contemplate.  When giving occurs it only occurs because simultaneously the 

function of receiving occurs, that giving is possible. When the role, the position of 
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receiving manifests, simultaneously, giving is also manifest. Which one is good, which 

one is evil?  It has nothing to do with that. When we are not hung up by which is good 

and which is evil, that is when there is no "I am."  There is no "I am," and yet plus and 

minus come together in equal portions and manifest some sort of completion, which is 

called distance. And that is the start or the beginning of a self; it is not a self, but it is the 

beginning of a self. 

 How is it, why is it, that Buddhism teaches that something that has no self, is the 

beginning of a self?  We have to develop our wisdom until we clearly know this. 

The manifest distance has no self and is neither man nor woman; it is zero.  It is 

zero, but having only 0.001 of both plus and minus, it is called imperfect zero, when this 

imperfect zero, distance manifests, it is taught that if we talk about inside and outside, 

minus is on the outside of that distance, embracing it from the outside, and plus is on the 

inside of that distance, embracing it from the inside. The distance is tiny, it is only 0.001 

of plus and minus, and the imperfect plus that is manifest is enormous, obviously much 

more powerful than the distance; it is 0.999 plus.  Therefore, the distance is always pulled

by imperfect minus and pulled by imperfect plus; it is always moving to the left and 

moving toward the right, without rest, without stopping.  Buddhism teaches that it is the 

very nature of the distance to develop into something that does this way of moving, this 

way of constantly moving to the left and to the right.  

The distance will come to develop the activity of thinking; it will come to develop

the activity that thinks of itself, “It is my nature to do this kind of moving, always moving

to the left and to the right.”  Why is it that we come to manifest thinking?  If you 

contemplate this principle in your zazen, you will inevitably come to know why we 

develop thought.  Isn’t this the way that it is?  We look to our right, and shall we say, we 

see the past on our right.  We look to the left, and shall we say, we see the future on our 

left, and so it is our very nature to develop the thinking that thinks that we are things that 

look to our right and left, and are pulled by our right and left, by our past and future.  The

baby infant is born, through the activity of receiving, ju.  But then it moves and so just as 

inevitably, it will come to manifest thought, the thinking that thinks that it is my nature to

move to the right and to the left.  
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The distance will come to grow up to develop to do this movement, to actually 

practice this moving. In terms of the Five Skandas this practice of movement is called 

gyo.  Ju, receiving, jo, thought, and now gyo, action. I wonder if you understand.  This 

really isn’t so hard, and therefore, if you are intelligent, you will be able to sit zazen and 

realize “yes, that is it.”

I am remembering now, after being in America only two or three years, so many 

years ago, I was in Philadelphia, and some University, may Empire or Emperor 

University in Philedelphia, but anyway, I was asked to talk there and I remember that the 

translator was Taisetsu Uno, and that was the fist time I talked about the Five Skandas in 

America. And is the custom, after talks like that in churches and universities, we had a 

big meal.  And one of the people listening, maybe he was a Christian brother, and hearing

my talk on the five Skandas, he popped up and said, “I want to become a monk.” To me it

was like getting a horse, but I didn’t have money to pay for food for the horse, or I didn’t 

have any place to keep the horse, so I was like, “I can’t really have a monk, now; I can’t 

really have a student now.” I was in a pickle.  It is the same with love.  It is fine to have 

love, but if you don’t have a house to raise your love up in, or a way to nurture your love,

then it is going to be a messy kind of love. [tape change]  …a home to receive the love 

into. But, then when I got home, that guy who wanted to become a monk, well he was 

scolded by his parents, “ You can’t be a Buddhist monk”, and I thought, “Oh, good, I 

don’t have to deal with it. “However, having this experience made me think, “Ahh, even 

in America that has no background in Buddhism, people can have a strong sense for 

Buddhism after hearing such a talk about the five Skandas, and I have been walking with 

that in my heart ever since then. 

But, enough for side stories, getting back to the distance which comes to practice, 

to do jisen, practice, to put into practice gyo, the fourth of the five skandas.  This is when 

the distance voluntarily, with its own initiative, does the movement.  But, it seems to be 

that there is no desire yet manifest, here. There is no desire, but always the activity that is

done is to bump into plus and crash into minus, over and over. The distance is constantly 

meeting plus and meeting minus, but it isn’t at all tied up by this, when it meets plus it 

separates from minus, when it meets minus it separates from plus.  But, it can do this 
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freely because it is existing in the same world as plus and minus.  If it were existing in a 

separate world, it couldn’t do that activity of separating and meeting.   

