Entangling Vines
Part 1
Conventions and Abbreviations

ENTANGLING VINES is intended primarily as an aid to English-speaking practitioners of Zen meditation in the Japanese Rinzai tradition. Although I have attempted to produce a book that meets at least minimal academic standards, it is not essentially a scholarly work, and the academic apparatus is consequently not overly elaborate. Sources for the koans, when identified at all, are generally limited to the other well-known koan collections that are presently available in English translation, such as the Wumen guan, Blue Cliff Record, and Record of Linji. Annotation is, as much as possible, strictly factual in nature; interpretive material, although often unavoidable, has in most cases been kept to a minimum in order not to limit the usefulness of a koan in practice situations.

The Chinese text used in the present translation is based on the version prepared by the International Research Institute for Zen Buddhism and available from the Institute’s website. This text was then collated with Dōmae Sōkan’s 2010 edition and corrected when necessary.

The biographies in the lengthy Biographical Notes section are chiefly for the purpose of providing context for the koans (they also provided an opportunity to translate a number of extra koans). Thus the entries do not attempt to present the latest scholarly research on the masters mentioned, but rather summarize the traditional accounts of the masters’ lives and teachings, as such accounts are generally what is most relevant when working with the koans. Readers who wish to know more about Zen history from an academic point of view should refer to the excellent studies by scholars such as Philip Yampolsky, John R. McRae, Peter N. Gregory, and Dale S. Wright.

Generally speaking, everyone whose name appears in a koan, no matter how minor his or her role, is given an entry in the Biographical Notes; when such a person’s name appears in the text notes or in the biographical entry for another person it is italicized and no Chinese characters or dates are provided (these are given in the biographical entry itself). People who appear only in the text notes or in the biographical entries of other people do not (with a few notable exceptions) receive biographical entries of their own; Chinese characters and dates are provided for these figures when they are mentioned.

The Bibliography consists primarily of works I consulted during the course of translating the Kattōshū. It is thus a highly selective list; a complete listing of Japanese and Western-language Buddhist works related in some way to the Kattōshū would constitute a small book in itself.

Sanskrit Buddhist terminology is treated as much as possible as accepted English vocabulary. Words that are now generally known to English readers familiar with Eastern thought, such as “samsara” and “samadhi,” appear unitalicized and without diacritical marks. Words that are less familiar, such as “dharmakāya” or “nirmāṇakāya,” are unitalicized but retain diacritical marks, as do proper nouns. The titles of texts are sometimes given in translation and sometimes not, depending upon which form I felt more likely to be familiar to readers. For example, the title of the Wumen guan is given in its Chinese form, while that of the Biyan lu is given in English as the Blue Cliff Record.

I have tried to keep capitalization to a minimum, partly in agreement with the present trend in publishing toward lowercasing, and partly because usages like “Truth,” “Nothingness,” and “the Absolute” suggest the existence of a kind of Neoplatonist realm of (capitalized) Buddhist Reality separate from (lowercased) everyday reality. I have, however, followed the Wisdom house style in capitalizing “dharma” when it refers to the Buddhist teachings or universal truth and lowercasing it when it refers to phenomena. Similarly, the word “way” is capitalized when it serves as a translation of “Tao,” since “way” as “Tao,” if not capitalized, can often be taken to mean “method” or “manner.” Terms like “buddha” and “tathagata” are capitalized when referring to Śākyamuni or other specific persons but lowercased when used as general nouns.

The following abbreviations were adopted:

C. Chinese

J. Japanese

T Taishō shinshū daizōkyō

(Buddhist canon published in the Taishō era)

X Shinsan Dainihon Zokuzōkyō

(Revised supplement to the Japanese Buddhist canon)

REEPR The Rider Encyclopedia of Eastern Philosophy and Religion. London: Rider, 1989.

ZGDJ Zengaku daijiten (Zen studies dictionary), ed. Komazawa Daigakunai Zengaku Daijiten Hensansho . Tokyo: Taishūkan, 1985.

ZGJI Zengo jii (Zen glossary), ed. Imai Fukuzan and Nakagawa Shūan . Tokyo: Hakurinsha, 1935.

ZGJT Zengo jiten (Zen lexicon), ed. Iriya Yoshitaka and Koga Hidehiko . Kyoto: Shibunkaku, 1991.

Case 1 Pacifying the Mind of the Second Patriarch1

Huike, the Second Patriarch, said to Bodhidharma, “My mind is not yet at rest. Master, I implore you, set my mind to rest.”

The master replied, “Bring your mind here and I’ll set it to rest for you.”

Huike said, “I’ve searched for my mind, but am unable to find it.”

“There,” said the master, “I’ve set your mind to rest.”

1.Also Wumen guan 41, Main Case. For background material on this koan see Huike in the Biographical Notes.

Case 2 The Sixth Patriarch’s Robe and Bowl1

The senior monk Huiming pursued Huineng, the Sixth Patriarch, to Dayu Peak. Huineng, seeing him come, put the robe and bowl on a rock and said, “This robe represents faith. How can it be taken by force? You may have it.”

Huiming tried to pick it up, but, like a mountain, it couldn’t be moved. Shaken and frightened, Huiming said, “I came in search of the Dharma, not for the sake of the robe. Lay brother,2 please instruct me.”

Huineng said, “Think not of good, think not of evil. At this very moment, what is your original face before your father and mother were born?”3

At that moment Huiming was deeply enlightened, and his entire body flowed with sweat. With tears in his eyes, he bowed and asked, “Is there any meaning still more profound than the hidden meaning and words you have just imparted to me?”

“There’s nothing hidden about what I have revealed,” replied Huineng. “If you turn your own light inward and illuminate your original face, what is hidden is within yourself.”

Huiming said, “Although I practiced with the assembly under Hongren, I had yet to realize my original face. Now that you have shown the way in, I’m like one who has tasted water and knows for himself whether it’s cold or warm. You, lay brother, are now my teacher.”

Huineng replied, “If that’s how it is with you, then you and I are equally the disciples of Hongren. Take good care of yourself!”4

1.Also Wumen guan 23, Main Case. For background material on this koan, see Huineng and Huiming in the Biographical Notes. The word , translated here as “robe” for the sake of simplicity, actually referred in ancient China not to the monk’s robe but to the , a clerical garment used primarily in ceremonies (see Case 95, note 1, for more detail).

2.A lay brother was, in China, a nonordained worker in a monastery. Huineng is said to have been the first Chinese lay brother. In Japan the term was applied to people, both ordained and nonordained, who were engaged in caring either for the senior clergy or for the temple buildings.

3.The translation of this line follows the interpretation of Japanese Zen. The Chinese text can also be translated, “What was your original face before your father and mother gave birth to you?”

4.This statement, , is usually interpreted in Japanese Zen to mean “Maintain well this teaching you have received.”

Case 3 Wuzu’s “Someone’s Servants”1

Wuzu Fayan of Mount Dong said to the assembly, “Even Śākyamuni and Maitreya are merely someone’s servants.2 Tell me, who is it?”

1.Also Wumen guan 45, Main Case.

2.Śākyamuni is the historical buddha; Maitreya is the buddha of the future. See Śākyamuni and Maitreya in the Biographical Notes.

Case 4 Yunmen’s “Mount Sumeru”

A monk asked Yunmen Wenyan, “Is anything amiss when not a single thought arises?”

Yunmen replied, “Mount Sumeru!”1

1.In Indian cosmology Mount Sumeru is the enormous mountain at the center of each world-system in the universe. The mountain stretches from 84,000 yojana below the surface of the sea to 84,000 yojana above it (a yojana is variously defined as between six and fifteen kilometers in length). The god Indra resides on its summit in Trāyastrimśa Heaven, and the four heavenly kings dwell on its four sides. It is surrounded by seven concentric golden mountain ranges, each separated by a sea of fresh water. Beyond these is a saltwater ocean containing the four continents of our world-system: Pūrvavideha to the east, Aparagodānīya to the west, Uttarakuru to the north, and Jambudvīpa (the human realm) to the south of Sumeru. Surrounding the entirety are two ranges of iron mountains.

Case 5 Mazu’s “This Very Mind”1

Damei Fachang of Ming Province asked Mazu Daoyi, “What is buddha?”

Mazu answered, “This very mind is buddha.”

Later another monk asked Mazu, “What is buddha?”

The master replied, “Not mind, not buddha.”

1.The first question-and-answer exchange forms Wumen guan 30, Main Case; the second forms Wumen guan 33, Main Case. For a follow-up see Damei Fachang in the Biographical Notes.

Case 6 Zhaozhou’s “Drop It!”1

Yanyang Shanxin asked Zhaozhou Congshen, “If I come with nothing, what then?”

“Drop it!” replied Zhaozhou.

“But I’ve come with nothing,” answered Yanyang. “How can I drop it?”

“Then go on carrying it!” said Zhaozhou. At this Yanyang was deeply enlightened.

1.Also Record of Equanimity 57, Main Case.

Case 7 Doushuai’s Three Barriers1

Doushuai Congyue devised three barriers to test his students:

Pulling weeds and exploring the mystery are solely for the purpose of seeing your true nature.2 So, right now, where is your true nature?

If you realize your true nature, you escape birth-and-death. So as the light in your eyes dims,3 how do you escape?

When you escape birth-and-death, you know where you go. So as your four elements separate,4 where do you go?

1.Also Wumen guan 47, Main Case.

2.“Pulling weeds” refers either to clearing a path to call upon a teacher, or to removing obstructive thoughts and delusions. “The mystery” translates ; “dark” is the original sense of the word, but it came to indicate, in Taoism and later in Zen, “the hidden,” “the mysterious,” or “the abstruse principle.”

3.That is, as you approach death.

4.The four great elements—earth, water, fire, and air—signify the various components of the body, with earth representing the solid elements, water the liquid elements, fire the life energies, and air the bodily movements. Thus the separation of the four elements signifies the total dissolution of the physical body.

Case 8 Lingyun Sees Peach Blossoms

Lingyun Zhiqin of Fuzhou was enlightened upon seeing the blossoms of a peach tree. In a verse he said:

For thirty years I sought a sword-master.1

How many times have leaves fallen and new buds appeared?

But ever since seeing the peach blossoms,

From then till now I have never doubted again!

