
Rinzai Zen 
 
Hakuin (1685-1768) 
 
Shidō Munan's Dharma grandson, Hakuin Ekaku, had 
enough talent for three people—three rather different 
people—and he exercised it with an abandon that seems 
reckless, sometimes damaging his own health. Above all, he 
was a follower, lover, teacher and protector of the Way, 
blazing with ardor, demanding that fellow monks and 
masters pursue the Dharma strictly, purely to the limit. To the 
folk of his province, he presented another face: warm 
brimming with humor, to minister to their needs with great 
empathy and flexibility. The rich and powerful experienced a 
third Hakuin, a man with deep concern, more typically 
Confucian than Buddhist, for peaceful maintenance of the 
social order. In all three roles he displayed a sharp 
intelligence, a sensitive and passionate nature, and a wild 
streak of creative genius that lent sparkle to his teachings and 
made him a brilliant calligrapher, painter, and writer. 
 Like Munan's, Hakuin's family operated a post 
station on the Tōkaidō highway, theirs being located near Mt. 
Fuji, about halfway between the capitals of Kyoto and Edo. 
Accounts of his early years depict a boy struck by the 
ephemerality of clouds, terrified of falling into hell, 
wondrous in his powers of recall, and much taken with 

religious ritual. At fourteen, he began reading Buddhist texts at a Zen temple that his family had 
long helped support and there received, as his first Zen book, an anthology of capping phrases 
still used today in Rinzai koan study. His long and eventful career formally commenced some 
months later, when his head was shaved in a ceremony at this same temple, Shōin-ji. For most of 
the ensuing eighteen years, he would be occupied elsewhere—training in other temples, on 
pilgrimage, studying Chinese literature, in seclusion—but he always returned to Shōin-ji. It was 
his home temple and, quite exceptionally, remained so; he did most of his teaching at this rural 
site and died there, the most famous master of his day and the greatest in modern Rinzai history. 
 Hakuin's biography abounds with dramatic episodes, a fact attributable probably in equal 
parts to the headlong, do-or-die quality of his practice and to the uses he made of his story, citing 
it for inspirational value in his writings and lectures. We have little information from other 
sources about his first fifty years and thus have little choice but to accept Hakuin's, judiciously. 
He describes an initial breakthrough at age twenty-three, after two lesser openings and several 
days of such profound absorption in the koan mu that he "forgot both to eat and rest." Thus 
immersed, he felt sometimes as though he "were frozen solid in the midst of an ice sheet 
extending tens of thousands of miles," other times as though he "were floating through the air." 
Suddenly the booming of the temple bell brought him to, "as if a sheet of ice had been smashed or 
a jade tower had fallen with a crash." But with the dissolution of his doubt came another 
challenge, recognized on reflection: "my pride soared up like a majestic mountain, my arrogance 
surged forward like the tide. Smugly I thought to myself: "in the past two or three hundred years 
no one could have accomplished such a marvelous breakthrough as this." 

    Daruma (Bodhidarma) by Hakuin 
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 At this juncture, "shouldering my glorious enlightenment," he went off to meet a master 
of whom he had heard great things—Munan's lone heir, Dōkyō Etan (1642-1721), better known 
as Shōju Rōjin, the old man of Shōju. This eccentric teacher, who lived in the mountains with his 
aged mother and a few dedicated students, swiftly that the air out of Hakuin's balloon: 
 

"How do you understand Chao-chou's mu? the master asked him. 
"Where is mu such that one could put arms and legs on it?" he replied. 
The Old Man abruptly twisted Hakuin's nose, declaring, "Here's somewhere to 
put arms and legs!" Getting no response, he guffawed and exclaimed, "You poor, 
pit-dwelling devil! Do you suppose somehow you have sufficient 
understanding?" 

 
From that time on, Shōju Rōjin hounded Hakuin, calling him a pit-dwelling devil whenever they 
met, much as T'ou-tzu had berated Hsüeh-feng for being a black lacquer bucket almost a 
millennium before. Hakuin redoubled his efforts, and one day, as he sought alms in a nearby 
town, and attack by a broom-wielding madman precipitated a realization that the Old Man found 
persuasive. The two continued rigorous studies together for another six months or so, and though 
no ceremony of transmission is recorded, Hakuin has always been counted as Shōju Rōjin's heir.  
 In later years, Hakuin quoted his master's counsel on many things, among them the 
necessity for stringent, extended post-enlightenment practice. He went about this period of 
maturation with his customary zeal and, in the process, fell into an illness that one Rinzai 
authority termed "a severe nervous breakdown." Hakuin later described acute burning sensations 
in his head and chest, chills in his legs, and in his ears "a rushing sound as of a stream in a valley. 
My courage failed and I was in an attitude of constant fear. I felt spiritually exhausted, night and 
day seeing dreams, my armpits always wet with sweat and my eyes full of tears." When 
conventional remedies proved fruitless, he consulted a cave dwelling practitioner of Chinese 
medicine (formerly a disciple of Ishikawa Jōzan), who taught him meditative techniques by 
which he eventually cured himself of this "Zen sickness." 
 Further pilgrimage and a nearly two-year seclusion ended in 1717, when Hakuin's father 
called him home, urging that he restore now-deserted Shōin-ji. He accepted this request in the 
spirit of filial piety, installing himself as the temple's abbot and fixing it up with the help of a few 
disciples. Yet he pushed himself as relentlessly as ever in his practice: 
	

When darkness fell he would climb inside a derelict old palanquin and seat 
himself on a cushion he placed on the floorboard. One of the young boys 
studying at the temple would come, wrap the master's body in a futon, and cinch 
him up tightly into this position with ropes. There he would remain motionless . . 
. until the following day when the boy would come to untie him so that he could 
relieve his bowels and take some food. The same routine was repeated nightly. 