This distance, which as I have taught before, is imperfect zero, is constantly, 

always in this one and only world, meeting up with imperfect plus and imperfect minus 

and so, the thinking comes to be developed that this is one kind of home, this activity of 

the meeting of imperfect distance, which is zero, meeting with imperfect plus and minus, 

is the manifestation of a home.  This is the final teaching of the Five Skandas. In one 

home is mother father and child.  Buddhism teaches that father is imperfect plus, mother 

is imperfect minus and the imperfect distance is the child, itself.  

Past, present, and future are separate, but they are in the same home.  Mother, 

father and the child are separate, but they are in one home.  This is the last of the skandas,

the manifestation of the knowing of this principle is the last of the skandas, called vijana, 

in Sanskrit. [Translator: Sorry, for my poor pronunciation.] In Chinese Buddhism this 

was translated, this Sanskrit vijnana, was translated as ishiki, which means imperfect 

consciounsness, it means incomplete knowing.  

Nowadays psychology is very popular, but the consciousness spoken about in 

psychology is very different from the consciousness, vijnana, which is talked about in 

Tathagata Zen, here. It is only when this vijnana which succeeds first receiving thought, 

then the activity of action gyo, it is only when this is manifest that the wisdom arises that 

knows that the self is embraced from inside and outside, embraced by mother and father, 

at the same time.  This is when, for the first time, the "I am" self is born. “I need mother, 

and I need father. I am embraced by past and I am embraced by future. And, what is 

incumbent upon me is to make all of past and future, all of mother and father, my 

content.”  This is when for the first time, strong will is manifest. 

 The process of the Five Skandas repeats itself innumerably, countlessly 

manifesting consciousness, vijnana, over and over again, until finally, this strong will, the

will that knows that it must complete itself, that the self must complete itself, this will 

which is known as bodhichitta  bodaishin, is finally manifest. 

At the ages of twelve, or let’s say thirteen, this bodhichitta, bodaishin has not yet 

arisen, that strong will of the self that knows that itself must complete itself has not yet 

arisen.  At that time, still the self is relying on mother and father to nurture it.  Around 
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this time, twelve or thirteen, or maybe these days because it seems like kids are growing 

up quicker these days, it is around ten years old, but in any case, around this time, slowly,

slowly, faintly at first, this bodaishin, this bodhichitta, starts to arise.  This realization 

that I am imperfect and I must strive to complete myself arises and finally, at about 

eighteen years old, the child thinks, “Isn’t it true that I am equal to mother and father?  

When this kind of consciousness arises, “Isn’t it true that I am equal with mother and 

father, then the child no longer thinks about mother and father, and if it is a girl she will 

start doing all kinds of interesting and strange things, like dying her hair blue and red and 

various colors.  There are all sorts of interesting examples that you can get into 

surrounding this phenomena, but in any case, what about the boys?  The boy will come to

think, “I am just as good as dad!” and he will start imitating being the president or the 

general, or something like that. Perhaps you are thinking, “ I don’t want to think about 

my own past, but really you need to think about your own past in order to understand this

principle, and if you do you will have to admit , “Yes, I went through that in my life, 

too.”  In America, that is called, “Being a teenager.”  It is inevitable that we pass through 

being teenagers, so the mothers and fathers have to acknowledge that.  That is why 

mothers and fathers have to awaken to a unique kind of education when it comes to 

teenagers. Society, itself, has to open its eyes, awaken to a unique, special education 

when it comes to teenagers.  If not, teenagers and society will get all messed up.  There 

are many children who resist, who oppose the adults in their lives and think, “The way 

that mom and dad think, that is not the way I think, the way that my teachers think, that is

not the way that I think.”  You can see how important education is in terms of these 

problems.  

The time has come to stop, so maybe we should stop.  But when it comes to this 

talk about the Five Skandas, it seems like a good point to stop with the Five Skandas, too.

But, anyway, it is time to stop, so let’s stop. 

The End
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