Later he related this verse to his master, Guishan Lingyou. Guishan said, “Those who enlighten through circumstances2 never regress. Take good care of yourself!”

When Xuansha Shibei heard about this, he said, “Lingyun may well have been right, but I’ll guarantee that his understanding was incomplete.”3

Wuzu Fayan4 said, “You talk of complete and incomplete? Thirty more years of training!”

Later, during a lecture, a monk asked Dachuan Puji about the verse. Dachuan said, “A thief has no peace of mind.”5

1.“Sword-master” indicates a master of the Way, one who wields the sword of wisdom that cuts the root of delusion, “the sword that freely gives life or takes it away.”

2.“Those who enlighten through circumstances” translates , which refers to those who reach enlightenment not through the teachings of a master but spontaneously through the functioning of the senses.

3.This can be a statement of either praise or blame, but in this case it is one of praise. Xuansha later sent Lingyun a laudatory verse.

4.The Kattōshū has Yunmen Wenyan as the speaker here, but this exchange is found not in Yunmen’s records but in those of Wuzu Fayan.

5.This may be a statement either of praise or censure.

Case 9 Zhaozhou’s “Juniper Tree”1

A monk once asked Zhaozhou Congshen, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?”2

Zhaozhou answered, “The juniper tree in front of the garden.”3

The monk replied, “Master, don’t teach me using external objects.”

Zhaozhou said, “I’m not teaching you using external objects.”

The monk asked, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?”

Zhaozhou answered, “The juniper tree in front of the garden.”

Afterward Fayan Wenyi asked Jue Tiezui, “I heard that your teacher, Zhaozhou, spoke of a juniper tree. Is this true?”

Jue Tiezui replied, “My late teacher never said such a thing—don’t slander him!”

Fayan commented, “A true lion’s cub gives a good lion’s roar!”

1.Zhaozhou and the monk’s initial exchange forms Wumen guan 37, Main Case, and the Record of Equanimity 47, Main Case.

2.“What was the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?” is a standard question in Zen, meaning, in effect, “What is the essence of Zen?” What was it, in other words, that Bodhidharma wished to transmit when he made the long, dangerous trip from India to China? (In China, India was regarded as “the West,” since travelers came from the west over the Silk Road.)

3.The type of tree mentioned, the , is often translated as “oak,” but the Chinese character actually refers to a type of juniper tree. The reading of “oak,” kashiwa, for this character is a Japanese one. Harada Shōdō Rōshi has commented in conversation that the uselessness of the Chinese juniper tree for lumber or nearly any other purpose lends added meaning to Zhaozhou’s reply.

Case 10 Huanglong’s Three Barriers1

Huanglong Huinan asked Longqing Qingxian, “Everyone has their own native place. What is your native place?”

Longqing answered, “Early this morning I had some rice gruel, and now I feel hungry again.”

“How does my hand resemble a buddha’s hand?” Huanglong asked.

“Playing a lute in the moonlight,”2 Longqing answered.

“How does my leg resemble a donkey’s leg?” he asked.

Longqing answered, “A snowy egret stands in the snow, but their colors are not the same.”3

Huanglong always presented students with these three statements, but no one could come up with a satisfactory response. Monks everywhere called them the Three Barriers of Huanglong. Even with the few who gave answers, the master would neither agree nor disagree but only sit there in formal posture with eyes closed. No one could fathom his intent. When the layman Fan Yanzhi asked the reason for this, Huanglong replied, “Those who have passed through the gate shake their sleeves and go straight on their way. What do they care if there’s a gatekeeper? Those who seek the gatekeeper’s permission have yet to pass through.”

1.Huanglong’s questions are also found in the postscript to the Wumen guan.

2.An image for equality in the midst of distinction.

3.An image for distinction in the midst of equality.

Case 11 Ruiyan’s “Master”1

Every day Ruiyan Shiyan would call to himself, “Master!”

“Yes!” he would answer himself.

“Be wide awake!” he would say.

“Yes!”

“Whatever the time, whatever the day, never be misled by others!” “Yes! Yes!”

1.Also Wumen guan 12, Main Case.

Case 12 Zhaozhou Sees Through an Old Woman1

An old woman lived by the road to Mount Tai.2 A monk asked her, “What is the road to Mount Tai?”

“Straight ahead,” the woman said.

When the monk had walked a few steps the woman remarked, “Such a good monk, yet off he goes!”

Later a monk mentioned this to Zhaozhou Congshen. Zhaozhou said, “I’ll go check this old woman for you.”

The next day Zhaozhou went and asked the woman the same question, and she answered in the same way. Zhaozhou returned and said to the assembly, “I’ve seen through that old woman of Mount Tai.”

1.Also Wumen guan 31, Main Case.

2.Mount Tai , more properly referred to as Mount Wutai , is located in Shanxi, not far from the city of Zhaozhou, where Zhaozhou Congshen lived. Mount Tai has long been identified with the “Mount Clear-and-Cool” mentioned in the Avataṃsaka Sutra as the dwelling place of Mañjuśrī, the bodhisattva of wisdom. It is regarded as the most sacred of the four Buddhist mountains in China, the others being Mount Putou , sacred to Avalokiteśvara; Mount Jiuhua , sacred to Kśitigarbha; and Mount Emei , sacred to Samantabhadra. Mount Tai, as the mountain sacred to Mañjuśrī, represents the realm of “straight ahead” absolute equality, while Mount Emei, as sacred to Samantabhadra, represents the more convoluted relative world of duality.

Case 13 Langzhong’s “Hell”

Cui Langzhong asked Zhaozhou Congshen, “Do enlightened teachers ever fall into hell?”1

“I’ll be the first to go there,”2 replied Zhaozhou.

“But you’re an enlightened teacher,” said Langzhong. “Why would you fall into hell?”

“If I didn’t fall into hell, how could I help you?” Zhaozhou answered.

1.The text of the Kattōshū has , “Have sages ever fallen into hell?,” but in the original sources for this koan the text reads (great enlightened teachers) or (reverend priest); e.g., X 68:82b; X 80:93c.

“Enlightened teacher” is a translation of the Sanskrit kalyāṇamitra (lit., “good and wise friend” or “worthy friend”), a Buddhist term referring to someone who helps others on the path to enlightenment. It is used in various meanings depending upon the context, and thus has been rendered in several ways in the present translation.

2.The standard Kattōshū text has , “[They] go there straightaway,” but the original sources all have , with , “the old monk,” indicating Zhaozhou himself. The of the standard Kattōshū text is a scribal error for the identically pronounced , which has the nuance of going somewhere before anyone else.

Case 14 Changsheng’s “Chaos”

Changsheng asked Lingyun Zhiqin, “What about the time of primordial chaos,1 before any differentiation?”

Lingyun answered, “A pillar conceives.”2

Changsheng said, “What about after differentiation?”

Lingyun responded, “It is like a wisp of cloud marking the Great Pure Sky.”3

Changsheng asked, “Does the Great Pure Sky accept this mark or not?”

Lingyun didn’t say anything.

Changsheng continued, “If that were so, living beings would not come forth.”

Again Lingyun didn’t say anything.

Changsheng continued, “How about when there’s only absolute purity and all stains are avoided?”

Lingyun replied, “That would closely resemble the pure realm of enlightenment.”4

“What is it to ‘closely resemble the pure realm of enlightenment’?”

“It is like the infinite luminosity of a mirror,” said Lingyun.

“Is there, then, a transcendence even of this?”5 asked Changsheng.

“There is,” replied Lingyun.

“What is this transcendence?” Changsheng asked.

Lingyun said, “Smash the mirror, then you and I can meet.”6

[Changsheng then asked, “At the time of primordial chaos, before any differentiation, from where do living beings come?”

Lingyun answered, “A pillar conceives.”]7

1.“The time of primordial chaos” is the time before the differentiation of yin and yang, the two fundamental forces that are said in Chinese philosophy to generate all phenomena into existence.

2.“Pillar” (lit., “exposed pillar”) usually means a pillar not hidden in the architecture of a building; it may also indicate an independently standing pillar, column, or obelisk. The term is often used in Zen to signify no-mind or the unconscious.

3.“Great Pure Sky” (lit., “the great purity”) refers to the vast emptiness of a clear sky. The term can also indicate the Way.

4.The phrase “closely resemble the pure realm of enlightenment” translates , which, in Dōmae’s reading, refers to the ālaya-vijñāna, the eighth and deepest consciousness according to the Yogācāra school’s philosophy of the mind. It is known as the seed or storehouse consciousness since the karmic seeds of an individual’s existence are stored there. Upon purification the ālaya-vijñāna transforms into the Great Perfect Mirror Wisdom, which perceives all things in their suchness.

5.“Transcendence” indicates supreme realization—the transcendence even of enlightenment, the emptying even of śūnyatā.

6.The Japanese Zen master Hakuin Ekaku often stressed the need to shatter the Great Perfect Mirror Wisdom of the storehouse consciousness in order to attain true enlightenment.

7.The final two sentences, following “Smash the mirror, then you and I can meet,” are not found in the original texts (e.g., T 47:1007a).

Case 15 One Peak Is Not White

A monk asked Caoshan Benji, “Snow covers a thousand mountains. Why is one peak not white?”

Caoshan said, “You should recognize ‘distinction within distinction.’”1

The monk asked, “What is ‘distinction within distinction’?”

Caoshan said, “Not falling into being the color of the other mountains.”

1.Dōmae comments that ‘distinction within distinction’ is one of the series of four relationships between the world of equality and the world of discrimination. The others are distinction within equality , equality within distinction , and equality within equality . Distinction within distinction refers to true individuality, the absolute separation of self and other.

Case 16 An Ox Goes through a Lattice Window1

Wuzu Fayan said, “It’s as though a water buffalo is passing through a lattice window.2 Its head, horns, and legs have all gone through. Why can’t its tail go through?”

1.Also Wumen guan 38, Main Case. This koan was identified by Hakuin Ekaku as one of the eight “difficult to penetrate” (J., nantō ) koans.

2.The original Chinese can mean either “passing through” or “passing by.” Most Rinzai masters prefer the former, for the sake of emphasis.

Case 17 Qianfeng’s “Three Types of Sickness”

Yuezhou Qianfeng went to the hall and said, “The dharmakāya1 has three types of sickness and two types of light.2 Only after passing through these can one sit in peace.”