 
In 1726, these draconian measures paid off in an experience, triggered by the hum of a cricket, 
that caused tears to spill down his cheeks "like beans pouring from a ruptured sack." This time 
Hakuin found lasting peace and turned his energies to teaching for the next forty years. 
 Not long after reopening Shōin-ji, Hakuin had been honored with a three-month 
appointment as head monk at Myōshin-ji, but his reputation took time to develop, even when 
teaching became his first priority. As late as 1736, records show, only eight resident monks and 
twenty-two visitors attended a series of talks he delivered at Shōin-ji. The following year, for the 
first time, he was invited to speak elsewhere—at a temple in a neighboring province—and the 
curve of his fame steeped thereafter. A turning point appears to have come in 1740, when four 
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hundred monks from all across Japan congregated at Shōin-ji to hear such blistering lectures as 
"Licking up Hsi-keng's Fox Slobber" and "The True and Untransmittable Dharma." 
 During this special gathering of 1740 and in his subsequent work, Hakuin fulminated 
against the laxity in Zen training that he had witnessed in his years of roaming and inveighed 
against specific errors that he found evident in latter-day Ch'an writings as well as in Japanese 
monasteries. Integration of the Pure Land nembutsu practice into Zen training, as promoted by the 
Obaku sect, came in for especially scathing criticism. Quoting texts and naming names, Hakuin 
excoriated teachers who expressed a literalistic understanding of rebirth in the Pure Land, 
likening them to "a troop of blind Persian who stumble upon a parchment leaf inscribed with 
Sanskrit letters . . . and attempt to decipher the meaning of the text, but not having the faintest 
idea what it says, they fail to even get a single word right, and turn themselves into 
laughingstocks in the bargain." Adopting Pure Land recitation, he warned, would sap the vitality 
of their already imperiled tradition, producing even the most promising Zen students to "sitting in 
the shade next to the pond with listless old grannies, dropping their heads and closing their eyes 
in broad daylight and intoning endless choruses of nembutsu." 
 Contradictory as it may seem, Hakuin elsewhere recommended nembutsu practice. He 
viewed it as good and useful in its own right for those who lack the aspiration or the ability to 
undertake Zen training. In making his criticisms of Pure Land Buddhism, he said, "I am not 
referring to those wise saints, motivated by the working of the universal vow of great 
compassion, who wish to extend the benefits of salvation to people of lesser capabilities." He 
enthusiastically quotes Tenkei Denson, a highly regarded Sōtō master of the previous generation, 
on undesirability of crossing the sects: "Adding Pure Land to Zen is like depriving a cat of its 
eyes. Adding Zen to Pure Land is like raising a sail on the back of a cow." 
 Hakuin also revived Ta-hui's old campaign against the evils of "silent elimination," which 
he considered less a matter of adherence to a specific method than a crucial and common failure 
of insight. He identifies it as a fixation upon emptiness, the "one-sided view" that "there is 
absolutely no birth, no death, no nirvana, no passions, no enlightenment. All the scriptures are but 
paper fit only to wipe off excrement, the bodhisattvas and arhats are but corrupted corpses. 
Studying Zen under a teacher is an empty delusion. The koans are but a film that clouds the eye." 
He himself, he implies, was rescued from such misunderstanding of Shōju Rōjin's timely 
intervention, while those less fortunate are condemned to waste their lives: "Every day these 
people seek a place of peace and quiet; today they end up like dead dogs and tomorrow it will be 
the same thing. Even if they continue in this way for endless kalpas, they would still be nothing 
more than dead dogs." 
 The high-voltage of Hakuin's lectures must have moved his audiences, and it remains 
striking even today, as does his command of Ch'an and Zen history. He gives the impression of 
first-hand knowledge of bygone masters, speaking of them as if old friends, giving them 
nicknames, alluding in an offhand manner to their experiences and peculiarities. He obviously felt 
a particular affinity and affection for several of them—Shih-shuang, who jabbed himself with an 
awl in desperation to stay alert; the fiery Lin-chi and Ta-hui; and Hsü-t'ang Chih-yü, the Sung 
master who gave rise to the O-tō-kan line. Hakuin also had favorites among his Japanese 
predecessors, notably the three O-tō-kan founders as well as Ikkyu, Munan's teacher Gudō, and 
Shōju Rōjin. He lectured extensively on Daitō's record, singling him out for tribute as one who 
had been to the bottom of the Great Matter and as the greatest of the Japanese forebears. 
 Hakuin's words and example had an indisputably galvanizing effect on the Rinzai world, 
rejuvenating a tradition that had lost much of its verve, maybe even a sense of purpose. Zazen! he 
emphasized. Koan study! Awakening! More and deeper practice, more and deeper awakening! 
Genuine enlightenment, tested in the forge of a genuine master! Though he might lecture on Han-
shan's verses and publish poems of his own, no one could suppose that Hakuin's interests centered 
on literature. Nor could they suppose, given the humble facilities at Shōin-ji, that he cared much 
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for comfort or grandeur or nicety. His message was clear, and it carried well above the buzz of 
other masters, attracting students—both men and women, ordained and lay—the Hakuin himself 
considered "the finest flowers of the Zen groves, dauntless heroes to all the world." 
 By the time he died in 1768, some fifty of these heroes are known to have received his 
sanction as Dharma heirs, and an equal number of other successors suspected. The best and 
brightest of the Rinzai world, these disciples went on to have enormous impact on the future of 
Zen. Fanning out from Shōin-ji and from Ryutaku-ji, the monastery Hakuin founded late in life, 
they and their descendants rose to take leadership at more and more Rinzai monasteries until 
finally Hakuin's teaching lineage overwhelmed all others; today's Rinzai masters universally trace 
their Dharma ancestry to him. Accordingly, the Rinzai curriculum and teaching methods also bear 
his imprint. The two sub lineages established by his Dharma grandsons Inzan Ien (1751-1814) 
and Takuju Kosen (1760-1833) differ to some degree in temper and details, but they maintain 
Hakuin's focus on zazen and koan study, cover the same body of koans, and employ the capping 
phrases so favored by Daitō. Just one of Hakuin's indelible contributions to the Rinzai curriculum 
is his perpetually misquoted koan "the sound of a single hand" (no clapping), which is usually 
assigned as one of the first barriers in a student's course. 
 If Hakuin's lectures alone had been preserved, we would know him in his most 
noteworthy aspect—the one of the greatest importance to him and to history—but we would have 
a terribly pinched perception of his character. Fortunately, the ink paintings, calligraphy, letters, 
and other writings that represent his dealings with the laity enrich and humanize our image of 
him. The master who otherwise might be mistaken for a hissing, fuming fanatic here appears 
gentle, charming, eager to accommodate others, and as genuinely concerned for the welfare of 
geishas and farmers as for the perpetuation of the Buddha Way. In a lengthy letter offered to 
provincial lord "as an aid to benevolent government," he deferentially but passionately criticizes 
luxury and waste. For merchants or villagers, he was quite prepared to put the Dharma into the 
comic form of a salesman spiel or to brush a talisman for fertility, long life, good fortune, 
protection from fire, or the like. The breath of his sympathies and the multiplicity of his talents 
mark Hakuin as a great human being no less than a great Zen teacher. 
	