Yunmen Wenyan stepped forward from the assembly and asked, “Why is the fellow in the hut unaware of what’s going on outside?”

Qianfeng gave a hearty laugh.

Yunmen said, “Your student is still dissatisfied.”

Qianfeng asked, “What’s on your mind?”

Yunmen said, “I’d like you to be completely clear on this.”

“Yes, only when one is careful and thorough can one truly sit in peace,” Qianfeng replied.

“Exactly!” Yunmen agreed.

1.The dharmakāya is one of the “three bodies” of a buddha proposed by the Mahayana doctrine of the trikāya, which categorizes buddha’s absolute and relative aspects. The three bodies are:

Dharmakāya: the absolute body of buddha; buddha as truth itself, as the essence of wisdom. The dharmakāya is typically represented by Vairocana Buddha.

Saṃbhogakāya: the “reward” or “recompense” body, received as a reward for fulfilling the vows undertaken while the buddha was still a bodhisattva. The saṃbhogakāya is typically represented by Amitābha Buddha.

Nirmāṇakāya: the body assumed by a buddha when appearing in the world to bring enlightenment to others. The nirmāṇakāya is typically represented by the historical buddha, Śākyamuni.

2.The “three types of sickness and two types of light” are interpreted in various ways. One interpretation is that found in Record of Equanimity 11, in which the three types of sickness are:

i.Missing the way prior to arrival : to be caught in the realm of the relative, unable to attain the state of enlightenment.

ii.Attachment after arrival : to attain the state of enlightenment but then cling to this state as though it were something substantial.

iii.Liberation free of all conditions : to attain the realm of liberation (not dwelling inwardly in śūnyatā, nor clinging outwardly to phenomena) but then to cling to this state of nondependence.

The two types of light correspond to aspects of (i), above.

The ZGDJ explains the three types of sickness in the same way as the Record of Equanimity. It defines the “two types of light” as:

i.Subtle delusions that arise on the subjective level .

ii.Subtle delusions that arise on the objective level . (977a)

An alternate way of interpreting the three types of sickness is simply to see them as the three poisons: attachment, aversion, and ignorance.

Similarly, the two types of light may be seen as: the light of samadhi , that is, the light of undifferentiated truth, associated with Mañjuśrī; and the light of wisdom , the light of differentiated functioning in the world, associated with Samantabhadra.

Case 18 Shangu’s Sweet-Olive Blossoms

One day the poet Shangu was visiting Huitang Zuxin. Huitang said, “You know the passage in which Confucius says, ‘My friends, do you think I’m hiding things from you? In fact, I am hiding nothing from you.’1 It’s just the same with the Great Matter of Zen. Do you understand this?”

“I don’t understand,” Shangu replied.

Later, Huitang and Shangu were walking in the mountains where the air was filled with the scent of the sweet-olive blossoms. Huitang asked, “Do you smell the fragrance of the blossoms?”

Shangu said, “I do.”

Huitang said, “You see, I’m hiding nothing from you.”

At that moment Shangu was enlightened.

Two months later he visited Sixin Wuxin. Sixin greeted him and said, “I’ll die and you’ll die and we’ll end up burnt into two heaps of ashes. At that time, where will we meet?”

Shangu tried to respond but couldn’t come up with anything. Later, while on the road to Qiannan, he awoke from a nap and suddenly understood Sixin’s intent. Thereafter he attained the samadhi of perfect freedom.

1.Analects 7:23.

Case 19-1 Xiangyan’s “Up a Tree”1

Xiangyan Zhixian said, “It’s as though a person were up a tree, hanging from a limb by his teeth and unable to grab a branch with his hands or touch the trunk with his feet. Someone under the tree asks, ‘What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?’ If the person doesn’t reply, he fails the questioner; if he does reply, he loses his life. In such a situation, how would you respond?”

The senior monk Hutou said, “I don’t care about climbing the tree. Please say something, Master, about before the tree was climbed!”

The master gave a hearty laugh.

Regarding this, Xuedou Chongxian commented, “It’s easy to speak when up a tree, hard to speak beneath it. This old monk2 will climb a tree. Bring me a question!”

1.The first paragraph appears as Wumen guan 5, Main Case.

2.Referring to Xuedou himself.

Case 19-2 Dahui’s “Up a Tree”

Dahui Zonggao1 asked Dongshan Huikong, “What is the meaning of Xiangyan’s ‘Up a Tree’?”

Dongshan replied, “Let’s sing ‘Partridge’ to the spring breeze!”2

1.Although the Kattōshū identifies the questioner as Wan’an Daoyan, all other sources for this koan identify him as Dahui Zonggao.

2.The partridge is a southern Chinese bird that symbolizes feelings of homesickness. Here “partridge” refers to the title of a song, about which a famous Tang poem says, “If guests from South of the River are present, do not sing ‘Partridge’ to the spring breeze” (Complete Tang Poems 675), since the song causes melancholy in people from that region. Dongshan’s reply is based on this line, though it expresses the same feeling in a paradoxical fashion.

Some masters interpret this line to mean, “Dongshan replied, ‘Wonderful! [Xiangyan] sang “Partridge” to the spring breeze!’”

Case 20 Yunmen’s “Dry Piece of Shit”1

A monk asked Yunmen Wenyan, “What is buddha?”

Yunmen answered, “A dry piece of shit.”2

1.Also Wumen guan 21, Main Case.

2.Certain scholars of Tang-dynasty slang interpret this term, , to mean a bamboo stick used in place of toilet paper; recent opinion tends toward the translation above. Needless to say, in either case the intention of the term is the same.

Case 21 Yunmen’s “Sulu”

Yunmen Wenyan addressed the assembly, saying, “The level plain is strewn with corpses; only those who pass through the thorn forest are true adepts.”1

At that moment a monk stepped forth and said, “If that’s the case, then the head monk of the hall has true skill.”

“Sulu, sulu!”2 said Yunmen.

1.“The level plain” represents dead-sitting, do-nothing Zen. “The thorn forest” is a metaphor for the teaching devices of a true Zen master.

2.Dōmae describes sulu, sulu as a mantra meaning “come forth, come forth,” intended to summon the aid of the buddhas and bodhisattvas. Other sources see it as an incantation for driving off demons.

Case 22-1 Deshan Carries His Bowls1

Xuefeng Yicun was serving as cook in the assembly under Deshan Xuanjian. One day lunch was late. When Deshan came down to the hall carrying his bowls, Xuefeng asked him, “The bell and drum [announcing mealtime] have not yet sounded. Where are you heading with your bowls, old fellow?”

Deshan silently bowed and returned to his quarters.

When Xuefeng told Yantou Quanhuo about this, Yantou commented, “Even Deshan, great as he is, doesn’t know the final word.”2

Hearing of this, Deshan had his attendant summon Yantou. “You don’t approve of me?” he asked.

Yantou secretly revealed his purpose to him. The next day Deshan’s lecture was not the same as usual. Yantou went to the front of the monks’ hall. Clapping and laughing, he said, “How wonderful that the old fellow has grasped the final word. After this no one in the world can do anything to him. Even so, he has only three years left to live.”

Three years later Deshan died.

1.Also Wumen guan 13, Main Case, and Blue Cliff Record 51, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.“Final word” means, literally, “the word after the end,” the word beyond all words. For the significance of the “final word,” see Cases 72, 140, and 171.

Case 22-2 Mian’s “True Meaning”

A monk asked Mian Xianjie, “What is the meaning of ‘Deshan Carries His Bowls’?” The master answered, “No meaning.”

“Then why,” asked the monk, “did Deshan carry his bowls down to the monks’ hall?”

“If he wants to go, he goes; if he wants to sit, he sits,”1 Mian replied.

1.A passage of similar meaning is found in the Record of Linji:

Conforming with circumstances as they are, [a true follower of the Way] exhausts his past karma; accepting things as they are he puts on his clothes; when he wants to walk he walks, when he wants to sit he sits; he never has a single thought of seeking buddhahood. Why is this so? A man of old said: “If you seek buddha through karma-creating activities, buddha becomes the great portent of birth-and-death.” (Sasaki 2009, p. 171)

Case 23 Mazu’s “West River”1

Layman Pang Yun called upon Mazu Daoyi and asked, “Who is it that doesn’t keep company with the ten thousand things?”

Mazu answered, “I’ll tell you when you swallow the water of the West River in a single gulp.”

At that moment Pang was deeply enlightened. He composed a verse:

All in the ten directions are of the same assembly,

Each and every one learning nondoing.2

This is the place where buddha is chosen.3

Mind empty, exam passed, I’ve returned home.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 42, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Another possible translation is “From the ten directions we’ve equally gathered together, each of us learning that there’s nothing to do.”

3.Another possible translation is “This is the place where buddhas are selected.” The original Chinese term, , is sometimes used in Zen as a synonym for “meditation hall.”

Case 24 Not Entering Nirvana

In the Mahāprajñā Sutra Preached by Mañjuśrī it says, “Virtuous practitioners do not enter nirvana; precept-breaking monks do not fall into hell.”1

1.T 8:728b. The Japanese Zen master Hakuin once commented on this koan with the following verse: “Silent ants pull at a dragonfly’s wing; young swallows rest side by side on a willow branch. Silk-growers’ wives, pale in face, carry their baskets; village children with pilfered bamboo shoots crawl through a fence.” After hearing this verse, two monks who had completed their training under the great Zen master Kogetsu Zenzai (1667–1751) decided to train again under Hakuin.

Case 25 Shishuang’s “Top of a Pole”1

Shishuang asked, “How would you step forward from the top of a hundred-foot pole?”

1.A fuller version of this koan appears in Wumen guan 46, Main Case. The speaker is believed to be Shishuang Chuyuan, although the koan is found in neither his records nor those of Shishuang Qingzhu. In Record of Equanimity 79 the speaker is Changsha Jingcen (see Biographical Notes), and a similar koan is found in the section on Changsha in the Song-dynasty biographical collection Compendium of the Five Lamps .

Case 26 Xiangyan’s Sound of a Bamboo1

One day Xiangyan Zhixian was cutting weeds when he knocked a piece of tile against a bamboo. Hearing the sound, Xiangyan was suddenly enlightened. He composed a verse:

A single “tock”—all prior knowledge forgotten

This is not the result of practice—

Daily activities proclaim the Ancient Way.