*					*					*	
	
Foster, Nelson and Jack Shoemaker, eds. The Roaring Stream: A New Zen Reader. 

Hopewell, New Jersey: The Ecco Press, 1996. 
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Zen Comments on the Mumonkan 
by Zenkei Shibayama 

 
[For more than seven centuries Mumonkan has been 
used in Zen monasteries to train monks, and by lay 
Buddhists as a means of refining their religious 
experience. The Mumonkan is a thirteenth-century 
collection of the sayings and doings of Zen Masters in 
which they freely and directly express their Zen 
experience, together with commentary by Master 
Mumon. As guideposts to students in training, a Zen 
Master will often make his own comments, or teisho, 
on the Mumonkan. 

After Shibayama Roshi, the Zen Master of 
Nanzenji Monastery (from 1948-1967) in Kyoto, gave 
his teisho (commentary) on passages from the 
Mumonkan to American college students, he was 
asked to supervise the translation of the Mumonkan 

into English and to write his comments based on the teisho he had been giving for a quarter-
century to Zen Students in training in his monastery—from the Preface by Kenneth W. Morgan. 
This first kōan, “Joshu’s ‘Mu’” is undoubtedly the most famous of Zen kōans. Here we have, the 
kōan, then Mumon’s 13th century commentary and poem, and then Shibayama Roshi’s teisho on 
the kōan.]  
 

Joshu's "Mu" 
 
KŌAN 
 
A monk once asked Master Joshu, "Has a dog the Buddha Nature or not?" Joshu said, "Mu!" 
 
MUMON'S COMMENTARY 
 

In studying Zen, one must pass the barriers set up by ancient 'Zen Masters. For the attainment 
of incomparable satori, one has to cast away his discriminating mind. Those who have not passed 
the barrier and have not cast away the discriminating mind are all phantoms haunting trees and 
plants. 

Now, tell me, what is the barrier of the Zen Masters? Just this "Mu"—it is the barrier of Zen. 
It is thus called "the gateless barrier of Zen." Those who have passed the barrier will not only see 
Joshu clearly, but will go hand in hand with all the Masters of the past, see them face to face. You 
will see with the same eye that they see with and hear with the same ear. Wouldn't it be 
wonderful? Don't you want to pass the barrier? Then concentrate yourself into this "Mu," with 
your 360 bones and 84,000 pores, making your whole body one great inquiry. Day and night 
work intently at it. Do not attempt nihilistic or dualistic interpretations. It is like having bolted a 
red hot iron ball. You try to vomit it but cannot. 

Cast away your illusory discriminating knowledge and consciousness accumulated up to now, 
and keep on working harder. After a while, when your efforts come to fruition, all the oppositions 
(such as in and out) will naturally be identified. You will then be like a dumb person who has had 
a wonderful dream: he only knows it personally, within himself. Suddenly you break through the 
barrier; you will astonish heaven and shake the earth. 

Enso by Hakuin 
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It is as if you have snatched the great sword of General Kan. You kill the Buddha if you meet 
him; you kill the ancient Masters if you meet them. On the brink of life and death you are utterly 
free, and in the six realms and the four modes of life you live, with great joy, a genuine life in 
complete freedom. 