No more falling into passive stillness.2

Wherever I go I leave no trace;

In all situations my actions are free.3

Everywhere masters of the Way

Speak of this as the highest function.4

1.For background material on this case, see Xiangyan Zhixian in the Biographical Notes.

2.The original Chinese, , generally refers to a state of sadness but in Zen is interpreted to mean a quietistic state.

3.Literally, “In [the realm of] sound and form I forget all I do,” with “the realm of sound and form” signifying the phenomenal world. can also indicate the worldly passions, though in Buddhism this is a minor usage. “All I do” is literally “proper conduct,” the monk’s dignified deportment in the four “postures” of walking, standing, sitting, and lying.

4.“Highest function” translates, with referring to beings of the highest potential. In the Zen context the sentence can be seen to mean “to function perfectly in accordance with the Way.”

Case 27 The Mind Turns with Its Surroundings

Manora, the twenty-second Indian ancestor, said in his transmission verse:

The mind turns with its surroundings,

A turning that is truly profound.1

Perceive mind’s nature within this flow,

And there is neither joy nor sorrow.

Zhenjing Kewen2 commented on this verse, saying, “It’s like this, yet it isn’t like this.”

1.“Truly profound” translates , which can also mean “dark,” “silent,” or “mysterious.”

2.The original text has Langye Huijue , but none of the source materials on this master contain this koan. It is, however, found in the “Discourses” section of the Record of Zhenjing .

Case 28-1 Qiannu and Her Spirit1

Wuzu Fayan asked a monk, “Qiannu and her spirit were separated.2 Which was the real Qiannu?”

1.Also Wumen guan 35, Main Case.

2.The tale of Qiannu was a popular Tang-dynasty story, found in such sources as the Extensive Record of the Era of Great Peace . Qiannu was in love with a young man named Wang Zhou , whom she had known since childhood and who fully returned her affection. However, when a promising young government official asked for the hand of the beautiful Qiannu in marriage, her father quickly agreed to the advantageous match. Zhou, deeply distressed, could not bear to live nearby with Qiannu married to another man, so he decided to travel upriver to start a new life. The night he departed, however, he heard someone behind him. When he looked to see who it was, he was overjoyed to find that Qiannu had followed him. The two decided to proceed onward to the region of Shu , where they settled, married, and had two children. Qiannu could not forget her parents, however, so after five years she and Zhou decided to return to their hometown to ask her father’s forgiveness for their rash act. Upon arriving, Zhou proceeded alone to Qiannu’s home to explain the situation. Greeted warmly by Qiannu’s father, Zhou said that he and Qiannu had run off together, but that they were now married and living comfortably with two children. The father, greatly astonished, replied that his daughter had been there in his house for the entire five years, though ill and incapable of speaking. Zhou, visiting the sick woman’s room, saw that it was indeed Qiannu. He thereupon led her father to the river, where the other Qiannu, his wife, was waiting with their two children. They returned to the house, and, as they approached, the sick Qiannu left her bed and came to meet them. Seeing the married Qiannu, she smiled and walked toward her, and suddenly the two women merged, becoming one person.

Case 28-2 Xutang’s Verse

Xutang Zhiyu composed a verse on “Qiannu and Her Spirit”:

In front of the cortege, peach branches and reed brooms;

Behind the hearse, paper money.

We disciples of the Old Foreigner—

Why would we enter the Realm of the Dead?1

1.Mujaku: Brooms made of peach branches and reeds preceded funeral processions to symbolically sweep away misfortune. Special paper money was burnt or strewn after the hearse as an offering to the deities of death, in order to ensure a safe passage to a good afterlife for the deceased. “The Old Foreigner” is Śākyamuni. Mujaku comments that discussing the true and the false from the standpoint of Qiannu and her spirit as separate forms will lead one straight into the realm of death. If even secular people exorcize the evil and inauspicious at the time of death, why should buddha-disciples who have thoroughly seen through the realm of samsara ever have to enter the unhappy land of the dead?

Case 29 Yunmen’s “Exposed”

A monk asked Yunmen Wenyan, “If you kill your father and mother, you can repent in front of the buddhas. If you kill the buddhas and ancestors, where can you repent?”1

Yunmen said, “Exposed!”2

1.See also Record of Linji, Discourse 18: “Whatever you encounter, either within or without, slay it at once. On meeting a buddha slay the buddha, on meeting an ancestor slay the ancestor, on meeting an arhat slay the arhat, on meeting your parents slay your parents, on meeting your kinsman slay your kinsman, and you attain emancipation. By not cleaving to things, you freely pass through” (Sasaki 2009, pp. 22, 236).

2.This is an example of Yunmen’s “one-word barriers.” “Exposed!” denotes something that, just as it is, is fully revealed in all of its truth and immediacy.

Case 30 Mian’s “Brittle Bowl”

One day Ying’an Tanhua asked Mian Xianjie of Tiantong, “What is the True Eye of the Dharma?”1

Mian answered, “A brittle bowl.”2

Ying’an accepted this reply.

Shuangshan Yuan was a strict observer of the precepts who lived at Tianning temple in Xiushuixian. One day during an informal Dharma talk he mentioned this exchange between Ying’an and Mian, commenting, “Such stories are like a broken signpost, wind-bleached, sun-scorched, and long abandoned by a fork in a road. Tell me, what was written [on this signpost]?” [He recited a verse:]

When the princes of Wuling were young

They danced their horses and reveled in the spring breeze;

With no thought of expense they made pellets of gold

And shot at nightingales under flowering trees.

Why didn’t Shuangshan lecture on Mian’s words, but simply recite an old poem?

1.“The True Eye of the Dharma” refers to the eye of enlightenment that can discern the true nature of the Dharma.

2.“A brittle bowl” translates , a type of bowl that was fired from clay containing sand and that was therefore easily cracked or broken. In the Record of Xuefeng the term is used to represent the human body.

Case 31 The National Teacher Calls Three Times1

The National Teacher Nanyang Huizhong called to his attendant three times. Three times his attendant answered.

The National Teacher said, “I’ve always thought I let you down, but actually it’s you who have let me down.”2

1.Also Wumen guan 17, Main Case.

2.“Let you down” and “let me down” translate and , respectively. The word has many nuances—“betray,” “go against,” “oppose,” “transgress against,” etc.—and is rendered in different ways by different masters depending upon their sense of the koan.

Case 32 Lan’an’s “Being and Nonbeing”1

Changqing Lan’an of Fuzhou addressed the assembly, saying, “‘Being’ and ‘nonbeing’ are like vines clinging to a tree.”2

Shushan Guangren, hearing of this, said, “I have a turning-phrase3 for that old man—I must call on him.” So at the end of the training period he went to the province of Min to visit Changqing Lan’an, who was also known as Guishan Lan’an because he came from Guishan [in Hunan] to become priest of Changqing Temple at the invitation of Layman Pei Xiu, who was governor of Min at the time.

When Shushan arrived, Lan’an was plastering a wall. Shushan asked, “‘Being and nonbeing are like vines clinging to a tree.’ Did you say that?”

“Yes,” Lan’an replied.

“If suddenly the tree falls and the vines wither,” Shushan said, “where do ‘being’ and ‘nonbeing’ go?”

Lan’an threw down his plaster tray and gave a loud laugh, then started for his quarters. Shushan said, “I’ve sold my possessions and traveled three thousand li here for the sake of this matter! Why won’t you give me an explanation?”

Lan’an said to his attendant, “Bring some money and give it to this little monk.”4 Then he turned to Shushan and said, “There’s a one-eyed dragon who will set you right on this matter someday.”

Later, Shushan went to Mingzhao Deqian [who was blind in one eye] and related the above story. Mingzhao said, “Lan’an’s the real thing from head to toe, only he’s never met a true friend.”

Shushan asked, “If suddenly the tree falls and the vines wither, where do ‘being’ and ‘nonbeing’ go?”

Mingzhao responded, “That would make Lan’an laugh again!”

At that moment Shushan was awakened, and said, “There was a dagger in Lan’an’s laughter right from the very start.”

Later, Dahui Zonggao, while still a student under Yuanwu Keqin, was placed in the attendants’ quarters and given the position of attendant-without-duties. Every day Yuanwu would have him come to his room for instruction, just like the officials who were Yuanwu’s lay students. All Yuanwu ever said was, “‘Being’ and ‘nonbeing’ are like vines clinging to a tree.” Whenever Dahui opened his mouth to respond Yuanwu would cut him off, saying, “That’s no good.”

Nearly half a year went by in this way. One day while Yuanwu was having dinner with the official Zhao Biaozhi, Dahui, chopsticks in hand, forgot to eat his rice.

Yuanwu looked over at Dahui, then turned to Zhao and said, “This fellow is practicing boxwood Zen.”5

Dahui explained to Yuanwu that he felt like a dog eyeing a frypan of hot food.6 Yuanwu replied, “This is [hard to penetrate and hard to grasp,] like a vajra or a chestnut burr.”7

Later Dahui went to Yuanwu and said, “I heard that you once asked Wuzu about ‘being’ and ‘nonbeing.’ Do you remember the master’s answer?” In reply Yuanwu only laughed.

Dahui said, “Since you asked in front of the assembly, surely even now there is someone who remembers.”8

Yuanwu replied, “When I asked about the statement, ‘Being and nonbeing are like vines clinging to a tree,’ Wuzu answered, ‘Try to describe it, and it cannot be described; try to portray it, and it cannot be portrayed.’ When I asked, ‘What if the tree suddenly falls and the vines wither?’ Wuzu said, ‘They come down together!’”9

When Dahui heard this story he cried, “I’ve got it!”

Yuanwu said, “I fear you haven’t thoroughly penetrated this koan.”

Dahui said, “Please, Master, question me in any way you wish.” Yuanwu proceeded to question him, and Dahui replied without hesitation.

Yuanwu said, “Today you see that I haven’t deceived you.” He then conferred upon Dahui the Record of the True School of Linji,10 designated him secretary, and had him lecture to the other monks.

1.The first section of this koan appears as Record of Equanimity 87, Main Case.

2.The words translated as “being” and “nonbeing” are and , respectively. The character generally means “word” or “phrase,” but here it has little meaning in itself, so that and refer simply to (“being,” form, the phenomenal aspect of reality) and (“nonbeing,” emptiness, the noumenal aspect of reality).