Now, how should one strive? With might and main work at this "Mu," and be "Mu." If you 
do not stop or waver in your striving, then behold, when the Dharma candle is lighted, darkness is 
at once enlightened. 
MUMON'S POEM 
 

The dog! The Buddha Nature!  
The Truth is manifested in full.  
A moment of yes-and-no:  
Lost are your body and soul. 

 
TEISHO ON THE KŌAN 
 

This kōan is extremely short and simple. Because of this simplicity, it is uniquely valuable 
and is an excellent kōan. 

Joshu is the name of a place in northern China, and Master Junen (778–897) who lived in 
Kannon-in Temple at Joshu, is now generally known as Master Joshu. He was an exceptionally 
long-lived Zen Master who died at the age of one hundred and twenty years. 

Joshu was fifty-seven years old when his teacher Nansen died. The great persecution of 
Buddhism by Emperor Bu-so (845) took place in Joshu's sixty-seventh year, Master Rinzai Gigen 
died (867) in Joshu's ninetieth year, and Master Gyozan died when he was in his one hundred and 
fifteenth year. This means that Joshu lived toward the end of the Tang dynasty when Zen with its 
creative spirits flourished in China. At that time Joshu was one of the leading figures in Zen 
circles. People who described his Zen said, "His lips give off light," and greatly respected him. 

Joshu was born in a village near Soshufti in the southwestern part of Saritosho and entered a 
Buddhist temple when he was a young boy. Later, while he was still young, he came to Chishuto 
study under Master Nansen. 

When he first met Nansen, the latter was resting in bed. Nansen asked him, "Where have you 
been recently?" "At Zuizo [literally "auspicious image"], Master," replied Joshu. "Did you then 
see the Auspicious Image?" the Master asked. Joshu said, "I did not see the Image, but I have 
seen a reclining Tathagata." Nansen then got up and asked, "Do you already have a Master to 
study under or not?" Joshu replied, "I have." Nansen asked, "Who is he?" At this, Joshu came 
closer to Nansen and, bowing to him, said, "I am glad to see you so well in spite of such a severe 
cold." Nansen recognized in him unusual character and allowed him to be his disciple. After that, 
Joshu steadily carried on his Zen studies under Nansen. 

When Joshu was fifty-seven years old, his Master Nansen died, and four years later Joshu 
started on a pilgrimage with the determination: "Even a seven-year-old child, if he is greater than 
I am, I'll ask him to teach me. Even a hundred-year-old man, if I am greater than he is, I'll teach 
him." He continued on the pilgrimage to deepen and refine his Zen spirituality until he reached 
his eightieth year. Later he stayed at Kannon-in Temple, in Joshu, and was active as a leading Zen 
Master of the time in northern China, together with Rinzai. 

In the biography of Joshu a series of mondo are recorded, from which this kōan is extracted. 
There have been many attempts to interpret these mondo and to explain the kōan in relation to 
them. We do not have to worry about such attempts here but should directly grip the kōan itself. 
Knowing well its context, Master Mumon presents a simple, direct, and clear kōan. Its simplicity 
plays an important role. 
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"A monk once asked Master Joshu, 'Has a dog the Buddha Nature or not?' " This monk was 
well aware that all sentient beings have the Buddha Nature without exception. This is therefore a 
piercingly effective and unapproachable question which would not be answered if the Master 
were to say Yes or No. The monk is demanding that Joshu show him the real Buddha Nature, and 
he is not asking for its interpretation or conceptual understanding. What a cutting question! 

Joshu, like the genuine capable Master that he was, answered "Mu!" without the least 
hesitation. He threw himself—the whole universe—out as "Mu" in front of the questioner. Here is 
no Joshu, no world, but just "Mu." This is the kōan of Joshu's "Mu." 

The experience of the Buddha Nature itself is creatively expressed here by 
"Mu." Although literally "Mu" means No, in this case it points to the income parable satori which 
transcends both yes and no, to the religious experience of the Truth one can attain when he casts 
away his discriminating mind. It has nothing to do with the dualistic interpretation of yes and no, 
being and nonbeing. It is Truth itself, the Absolute itself. 

Joshu, the questioning monk, and the dog are however only incidental to the story, and they 
do not have any vital significance in themselves. Unless one grasps the kōan within himself as he 
lives here and now, it ceases to be a real kōan. We should not read it as an old story; you yourself 
have to be directly "Mu" and make not only the monk, but Joshu as well, show the white feather. 
Then the Buddha Nature is "Mu"; Joshu is "Mu." Not only that, you yourself and the whole 
universe are nothing but "Mu." Further, "Mu" itself falls far short, it is ever the unnamable "it." 

Master Daie says, "Joshu's 'Mu'-work directly at it. Be just it." He is telling us to be 
straightforwardly no-self, be "Mu," and present it right here. This is a very inviting instruction 
indeed. 

Once my own teacher, Master Bukai, threw his nyoi (a stick about fifty centimeters long 
which a Zen Master always carries with him) in front of me and demanded, "Now, transcend the 
yes-and-no of this nyoi!" and he did not allow me even a moment's hesitation. Training in Zen 
aims at the direct experience of breaking through to concrete Reality. That breaking through to 
Reality has to be personally attained by oneself. Zen can never be an idea or knowledge, which 
are only shadows of Reality. You may reason out that "Mu" transcends both yes and no, that it is 
the Absolute Oneness where all dualistic discrimination is exhausted. While you are thus 
conceptualizing, real "Mu" is lost forever. 

My teacher also asked me once, "Show me the form of 'Mu '!" When I said, "It has no form 
whatsoever," he pressed me, saying "I want to see that form which has no-form." How cutting 
and drastic! Unless one can freely and clearly present the form of "Mu," it turns out to b a 
meaningless corpse. 

In the biography of Master Hakuin we read the following moving story of his first encounter 
with his teacher, Master Shoju. Shoju asked Hakuin, "Tell me, what is Joshu's 'Mu'?" Hakuin 
elatedly replied, "Pervading the universe! Not a spot whatsoever to take hold of!" As soon as he 
had given that answer, Shoju took hold of Hakuin's nose and gave it a twist. "I am quite at ease to 
take hold of it," said Shoju, laughing aloud. The next moment he released it and abused Hakuin, 
"You! Dead monk in a cave! Are you self-satisfied with such 'Mu'?" This completely put Hakuin 
out of countenance. 

We have to realize that this one word "Mu" has such exhaustive depth and lucidity that once 
one has really grasped it as his own he has the ability to penetrate all Zen kōans. 

Often people remark that "Mu" is an initial kōan for beginners, which is a great mistake. A 
kōan in Zen is fundamentally different from questions and problems in general. Etymologically 
the term kōan means "the place where the truth is." In actual training its role is to smash up our 
dualistic consciousness and open our inner spiritual eye to a new vista. In actual cases there may 
be differences in the depth of the spirituality and ability of Zen students who break through a 
kōan. This is inevitable for human beings living in this world. For any kōan, however, there 
should be no such discrimination or gradation as an initial kōan for beginners or difficult ones for 
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the advanced. An old Zen Master said, "If you break through one kōan, hundreds and thousands 
of kōan have all been penetrated at once." Another Master said, "It is like cutting a reel of thread: 
one cut, and all is cut." 

The use of a kōan in Zen training developed spontaneously in the southern 
Sung dynasty in China when a reminiscent, traditionalist tendency began to prevail in Zen circles. 
In the early period of the southern Sung, Joshu's "Mu" was already being used widely as a kōan. 
Mumon himself was driven into the abyss of Great Doubt by this kōan and finally had the 
experience of breaking through it. Out of his own training and experience, he must have extracted 
the most essential part from several mondo and presented it to his disciples as a simple, direct 
kōan. 

This kōan is taken from a mondo between Joshu and a monk, and Joshu Zenji Goroku 
("Sayings of Master Joshu") and a few other books record similar mondo. In the chapter "Joshu 
Junen" in Goto Egen, volume 4, we read, "A monk asked Joshu, 'Has a dog the Buddha Nature or 
not?' The Master said, 'Mu.' The monk asked, 'From Buddhas above down to creeping creatures 
like ants, all have the Buddha Nature. Why is it that a dog has not?' 'Because he has ignorance 
and attachment,' the Master replied." 

Joshu Zenji Goroku has the following mondo: "A monk asked, 'Has a dog the Buddha Nature 
or not?' The Master said, 'Mu.' Monk: 'Even creeping creatures all have the Buddha Nature. Why 
is it that the dog has not?' Master: 'Because he has ignorance and attachment.' " 

Another monk asked Joshu, "Has a dog the Buddha Nature or not?" The Master said, "U" 
(Yes). The monk asked, "Having the Buddha Nature, why is he in such a dog-body?" Master: 
"Knowingly he dared to be so." 

Although generally Joshu is supposed to have originated this mondo on the Buddha Nature, 
we read the following mondo in the biography of Master Ikan (755-817) of Kozenji at Keicho: 
Monk: "Has a dog the Buddha Nature or not?" Master: "Yes" (U). Monk: "Have you, O Master, 
the Buddha Nature or not?'; Master: "I have not." Monk: "All sentient beings have the Buddha 
Nature. Why is it that you alone, Master, have not?" Master: "I am not among all sentient beings." 
Monk: "If you are not among sentient beings, are you then a Buddha or not?" Master: "I am not a 
Buddha." Monk: "What kind of thing are you after all?" Master: "I am not a thing either." Monk: 
"Can it be seen and thought of?" Master: "Even if you try to think about it and know it, you are 
unable to do so. It is therefore called 'unknowable.' " (Keitoku Dento-roku, volume 7) 

Let us put aside for the time being historical studies of the kōan. "Mu" as a kōan is to open 
our spiritual eye to Reality, to "Mu," that is, to Joshu's Zen—this is the sole task of this kōan, and 
everything else is just complementary and not of primary importance. We may simply read about 
it for our information. 

All sentient beings without exception have the Buddha Nature. This is the fundamental Truth 
of nondualism and equality. On the other hand, this actual world of ours is dualistic and full of 
discriminations. The above mondo presents to us the basic contradiction between the fundamental 
Truth of nondualism and actual phenomena. The ancient Masters made us face the fact that we 
human beings from the very beginning have been living in this fundamental contradiction. It was 
the compassion of the Masters that led them to try thus to intensify their disciples' Great Doubt, 
their spiritual quest, and finally lead them to satori by breaking through it. If here one really 
breaks through this kōan, which uniquely presents before him the core of human contradiction, he 
can clearly see for himself with his genuine Zen eye what these mondo are trying to tell us. 
 