When Changqing says, “‘Being’ and ‘nonbeing’ are like vines clinging to a tree,” he means that being and nonbeing are mutually dependent. Shushan’s question, “If the tree suddenly falls and the vines wither, where would ‘being’ and ‘nonbeing’ go?” inquires about going beyond being and nonbeing, existence and nonexistence, phenomenon and noumenon.

3.A “turning-phrase” is a word or phrase of deep significance that either reveals the depth of understanding of the speaker or precipitates understanding in the listener at a critical moment in that person’s practice. In the former sense, the word “turning” indicates the presentation of a different aspect of one’s understanding; in the latter sense, “turning” expresses the fundamental “turnabout” that occurs upon awakening.

4.Shushan Guangren was apparently quite short in stature. See Shushan Guangren in the Biographical Notes.

5.The boxwood tree is said to be extremely slow-growing, and even to shrink during leap years. “Boxwood Zen” often refers to the Zen of students who, though slow to awaken, are earnest and unswerving in their practice.

6.The image is one of being unable either to partake of something or to let it go, just as a dog is unable to eat food that is too hot yet is unwilling to leave it behind.

7.A vajra is a legendary Indian weapon used by the deities; circular in shape, it is said to be capable of destroying anything. A chestnut burr cannot be grasped because of its spines.

8.That is, “Since you asked in public, there is no reason to refrain from telling me Wuzu’s answer.”

9.The original Chinese, , is open to various interpretations depending on the context. ZGDJ has “to understand what the master has said”; ZGJT has “to imitate someone or follow his or her lead.”

10.The Record of the True School of Linji is a text compiled by Yuanwu that stresses the importance of the true lineage of Linji Zen and recognizes Dahui as a genuine lineage holder. It was presented to Dahui in 1129, four years after his major awakening, when Dahui was forty years of age.

Case 33 Nanquan’s Sickle

Once when Nanquan Puyuan was working in the mountains a monk asked him, “Which way is the road to Nanquan?”

Nanquan held up his sickle and said, “I bought this sickle for thirty coins.”

The monk said, “I didn’t ask about the sickle. Which way is the road to Nanquan?”

Nanquan said, “I can use this—it’s so sharp!”1

1.Or, “I’ve tried this and it cuts very well!”

Case 34 Baizhang’s Wild Fox1

Whenever Baizhang Huaihai lectured an old man would sit with the assembly and listen to the teachings. When the assembly left, so would the old man. Then one day the old man remained, and the master asked him, “Who are you, standing there in front of me?”

The old man said, “I am not human. Long ago, in the time of Kāśyapa Buddha,2 I was the abbot living on this mountain. A student asked whether people of true practice are subject to cause and effect. I said, ‘They are not subject to cause and effect.’ For this I have been reborn as a fox for five hundred lifetimes. Please, I request of you a turning-phrase so that I may be freed from this fox’s body.” He then asked, “Are people of true practice subject to cause and effect?”

The master answered, “They are not confused about cause and effect.”3

At these words the old man was deeply enlightened. He bowed and said, “I am now free of the fox’s body, which is lying on the other side of the mountain. I beseech you, perform for me the service for a deceased monk.”

The master had the duty-monk strike the gavel and announce to the community that there would be a service for a dead monk after the meal.4 The monks wondered about this among themselves, since everyone was well and no one had been sick in the infirmary.

After the meal the master led the group to the foot of a cliff on the other side of the mountain, where he pointed out a dead fox with his staff. He then cremated it in accordance with the rule.

That evening the master took the high seat and explained the day’s events. Thereupon Huangbo asked, “Because the old man gave a mistaken answer he was reborn as a fox for five hundred lifetimes; what would have happened to him if his answer hadn’t been wrong each time?”

The master said, “Come close and I’ll tell you.” Huangbo went up and gave the master a slap.

The master clapped his hands and said, “I thought I was a red-bearded foreigner, but here’s someone who’s even more of a red-bearded foreigner!”5

1.Also Wumen guan 2, Main Case.

2.Kāśyapa Buddha was the fourth of the Seven Buddhas of the Past. The seven were: (1) Vipaśyin, (2) Śikhin, (3) Viśvabhū, (4) Kāśyapa, (5) Krakucchanda, (6) Kanakāmuni, and (7) Śākyamuni (the historical buddha).

3.The original Chinese is a double negative, which is a strong emphasizer, so that the meaning is, in effect, “People of true practice are crystal clear about cause and effect.”

4.The duty-monk is the monk in charge of supervising the work and job assignments at the monastery. The term combines , an abbreviation of , “supervisor,” and , the last syllable of the Chinese transliteration of karmadāna (), the Sanskrit term for the monk who filled the same position in Indian Buddhist monasteries.

5.The term “red-bearded foreigner” has several connotations. In certain contexts it refers to Bodhidharma; here, the commentaries generally agree, the meaning is “bandit” or “thief,” terms that, in the paradoxical manner of Zen, constitute high praise.

Case 35 Kanzan’s “Works like a Thief”

Kanzan Egen said, “The koan ‘Zhaozhou’s “Juniper Tree”’1 works like a thief.”

1.See Case 9.

Case 36 Two Monks Roll Up Bamboo Shades1

When the monks had gathered in the hall before the midday meal to hear Fayan Wenyi, the master pointed to the bamboo shades. At this, two monks went and rolled them up, both in the same manner. Fayan said, “One got it, one missed.”

1.Also Wumen guan 26, Main Case.

Case 37 Use the Empty Sky for Paper

Wuzu Fayan said, “Using the empty sky for paper, the sea for an inkwell, and Mount Sumeru for a brush,1 how would you write the words, ‘The meaning of the Patriarch’s coming from the West?’ If any of you can do this, I will spread my sitting cloth and bow before you.”2

1.In Indian cosmology, Mount Sumeru is the Universal Mountain. See Case 4, note 1.

2.The sitting cloth (Skt. niṣīdana) is one of the few articles that a monk is allowed to possess. Originally used for sitting, it is now in East Asia used primarily during ceremonies, when monks spread it on the floor or on a cushion to make their prostrations to the Buddha. It is employed in a similar way to show respect for an eminent monk; thus “to spread one’s sitting cloth” is synonymous with “to express respect or admiration for.” See Cases 123, note 5, and 131.

Case 38 The Wise Women in the Mortuary Grove

Once, at the time of the Buddha, seven wise women were taking a walk through a mortuary grove. One pointed to a corpse and asked the others, “The corpse is here, but where has the person gone?”

One of the other women asked, “How about it? How about it?”

The other women all saw clearly, and each attained enlightenment.1

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 55, Commentary on the Main Case. This story is found in several sutras, e.g., the Sutra of the Seven Women (T 14:556). Seven princesses who followed the Dharma asked one day to leave the palace and walk among the burial mounds. When the king asked why, they replied that beautiful sights and delicious flavors ultimately bring no benefit, but that death is something everyone must face. They left the palace and walked among the corpses, and each wrote a verse on the reality of death. This drew the admiration of Indra, who said he would give them anything they wished. One woman asked to be born in a tree without roots, branches, or leaves; one asked to be born in a formless place prior to ying and yang; and another asked to be born in a mountain valley that didn’t echo even when shouted into. Indra said it was beyond even his power to grant these wishes, so the women went to study under Kāśyapa Buddha.

Case 39 Drifting to the Land of the Demons

The minister Yu Di asked Ziyu Daotong, “What is meant by ‘A fierce wind blew a ship off course and set it drifting toward the land of the rakṣasas’?”1

The master replied. “Yu Di, you miserable lackey! Why do you ask something like that?”

Yu Di’s face turned white. The master pointed to him and said, “You have just drifted to the land of the rakṣasas.”

Yu Di took this teaching to heart.

1.A line from the Lotus Sutra; T 9:56c; see Watson 1993b, p. 299. A rakṣasa is a demon that devours human beings. For background material on this koan, see Yu Di in the Biographical Notes.

Case 40 A Scholar Writes a Treatise

A scholar1 once wrote a treatise denying the existence of spirits. The moment he finished and laid down his brush a spirit appeared before him, saluted, and then demanded, “So, scholar, what are you going to do about me?”

Wuzu Fayan commented, “If I had seen the demon, I would have put my hands in front of my mouth like the beak of a bo dove and cried, ‘Coo! Coo!’”2

Nantang said, “Though the scholar knew there are no spirits, he didn’t know why there are none. Though Wuzu knew why there are no spirits, he couldn’t remove the traces and erase the tracks. I wouldn’t have done it that way. When the spirit appeared, saluted, then demanded what I intended to do, I’d have looked at him and shouted, ‘Yan!’3 Even if the spirit was the great, powerful Demon-King himself, I’d have cleaved his skull into seven pieces, like the branch of an arjaka tree.4 Tell me, then, what is this word yan?”

“You said I don’t exist. Ni!”5

1.The scholar was Yuan Zhan (210–63), mentioned in the Chinese historical text Chronicles of the Shin Dynasty 49.

2.On clear days the male bo dove is said to call out to female doves, and on rainy days to chase them away with cries that become more rapid. Wuzu Fayan was imitating the dove’s rapid calls, “Coo! Coo!” as a form of spell to drive away the demon.

3.Yan here may refer to Yanmo (Skr., Yama; J., Enma), the greatest of the demons, who is lord of the underworld and judge of the dead. He is regarded in Buddhism as an alternate manifestation of the bodhisattva Kśitigarbha.

4.This image comes from the Lotus Sutra, “Chapter on Dhāraṇī” ( ): “If there are those who fail to heed our spells / and trouble and disrupt the preachers of the Law, / their heads will split into seven pieces / like the branches of the arjaka tree” (Watson 1993b, p. 311). The word translated as “branch” is thought to refer in the Chinese Lotus Sutra to the tree’s flower, which is said to break into seven pieces when touched.

5.This final sentence, , does not appear in the original text, the Comprehensive Record of the Lamp , although it does appear in subsequent sources like the Compendium of the Five Lamps. The last word, ni , is employed in Zen either as a term of sharp challenge or inquiry, or as the equivalent of a shout, in order to jolt students’ minds out of mistaken perceptions and awaken them to the reality of the moment just as it is.

Although irrelevant to this koan, interesting background information on the word is found in Morohashi, where it is noted that in China spirits were thought to become when they died. Just as humans are terrified of spirits, so are spirits terrified of . Thus writing the character on a piece of paper and pasting it above the entrance to a household was believed to keep all spirits away (9:233).

Case 41 The Lamp in the Room

A monk asked Xianglin Chengyuan, “What is the single lamp in the room?”1

Xianglin replied, “If three people testify to it, a terrapin becomes a softshell.”

1.The flame represents prajñā wisdom; the single oil lamp burning in the room thus represents the unending lightning flash that must never be extinguished.

Case 42 Cast Aside Both Mind and Body

Huangbo Xiyun said to the assembly

Inner and outer, body and mind—all must be discarded. Most people are unwilling to empty their minds, fearing they will fall into emptiness; little do they realize that mind itself is empty from the start. The foolish eliminate things but do not eliminate thought; the wise eliminate thought but do not eliminate things. Bodhisattvas have minds like empty space—they have let go of everything and have no attachments, even to the merit they have made. Furthermore, there are three levels of renunciation. Great renunciation is when inner and outer, body and mind, have all been cast aside and, like empty space, have no place for attachment; after this, one follows the situation and responds to circumstances, with both subject and object forgotten. Middling renunciation is when one follows the Way and accumulates merit even as one immediately abandons it and retains no attachments. Small renunciation is when one does all sorts of good deeds in the hope of gaining merit but relinquishes such attachments upon hearing the Dharma and realizing that all is empty. Great renunciation is like having a flame in front of you: no longer is there either delusion or enlightenment. Middling renunciation is like having a flame at your side: there are times of light and times of darkness. Small renunciation is like having a flame behind you: you cannot see the pitfalls in front of you.1

1.From Huangbo’s Essentials of Transmitting the Mind . See also Blofeld 1958, pp. 48–49.

Case 43 Bodhidharma Didn’t Come to China

Xuefeng Yicun called Xuansha Shibei of Fuzhou a true ascetic,1 and, whenever he saw him, said, “You’re a reborn sage!2 Why don’t you go on pilgrimage to study Zen?”

In response Xuansha said, “Bodhidharma didn’t come to China, the Second Patriarch didn’t go to India.”3 Xuefeng accepted this answer.

1.The term “a true ascetic” translates , which is a transliteration of the Sanskrit dhūta, someone who has abandoned all attachments to food, shelter, and clothing and singlemindedly pursues the Way.

2.“A reborn sage” , lit., “one who has come again,” refers to a reborn buddha, bodhisattva, or great sage.

3.Xuansha’s comment refers to the fact that during his training he decided to leave his native Fujian and study with masters in other parts of China. As he reached the pass that connects the mountain-ringed province of Fujian with the rest of China, he stumbled and hurt his toe. At that moment he was deeply enlightened, and exclaimed, “Bodhidharma didn’t come to China, the Second Patriarch didn’t go to India!” He thereupon turned around and returned to Fujian. See also Case 113.

Case 44 Danxia Burns a Buddha Image

Once when Zen master Danxia Tianran was staying at the temple Huilin si in the capital on a very cold day he took a wooden buddha image from the buddha hall, set it on fire, and warmed himself by the flames.

The temple supervisor happened to see this and scolded Danxia, saying, “How can you burn my wooden buddha!”

Danxia stirred the ashes with his staff and said, “I’m burning it to get the holy relics.”1

The supervisor replied, “How could there be relics in a wooden buddha?”

“If there are no relics,” Danxia answered, “then please give me the two attendant images to burn.”

Later the supervisor’s eyebrows fell out.2

1.“Holy relics” (Skt. śarīra) refers to the relics of a buddha or sage that remain after cremation and are sometimes said to be indestructible, gem-like substances.

2.Someone’s eyebrows falling out is the traditional consequence of falsely preaching the Dharma.

Case 45 Asleep or Awake, At All Times Be One

In the Śūraṅgama Sutra it is written, “Asleep or awake, at all times be one.”1

1.T 19:151c. The quote is a slightly idiosyncratic reading of a line in the sutra. The full passage reads:

Ananda, when a good person who has been practicing samadhi has reached the end of the aggregate of cognition, the usual cognitive processes involved in dreaming will disappear from his mind. For him there will no longer be any difference between waking and sleeping. His awareness will be as luminous, as empty, and as still as a cloudless sky. Images of gross external objects will no longer appear before him as objects of cognition. He will view all the phenomena in the world—the mountains, the rivers, and everything else—as mere reflections that briefly appear in a clear mirror, leaving nothing behind….Only the true essence of consciousness remains. (Buddhist Text Translation Society, 2009, p. 429; the italics are mine)

Case 46-1 Zhaozhou’s “Wu”1

.

A monk asked Zhaozhou Congshen, “Does a dog have buddha nature?”

Zhaozhou answered, “Wu!” [No!]

The monk replied, “All sentient beings have buddha nature.2 Why would a dog not have it?”

Zhaozhou said, “Because it has karmic consciousness.”3

Another monk asked, “Does a dog have buddha nature?”

Zhaozhou answered, “Yu!”4 [Yes!]

The monk replied, “If it has, why then is it still stuffed into a bag of skin?”

“Because though it knows, it deliberately transgresses,” said Zhaozhou.

1.The first two sentences form Wumen guan 1, Main Case. The entire koan is found in Record of Equanimity 18, Main Case.

2.The teaching that all sentient beings have buddha nature is one primarily associated with the Nirvana Sutra (T 12:402c and elsewhere).

3.“Karmic consciousness” translates (Skt. karma vijñāna), the deluded consciousness that arises through the workings of fundamental ignorance.

4.The character is read you, but to avoid confusion with the English “you” it is rendered here as yu.

Case 46-2 A Verse on Zhaozhou’s “Wu”

Zen master Chouyan Liaoyun of Wuzhou wrote the following verse on the koan “Wu”:

Zhaozhou’s “A dog has no buddha nature,”

Endless blue mountains hide in the ancient mirror.1

Barefoot Persians enter the land of China,2

Eight-armed Nalakūvara follows the true teaching.3

1.“Endless blue mountains” is a synonym for all of phenomenal existence; the ancient mirror represents buddha nature.

2.This line is sometimes translated “The barefoot Persian enters the land of China,” with “the barefoot Persian” interpreted as a reference to Bodhidharma. There is, however, nothing to indicate that this is the actual meaning of the expression. Dōmae notes that Zen sources such as the Zen Phrase Lexicon identify the entire line as a Chinese expression meaning “to act ostentatiously or foolishly.”

3.Nalakūvara is a Buddhist tutelary deity possessed of enormous strength; see Biographical Notes. The term “true teaching” generally refers to the Buddhadharma; in Zen it indicates more specifically the “separate transmission outside the teachings.” “Implementing the true teaching” refers to the use of the shout, stick, and other methods by which the separate transmission is revealed. Dōmae comments that the verse compares the functioning of Zhaozhou’s Wu koan to the delusion-crushing intensity of the guardian deity Nalakūvara.

Case 46-3 Zhongfeng’s Eight-Word Question on “Wu”

Zhongfeng Mingben asked, “What was the reason that Zhaozhou said ‘Wu’?”

This is called “The eight-word question of Zhongfeng” or “The question of why he said what he did.”

Case 46-4 Dahui’s “Wu”

Dahui Zonggao said, “Just work diligently on Zhaozhou’s ‘Wu.’”

Case 46-5 Before the Monk Asked about Buddha Nature

A man of old1 said, “Before the monk asked about buddha nature, before Zhaozhou answered ‘Wu!’—what about then?”

1.It is unknown who the “man of old” is.

Case 46-6 Penetrate It Thoroughly

An ancient worthy said,1 “Penetrate it thoroughly!”2

1.It is unknown who the “ancient worthy” is.

2.“It” refers to Zhaozhou Congshen’s “Wu.”

Case 47 Buddha Straight, Ancestors Crooked1

The Buddha’s teaching was straight. Why do the ancestors sing such a crooked tune?

1.This koan is placed immediately after Case 46-1 in the original Kattōshū text. However, since the subsequent five cases all deal with the koan “Zhaozhou’s Wu,” I have followed Dōmae in placing the six Wu koans together and situating this koan immediately afterward.

Case 48 A Woman Comes Out of Samadhi1

Long ago Mañjuśrī went to a gathering of buddhas as they were returning to their own domains. However, one woman remained sitting in samadhi near the seat of Śākyamuni Buddha.

Mañjuśrī asked Śākyamuni, “Why can this woman stay close to the Buddha’s seat when I cannot?”

Śākyamuni replied, “Just wake the woman up, bring her out of samadhi, and ask her yourself.”

Mañjuśrī circled the woman three times, snapped his fingers once, and raised her into the Brahma Heaven. But even after employing all of his supernatural powers he was unable to bring her out of samadhi.

Śākyamuni then said, “Even a hundred thousand Mañjuśrīs would not be able to bring this woman out of samadhi. Down below, past as many worlds as there are grains of sand in four billion two hundred million Ganges Rivers, there is a bodhisattva named Delusion who will be able to bring her out.”2 At that moment Delusion emerged from out of the ground and paid homage to Śākyamuni. Then, as instructed by the Buddha, he went before the woman and snapped his fingers once. At this she emerged from samadhi.

1.Also Wumen guan 42, Main Case. For a related koan, see Case 87.

2.“Delusion” is a translation of “Wangming” , a name synonymous with or , “ignorance.” In contrast to Mañjuśrī, the bodhisattva of perfect enlightenment, Delusion is a low-level bodhisattva.

Case 49 East Mountain Walks on the Water

A monk questioned Yunmen, “What is the place from which all buddhas come?”

Yunmen replied, “East Mountain walks on the water.”

Case 50 Lotus Samadhi

In the Lotus Sutra it is written, “Deeply entering samadhi, see the buddhas of the ten directions.”1

1.Lotus Sutra, “Chapter on Peaceful Practices” (); T 9:39c.

Case 51 The Buddha of Great Universal Wisdom Excellence1

In the Lotus Sutra it is written, “The Buddha of Great Universal Wisdom Excellence sat in the place of enlightenment for ten kalpas, but the Buddhadharma did not manifest to him, and he could not attain the Buddha-way.”2

1.A fuller version of this koan appears as Wumen guan 9, Main Case.