TEISHO ON MUMON'S COMMENTARY 
 

Mumon comments: "In studying Zen, one must pass the barriers set up by ancient Zen 
Masters. For the attainment of incomparable satori, one has to cast away his discriminating mind. 
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Those who have not passed the barrier and have not cast away the discriminating mind are all 
phantoms haunting trees and plants. 

"Now, tell me, what is the barrier of the Zen Masters? Just this 'Mu'—it is the barrier of Zen. 
It is thus called 'the gateless barrier of Zen.' Those who have passed the barrier will not only see 
Joshu clearly, but will go hand in hand with all the Masters of the past, see them face to face. You 
will see with the same eye that they see with and hear with the same ear. Wouldn't it be 
wonderful? Don't you want to pass the barrier? Then concentrate yourself into this 'Mu,' with 
your 360 bones and 84,000 pores, making your whole body one great inquiry. Day and night 
work intently at it. Do not attempt nihilistic or dualistic interpretations. It is like having bolted a 
red hot iron ball. You try to vomit it but cannot. 

"Cast away your illusory discriminating knowledge and consciousness accumulated up to 
now, and keep on working harder. After a while, when your efforts come to fruition, all the 
oppositions (such as in and out) will naturally be identified. You will then be like a dumb person 
who has had a wonderful dream: he only knows it personally, within himself. Suddenly you break 
through the barrier; you will astonish heaven and shake the earth. 

"It is as if you have snatched the great sword of General Kan. You kill the Buddha if you 
meet him; you kill the ancient Masters if you meet them. On the brink of life and death you are 
utterly free, and in the six realms and the four modes of life you live, with great joy, a genuine 
life in complete freedom. 

"Now, how should one strive? With might and main work at this 'Mu,' and be 'Mu.' If you do 
not stop or waver in your striving, then behold, when the Dharma candle is lighted, darkness is at 
once enlightened." 

According to Master Mumon's biography, he stayed in a cave in a mountain where he 
practiced zazen and disciplined himself for six long years. In spite of such hard training he could 
not fundamentally satisfy his spiritual quest. It was this kōan of"Joshu's 'Mu' "that made him 
plunge into the abyss of Great Doubt and finally attain satori, breaking through it as if the bottom 
had fallen out of a barrel. His commentary on this kōan is therefore especially kind and detailed. 
He tells us most frankly of the hard training he himself went through and tries to guide Zen 
students on the basis of his own experiences. 

"In studying Zen, one must pass the barriers set up by the ancient Zen Masters. For the 
attainment of incomparable satori, one has to cast away his discriminating mind." 

First Mumon tells us what must be the right attitude for a Zen student, that is, what is 
fundamentally required of him in studying Zen. As Master Daiye says, "Satori is the fundamental 
experience in Zen." One has to cast his ordinary self away and be reborn as a new Self in a 
different dimension. In other words, the student must personally have the inner experience called 
satori, by which he is reborn as the True Self. This fundamental experience of awakening is 
essential in Zen. Although various different expressions are used when talking about the fact of 
this religious awakening, it cannot be real Zen without it. Mumon therefore declares at the very 
beginning that "in studying Zen one must pass the barriers set up by the ancient Zen Masters. The 
barrier of the ancient Zen Masters is the barrier to Zen, and the obstacle to transcend is the 
dualism of yes and no, subject and object. Practically, the sayings of ancient Masters, which are 
called kōan, are such barriers. 

The phrase "incomparable satori" indicates the eternal emancipation or 
absolute freedom that is attained by directly breaking through the Zen barrier. In order to break 
through it, Mumon stresses that one must once and for all cast away his discriminating mind 
completely. "Discriminating mind" is our ordinary consciousness, which is dualistic, 
discriminating, and the cause of all sorts of illusions. Mumon asks us to cast this away. To get rid 
of it requires that one's whole being must be the kōan. There should be nothing left, and the secret 
of Zen lies in this really throwing oneself away. One does not have to ask what would be likely to 
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happen after that; whatever happens would naturally and automatically come about without any 
seeking for it. What is important here is for him to actually do it himself. 

"Those who have not passed the barrier and have not cast away the discriminating mind are 
all phantoms haunting trees and plants." 

There is a superstition that the phantoms of those who after death are not in peace haunt trees 
and plants and cast evil spells on people. Here it means those people who do not have a 
fundamental spiritual basis, those who cling to words and logic and are enslaved by dualistic 
views, without grasping the subjective point of view. 

Mumon says that anyone who is unable to pass the barrier of the old Masters or to wipe out 
his discriminating mind—that is, if his Zen mind is not awakened—is like a phantom, without 
reality. There is no significance in such an existence. Thus, by using extreme and abusive 
language Mumon tries to make us ashamed of our unenlightened existence and to arouse in us the 
great spiritual quest. 

"Now, tell me," Mumon demands, "what is the barrier of the Zen Masters?" Having aroused 
our interest, he answers himself that this "Mu" is the ultimate barrier of Zen. If once one has 
broken through it, he is the master of all the barriers and the forty-eight kōan and commentaries 
of the Murnonkan are all his tools. This is therefore called "The Gateless Barrier of Zen," Mumon 
remarks. We should remember however that it is not only the first kōan, but that any of the forty-
eight kōan of the Murnonkan is the barrier of Zen. 