2.This passage is from the Lotus Sutra, “Chapter on the Phantom City” (T 9:26a; 160c). It is of interest to note that, according to the Lotus Sutra account, at the end of the ten kalpas the Buddha of Great Universal Wisdom Excellence sat on a throne made for him by the gods of the Brahma Heaven and, after ten more kalpas, attained Supreme Perfect Enlightenment. Following this he taught the Dharma, from one level to the next, until he reached the highest level, that of the Lotus Sutra.

Case 52 Huanglong’s “Sutra Chanting”

When Huanglong Huinan was residing on Mount Huangbo, he would say to monks in the sanzen room, “Up in the bell tower, reciting sutras; down by the meditation bench, raising vegetables.”1

The head monk Sheng2 gave a turning-phrase, saying, “A fierce tiger sits in the middle of the road.”3

At this Huanglong retired, turning his position as master of the monastery over to Sheng and going to live at the Jicui Hermitage.

1.This line describes the daily monastic routine of ritual practice, meditation, and manual labor.

2.“Head monk Sheng” is Huangbo Weisheng.

3.A saying that indicates a person one can’t heedlessly walk by, a person whom even the buddhas and ancestors can’t approach.

Case 53 Mazu’s “Salt and Sauce”

After Mazu Daoyi received the Dharma from Nanyue Huairang, he went to Jiangxi and there spread the teachings of the Zen school.

One day Huairang said, “Daoyi is in Jiangxi teaching the Dharma, but there’s been no word from him.” He therefore said to one of the monks, “Go to Mazu’s place, wait until he gives a lecture, then ask, ‘How is it?’ Remember what he says, then come and tell me.”

The monk did as instructed, waiting for a lecture and then asking Mazu, “How is it?”

Mazu replied, “In the thirty years1 since I left confusion behind,2 I’ve never lacked for salt or sauce.”

Huairang praised this reply.

1.The Kattōshū has “twenty years,” but in the original sources (e.g., the Discourses of Chan Master Dahui ; T 47:871a) the number is thirty. The text has been changed accordingly.

2.“Left confusion behind” is an attempt to translate the term . Mujaku explains that the word means “barbarian” and refers to the turbulence that followed the barbarians’ incursions, during which the Chinese would hurriedly leave their cities. From this the compound came to indicate a state of confusion. “Since I left confusion behind” implies “since I entered the Way”; in Buddhism it is said, “In food and clothing there is no mind that seeks the Way, but in the mind that seeks the Way there are food and clothing.”

Case 54 Juniper Tree, Carrying Bowls

“Zhaozhou’s ‘Juniper Tree’” and “Deshan Carries His Bowls”1—are these koans the same or are they different?

1.See Cases 9 and 22-1.

Case 55 Mr. Zhang Drinks Wine

A man of old said, “Mr. Zhang drinks wine, Mr. Li gets drunk.”1

1.“Mr. Zhang drinks wine, Mr. Li gets drunk” is a line from a popular song of the early Tang dynasty. Yunmen quotes it in his Extensive Record (T 47:558c).

Case 56 Gushan’s Gāthā

Gushan Shigui said, “For ten years at sea I have sought my enemy; until I find my enemy I cannot rest.”1

Blossoming peony flowers, like bodhisattvas’ faces;

Scattered palm fronds, like demons’ heads.2

1.“Enemy” translates , which can indicate either an enemy or a lover. In Zen it is used to indicate a true teacher or the original face.

2.Dōmae comments that both the bodhisattvas’ faces and the demons’ heads are aspects of the formless original face.

Case 57 To Lose a Human Birth

The Brahma Net Sutra says, “Lose your human birth once, and you may not regain it for ten thousand kalpas.”1

1.T 24:1003a. The entire passage reads:

If we do not fear transgressions, it is difficult to develop a wholesome mind. Therefore, the sutras contain this teaching: Do not regard a minor misdeed as inconsequential. In time, drops of water may fill a large vessel. Offenses committed in a moment may result in eons of suffering in the hells. Once the human life is lost, it may not be regained for myriads of lifetimes. Youth is like a galloping horse. Our life is more fleeting than the waters of a mountain stream. Today we are alive; tomorrow, who knows? Let each of us practice diligently and singlemindedly. (Sutra Translation Committee of the United States and Canada 2000)

Case 58 Shoushan’s “This Sutra”

A monk asked Shoushan Shengnian, “The buddhas all issue from this sutra; what sutra is it?”1 The master said, “Speak softly! Speak softly!”2

“How am I to receive and maintain this?” the monk asked.

“Never defile it!” answered the master.

1.In the Diamond Sutra one finds the sentence: “All the Dharmas of the buddhas and of the supreme and perfect enlightenment of the buddhas derive from this sutra” (T 8:749b). Blue Cliff Record 97, Commentary on the Main Case, remarks as follows:

Fayan [Wenyi] said realizing buddhahood is called upholding the [Diamond Sutra]. The scripture says, “All buddhas, and the teaching of the complete enlightenment of all buddhas, come from this scripture.” But tell me, what do you call “this scripture”? Is it the actual text?… [People nowadays] don’t realize it all arises from their own original minds. (Cleary 1998, pp. 425, 427)

2.“Speak softly, speak softly” translates , literally “low voice, low voice.” The implied meaning is “speak quietly or people will hear.” When speaking of the truth, be sure that your words are quiet enough not to reach the ears of those incapable of understanding them correctly (ZGDJ: 879c).

Case 59 Xinghua’s “Hold to the Center”

A monk asked Xinghua Cunjiang, “What should one do when things come from every direction?”

The master said, “Hold to the center.”1

The monk bowed.

The master then said, “Yesterday, as I was on my way to a dinner in the village, I was caught in a sudden storm with heavy rain and violent wind, so I headed for an old shrine and found shelter.”

Ying’an Tanhua commented, “The assembly considered the matter and said, ‘Taking shelter in an old mausoleum refers to the self that precedes the Kalpa of Emptiness,2 or to the place where Xinghua attained peace of mind and fully realized his original nature.’ Little did they know that Xinghua, his purse filled with one hundred thousand in cash, mounted a crane and went down to Yangzhou.”3

1.The verb “hold” in the sentence “Hold to the center” translates , a word that originally means “strike” or “hit” but that can be used in a wide variety of ways, e.g., , “to buy alcohol,” , “to draw water,” , “to cut weeds,” , “to make a cart,” etc. (ZGDJ: 780b). Thus other possible translations are “Aim for the center,” “Strike at the center,” etc.

2.The Kalpa of Emptiness is the kalpa that lies between the destruction of one universe and the formation of the next.

3.The implication of “going down to Yangzhou” is not entirely clear. The city of Yangzhou had a well-known pleasure quarter. Morohashi, however, mentions an old tale that may provide relevant background information. A group of men were discussing their wishes. One man said that he would like to become governor of Yangzhou, another that he would like to have plenty of money, and another that he would like to fly on the back of a crane. Thereupon another man said, “So if someone slung a hundred thousand in cash from his waist, got on a crane, and flew off to Yangzhou, then he would fulfill all of these wishes at once” (5:319b–c).

Case 60 Guishan’s “Water Buffalo”

Guishan Lingyou addressed the assembly, saying, “When this old monk’s one hundred years are finished, I’ll be reborn as a water buffalo at the believer’s house by the foot of the mountain.1 On the water buffalo’s lower left flank will be written the five characters , ‘Monk So-and-so of Mount Gui.’ If you call it a monk from Mount Gui, it’s still a buffalo, and if you call it a buffalo, it’s still a monk of Mount Gui. So tell me then, to get it right, what should you call it?”

Yangshan Huiji stepped forward, bowed, and walked away.

1.See also Case 63, “Nantang’s ‘Other Realms,’” and Case 90, “Nanquan’s ‘Water Buffalo.’” In Rinzai Zen koan training the present koan and “Nanquan’s ‘Water Buffalo’” are linked.

It was also said in ancient China that those who died with unpaid debts were reborn as water buffaloes at the creditor’s household. The characters of the dead person’s name would often appear on the animal; the person’s descendants would then buy the animal, paying off the debt.

Case 61 The Sail Has Yet to Be Hoisted

A monk asked Yantou Quanhuo, “How about when the old sail has yet to be hoisted?”

Yantou replied, “A small fish swallows a big fish.”1

The monk said, “How about after it’s been hoisted?”

Yantou said, “A donkey grazes in the back garden.”

Later Xutang asked Nanpo Jōmyō, “How about when the old sail has yet to be hoisted?”

Nanpo said, “Five Mount Sumerus in the eye of a gnat.”2

Xutang continued, “How about after it’s been hoisted?”

Nanpo said, “The Yellow River flows north.”3

1.ZGDJ: An expression representing the transcendence of the dichotomy between large and small, active and passive.

2.ZGJI: Same meaning as 1, above.

3.The Yellow River actually flows east.

Case 62 Dongshan’s “Three Pounds of Hemp”1

A monk asked Dongshan Shouchu, “What is buddha?”

Dongshan answered, “Three pounds of hemp.”2

1.Also Wumen guan 18, Main Case; Blue Cliff Record 12, Main Case.

2.Dōmae: The conceptual explanation that three pounds of hemp represents the amount of material in the Buddha’s robe misses the point.

Case 63 Nantang’s “Other Realms”

In his ten admonitions,1 Nantang Yuanjing says, “Work actively in the other realms.”2

1.Nantang’s ten admonitions are:

1)have faith that there is a separate teaching transmitted outside the sutras;

2)gain a clear understanding of this separate transmission;

3)know the unity of the “Dharma-teaching of the sentient” and the “Dharma-teaching of the nonsentient” ;

4)see original nature as clearly as viewing it in the palm of your hand, and be calm and steadfast in spirit;

5)possess the discerning eye of the Dharma;

6)leave no traces, like a bird flying through the air;

7)be proficient in both doctrine and practice;

8)destroy the false and reveal the true;

9)manifest great functioning;

10)work actively in the other realms of existence.

2.The six realms of existence in Buddhist cosmology are those of: (1) the heavenly beings, (2) human beings, (3) asuras, (4) animals, (5) pretas or hungry ghosts, and (6) hell-dwellers. Precedents for Nantang’s admonition to continue working in different realms of existence are seen in Case 60 (“Guishan’s ‘Water Buffalo’”) and Case 90 (“Nanquan’s ‘Water Buffalo’”).