'Those who have passed the barrier will not only see Joshu clearly, but will go hand in hand 
with all the Masters in the past, see them face to face. You will see with the same eye that they 
see with and hear with the same ear. Wouldn't it be wonderful?" 

Mumon tells us how wonderful it is to experience breaking through the barrier and to live the 
life of satori. Once the Gate is broken through, ultimate peace is attained. You can get hold of old 
Joshu alive. Further, you will live in the same spirituality with all the Zen Masters, see them face 
to face, and enjoy the Truth of Oneness. How wonderful, how splendid! He praises the life of 
satori in the highest terms. There are no ages in satori; no distinctions of' I and you, space and 
time. Wherever it maybe and whenever it may be, just here and now you see and you hear—it is 
Joshu, it is your Self, and "Mu." There can be no greater joy. To experience this is to attain 
eternal peace. 

"Don't you want to pass the barrier? Then concentrate yourself into this 'Mu' with your 360 
bones and 84,000 pores, making your whole body one great inquiry. " 

Having described the great joy of satori, Mumon now turns to his disciples and speaks 
directly to them, "Are there any among you who want to pass this barrier of the ancient Masters?" 
He then goes on to give practical instructions as to how they should carry on their training in 
order to break through the barrier-how to attain satori. He tells them to inquire, with their heart 
and soul, what it is to transcend yes and no, you and I. They are to cast their whole being, from 
head to foot, into this inquiry and carry on with it. There will be no world, no self, but just one 
Great Doubt. This is "Mu." "Just be 'Mu'!" Mumon urges the disciples. 

"To concentrate" is to be unified and identified. "To concentrate oneself into 'Mu'" is for 
"Mu" and the self to be one—to be one and then to transcend both "Mu" and the self. 

"Day and night work intently at it; do not attempt nihilistic or dualistic interpretations." 
Mumon's instructions continue: never be negligent, even fora short while, but do zazen and 

devote yourself to the kōan day and night. An old Master described this training process, saying, 
"Work like a mother hen trying to hatch her eggs." Do not misunderstand "Mu" as nihilistic 
emptiness. Never in the world take it as a dualistic No in opposition to Yes. Needless to say, it 
has nothing to do with intellectual discrimination or dualistic reasoning. It is utterly beyond all 
description. 

"It is like having bolted a red hot iron ball; you try to vomit it but cannot. Cast away your 
illusory discriminating knowledge and consciousness accumulated up to now, and keep on 
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working harder. After a while, when your efforts come to fruition, all the oppositions (such as in 
and out) will naturally be identified. You will then be like a dumb person who has had a 
wonderful dream: he only knows it personally, within himself." 

"Like having bolted a red hot iron ball" describes the one who, with his whole being, body 
and soul, has plunged into the Great Doubt, the spiritual quest. All the emotions are exhausted, all 
the intellect has come to its extremity; there is not an inch for the discrimination to enter. This is 
the state of utmost spiritual intensification. When it is hot, the whole universe is nothing but the 
heat; when you see, it is just one pure act of seeing—there is no room there for any thought to 
come in. In such a state, Mumon warns us, never give up but straightforwardly carry on with your 
striving. In such a state no thought of discrimination can be present. "Illusory discriminating 
knowledge and consciousness accumulated up to now" refers to our dualistically working mind 
we have had before. No trace of it is now left. You are thoroughly lucid and transparent like a 
crystal. Subject and object, in and out, being and non being are just one, and this very one ceases 
to be one any longer. Rinzai said, describing this state, "The whole universe is sheer darkness." 
Hakuin said, "It was like sitting in an ice cave a million miles thick." This is the moment when 
the I and the world are both altogether gone. This is exactly the moment when one's 
discriminating mind is emptied and cast away. When one is in the abyss of absolute "Mu" in 
actual training, the inexpressible moment comes upon him—the moment when "Mu" is awakened 
to "Mu," that is, when he is revived as the self of no-self. At this mysterious moment, he is like a 
dumb person who has had a wonderful dream, for he is fully aware of it, but is unable to use 
words to express it. The Absolute Nothingness ("Mu") is awakened to itself. This is the moment 
of realization when subject object opposition is altogether transcended. To describe it we have to 
use such words as inexpressible or mysterious. "You will then be like a dumb person who has had 
a wonderful dream: he only knows it personally, within himself." 

Then Mumon tries again to describe the experience of the one who has just broken through 
the barrier: "Suddenly you break through the barrier; you will astonish heaven and shake the 
earth." I myself, however, should like to reverse the order of these two sentences and say, 
"Suddenly you break through the barrier; you will astonish heaven and shake the earth. You will 
then be like a dumb person who has had a wonderful dream: he only knows it personally, within 
himself." This would be more faithful to actual experience. Zen calls this experience 
"incomparable satori," or "to die a Great Death once and to revive from death." Mumon described 
his experience of attaining satori by saying that "all beings on earth have opened their eyes." This 
is the most important and essential process one has to go through in Zen training. 

"It is as if you have snatched the great sword of General Kan. You kill the Buddha if you 
meet him; you kill the ancient Masters if you meet them. On the brink of life and death, you are 
utterly free, and in the six realms and the four modes of life you live, with great joy, a genuine 
life in complete freedom. " 

General Kan was a brave general famous in ancient China. With his great sword he used to 
freely cut and conquer his enemies. Once one attains the satori of this "Mu," his absolute inner 
freedom can be compared to the man who has the great sword of that famous strong general in his 
own hand. 

Having experienced this exquisite moment of breaking through the barrier, one's self, the 
world, and everything change. It is just like one who was born blind getting his sight. Here 
Muman tells us how absolutely free he now is. He sees, he hears, and everything, as it is, is given 
new life. Mumon in his own poem speaks of this wonder, "Mount Sumeru jumps up and dances." 
Only those who have actually experienced it themselves can really appreciate what Mumon sings 
here. 

"You kill the Buddha if you meet him; you kill the ancient Masters if you meet them." 
This expression is often misunderstood. Zen postulates absolute freedom 
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in which all attachments and restraints are completely wiped away. The Buddha therefore is to be 
cast away and so are the Patriarchs. Any restraints whatsoever in the mind are to be cast away. 
For the one who has passed through the abyss of Great Doubt, transcending subject and object, 
you and I, and has been revived as the True Self, can there be anything to disturb him? The term 
"to kill" should not be interpreted in our ordinary ethical sense. "To kill" is to transcend names 
and ideas. If you meet the Buddha, the Buddha is "Mu." If you meet ancient Masters, they are 
"Mu." Therefore he says that if you pass the barrier you will "not only see Joshu clearly, but go 
hand in hand with all the Masters in the past, see them face to face. You will see with the same 
eye that they see with and hear with the same ear." 

To live is an aspect of "Mu"; to die is also an aspect of "Mu." If you stand, your standing is 
"Mu." If you sit, your sitting is "Mu." The six realms refer to the six different stages of existence, 
i.e., the celestial world, human world, fighting world, beasts, hungry beings, and hell. The four 
modes are four different forms of life, i.e., viviparous, oviparous, from moisture, and 
metamorphic. Originally the phrase referred to various stages of life in transmigration, depending 
on the law of causation. The reference to the six realms and the four modes of life means, "under 
whatever circumstances you may live, in whatever situation you may find yourself." Both 
favorable conditions and adverse situations are "Mu," working differently as you live, at any 
time, at any place. How wonderful it is to live such a serene life with perfect freedom, the 
spiritual freedom of the one who has attained religious peace! 

"Now, how should one strive? With might and main work at this 'Mu,' and be 'Mu.'" 
Mumon once again gives his direct instruction on how one should carry out his Zen training 

in order to break through the barrier of the Zen Masters to attain incomparable satori and his Zen 
personality. How should he work at "Mu"? All that can be said is: "Be just 'Mu' with might and 
main." To be "Mu" is to cast everything—yourself and the universe—into it. 

"If you do not stop or waver in your striving, then behold, when the Dharma candle is lighted, 
the darkness is at once enlightened." 

This can be simply taken as a candle on the altar. Once one's mind bursts open to the truth of 
"Mu," the ignorance is at once enlightened, just as all darkness is gone when a candle is lighted. 

Mumon warns his disciples that they should not stop or waver in their striving. In other 
words, he says that with might and main you must be "Mu'" through and through, and never stop 
striving to attain that. An old Japanese Zen Master has a waka poem: 
 

When your bow is broken and your arrows are exhausted,  
There, shoot! 
Shoot with your whole being! 

 
A Western philosopher has said, "Man's extremity is God's opportunity." When man is at his 

very extremity and still goes on striving with his whole being, without stopping, the moment to 
break through suddenly comes to him. This is the moment of fundamental change when one is 
reborn as a True Self. It is as if a candle were lighted in darkness. Darkness is at once illumined. 

Master Engo has a poem in the Hekigan-roku: 
 

It is like cutting a reel of thread: 
One cut, and all is cut. 
It is like dyeing a reel of thread: 
One dip and all is dyed. 

 
I join Mumon in saying, "Wouldn't it be wonderful!" In his commentary Mumon has tried his 

best to tell us how exquisite and wonderful true Zen attainment is, and pointed out the way to 
experience it. 
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TEISHO ON MUMON'S POEM 
 

The dog! the Buddha Nature!  
The Truth is manifested in full. 
A moment of yes-and-no: 
Lost are your body and sou!. 

 
Following his detailed commentary on Joshu's "Mu," Mumon wrote this poem to comment on 

it once more, so that he might clearly and simply present the essence of satori. 
He first presents the kōan itself directly to us: "The dog! the Buddha Nature!" What else is 

needed here? As it is, it is "Mu." As they are, they are "Mu." Those who really know it will fully 
understand it all by this. 

The second line says, "The Truth is manifested in full." The original Chinese term used for 
Truth literally means "True Law," that is, the Buddha's fundamental command. It is nothing but 
"Mu" itself. Look, it is right in front of you, Mumon says. A blind person fails to see the sunlight, 
but it is not the fault of the sun. 

"A moment of yes-and-no: lost are your body and sou!." Out of his compassion Mumon adds 
the last two lines, which say that if even a thought of discrimination comes, the truth of "Mu" is 
altogether gone. When one is really "Mu" through and through, to call it "Mu" is already 
incorrect, for that belongs to the dualistic world of letters. "Mu" here is just temporarily used in 
order to transcend U (yes) and Mu (no). If one is afraid of losing his body and soul, what can be 
accomplished? The secret here can be communicated only to those who have once died the Great 
Death. 
 

*     *     * 
 
Shibayama, Zenkei. Zen Comments on the Mumonkan, tranlsated by Sumiko Kudo. San 

Francisco, CA: Harper & Row, 1974. 
	