Case 64 No Merit1

When Bodhidharma met Emperor Wu of the Liang, the emperor asked, “I have founded temples and ordained monks. What merit have I gained from these acts?”

Bodhidharma answered, “No merit.”

1.For a fuller version of this episode, see Blue Cliff Record 1, Commentary on the Main Case.

Case 65 A Man in a Thousand-Foot Well1

A monk asked Shishuang Xingkong, “What is the meaning of the Patriarch coming from the West?”

The master answered, “Let’s say there’s a man in a thousand-foot well. Get him out without using any rope, and I’ll answer you about the meaning of the Patriarch’s coming from the West.”

The monk said, “But in Hunan now there’s a priest named Chang who freely explains all sorts of things to people.”2

Thereupon Xingkong summoned the novice Jizi [Yangshan Huiji]3 and said, “Get this corpse out of here.”

Later Huiji asked Danyuan Yingzhen, “How would one get the man out of the well?”

Danyuan retorted, “Dolt! Blockhead! Who’s in a well!?”

Huiji didn’t understand, and later put the same question to Guishan Lingyou. Guishan called out, “Huiji!”

“Yes,” Huiji answered.

“There, he’s out of the well!” said Guishan.

Later, when Huiji lived on Mount Yang, he would always tell this story to the assembly, saying, “I grasped what it is at Danyuan’s place, I grasped how it works at Guishan’s.”

1.See Blue Cliff Record 18, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.The monk is asking, “Other priests are willing to explain—why aren’t you?” “Freely explains all sorts of things” translates , literally, “Talks to the east and talks to the west.”

3.Yangshan Huiji was at that time a novice studying under Xingkong, with the name Jizi .

Case 66 Damei’s “Plum Pit”

Layman Pang asked Damei, “I’ve long heard about the Great Plum.1 Is the fruit ripe yet?”

The master said, “What’s there to peck at?”

Layman Pang said, “I’ve chewed it to bits!”

The master held out his hand and said, “Then give me the pit.”

Layman Pang said nothing.

1.The name “Damei” means “big plum.”

Case 67 Fadeng Is Not Yet Finished1

Qingliang Taiqin said to the assembly, “At first I intended to pass my time secluded deep in the mountains, but, troubled by the unfinished koan of Old Man Qingliang,2 I emerged and am now completing it for him.”

At this a monk came forward and asked, “What is this unfinished koan?”

Taiqin struck the monk and said, “What the ancestors fail to finish brings misfortune to the descendants.”3

1.“Fadeng” is the honorary title of Qingliang Taiqin.

2.Old Man Qingliang refers to Fayan Wenyi, who was Taiqin’s teacher.

3.This translation follows the ZGJT. The line is also found in Blue Cliff Record 55, Verse; Cleary translates it as “What the ancestors do not complete becomes the burden of the descendants” (1998, p. 266). The ZGJI interprets the sentence to mean, “If one fails to honor one’s ancestors, misfortune befalls one’s descendants.”

Case 68 Nanquan’s Fried Dumplings

One day Nanquan Puyuan did not go to the hall to eat. When he was urged to do so by his attendant, Nanquan said, “Today I stopped in at the temple estate1 and had some fried dumplings, so I’m satisfied.”

“But you haven’t gone out all day,” replied the attendant.

“Then go ask the manager of the estate,” said Nanquan.

Just as he was leaving the gate, the attendant saw the manager on his way home. The manager asked him to thank Nanquan for stopping by to have some fried dumplings.

1.“Estate” translates , which refers in this case to a landed estate owned by the temple.

Case 69 A Springless Lock

A monk asked Shishuang Qingzhu, “The master’s most profound depth—what is it like?”

The master replied, “A springless lock opens at both ends.”1

1.The word , also written , means “lock.” The character indicates the spring in the lock’s mechanism that opens the lock when the key is turned. A lock without a spring is thus an unopenable lock, which represents the hidden and ineffable buddha-mind. This buddha-mind opens, however, at the two poles of life-and-death, being-and-nonbeing, etc.

Case 70 The Six Non-Buddhist Teachers

A lecturer on the Vimalakīrti Sutra questioned Dazhu Huihai, saying, “In the sutra it is written:

The six non-Buddhist teachers are your masters. Follow them in renouncing the household life, and when they fall into error you, too, follow them into error. Those who make offerings to you receive no merit; those who make donations to you fall into the three evil realms.1 Slander the Buddha, vilify the Dharma, do not join the Sangha, and, finally, fail to attain nirvana. If this is the way you are, then you can receive food.2

Meditation Master, please clarify the meaning of this passage for me.”

Dazhu responded, “Those who, in delusion, follow the six senses are called ‘the six teachers’; those who seek buddha outside the mind are called ‘non-Buddhist.’ If one makes offerings out of abundance, one receives no merit; if one receives donations with some purpose in mind, one falls into the three evil realms.

“If you slander the Buddha, then you seek nothing from the Buddha; if you vilify the Dharma, then you seek nothing from the Dharma; if you do not enter the Sangha, then you seek nothing from the Sangha; if in the end you fail to attain the realm of emancipation, then wisdom and its function are manifested right in front of you.

“If you understand the passage in this way, then you have attained the feast of joy in the Dharma and delight in samadhi.”

1.The three evil realms are those of the animals, pretas (hungry ghosts), and hell-dwellers.

2.Vimalakīrti Sutra, “Disciples” chapter (T 14:540b–c). It should be noted that the Vimalakīrti Sutra passage as quoted in the koan is actually an abridged version of the actual text:

Subhuti, if without seeing the Buddha or listening to his Law you are willing to take those six heretical teachers, Purana Kashyapa, Maskarin Goshaliputra, Samjayin Vairatiputra, Ajita Keshakambala, Kakuda Katyayana, and Nirgrantha Jnatiputra, as your teachers, leave the household life because of them, and follow them in falling into the same errors they fall into, then you will be worthy to receive food.

Subhuti, if you can subscribe to erroneous views and thus never reach the “other shore” of enlightenment; if you can remain among the eight difficulties and never escape from difficulty, and can make common cause with earthly desires and remove yourself from a state of purity; if when you attain the samadhi of nondisputation you allow all living beings to attain the same degree of concentration; if those who give you alms are not destined to gain good fortune thereby, and those who make offerings to you fall into the three evil paths of existence; if you are willing to join hands with the host of devils and make the defilements your companion; if you can be no different from all these devils and these dusts and defilements; if you can bear hatred toward all living beings, slander the Buddhas, vilify the Law, not be counted among the assembly of monks, and in the end never attain nirvana—if you can do all this, then you will be worthy to receive food. (Watson 1997, pp. 42–43)

Case 71 Bajiao’s Staff1

Bajiao Huiqing said to the assembly, “If you have a staff, I’ll give you a staff; if you have no staff, I’ll take the staff away.”

Zhenjing Kewen said, “If you have a staff, I’ll take the staff away; if you have no staff, I’ll give you a staff.”2

Xutang Zhiyu commented, “Each of you, throw this staff away.” He then said, “Now tell me, are any of these three turning-phrases better than the others?” He swished his whisk through the air.

1.The first part of this koan comprises Wumen guan 44, Main Case.

2.This line is missing in the present text of the Kattōshū but has been added in accordance with the original text, found in the Record of Xutang 9.

Case 72 The Buddha Never Preached1

As the Buddha was about to enter Parinirvāṇa, Mañjuśrī asked him to turn the wheel of the Dharma one more time. The Buddha admonished him, saying, “For forty-nine years I have dwelt in the world, but I’ve yet to preach a single word. You ask me to turn the wheel of the Dharma once again, but have I ever turned the wheel of the Dharma?”

1.See also Blue Cliff Record 28, Commentary on the Verse.

Case 73 Yuanwu’s “Gate of Misfortune”

A monk asked Yuanwu Keqin, “What is buddha?”

Yuanwu replied, “The mouth is the gate of misfortune.”1

1.This expression is found in the House Sayings of Confucius 3:11.

Case 74 Drop Deluded Thought1

Whenever Fenzhou Wuye was asked a question, he would simply say, “Drop deluded thought!”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 19, Commentary on the Main Case.

Case 75 Misusing the Mind

Ying’an Tanhua of Tiantong took the high seat and said, “Practitioners of Zen must be careful to avoid misusing the mind.

“To attain enlightenment and see self-nature—this is misusing the mind.

“To attain buddhahood and become a master—this is misusing the mind.

“To study the sutras and expound the teachings—this is misusing the mind.

“To walk, to stand, to sit, to lie down—this is misusing the mind.

“To [eat gruel and] eat rice—this is misusing the mind.

“To shit and to piss—this is misusing the mind.

“To move, to be still, to go, to come—this is misusing the mind.

“[There’s one more misuse of the mind, but] I won’t explain it, because ‘once a word enters a government office, nine oxen cannot pull it out.’”1

1.Words in brackets are from the original text of the koan in the Compendium of the Five Lamps .

Case 76 Yangshan’s Headrest

A monk asked Yangshan Huiji, “Can the dharmakāya expound the Dharma?”1

“I’m not able to expound it,” replied Yangshan, “but there is someone else who can.”

“And where is this person who can expound it?” asked the monk.

Yangshan pushed forward his headrest.

When Guishan Lingyou heard of this, he commented, “Yangshan strikes with a keen blade!”2

1.For “dharmakāya,” see Case 17, note 1.

2.The sword blade is a metaphor for the wisdom that cuts through thought and discrimination to reveal original nature.

Case 77 The Three Buddhas’ Night Talk1

One evening, as Wuzu Fayan’s three disciples Fojian Huiqin, Foyan Qingyuan, and Foguo Keqin were attending Wuzu at an inn, they and the master talked so late that, when it came time to leave, the lamps were already out. In the darkness Wuzu said, “Each of you, give me a turning-phrase.”

Fojian said, “A radiant phoenix dances in the sky.”2

Foyan said, “An iron snake lies across the ancient road.”3

Foguo said, “Watch where you step!”4

Wuzu commented, “Only Foguo will destroy my teachings!”5

1.The name of the koan derives from the fact that the three important disciples of Wuzu Fayan appearing in this case all have names which contain the character fo (buddha): “Fojian” (Buddha Mirror), “Foyan” (Buddha Eye), and “Foguo” (Buddha Fruit; Foguo is another name for Yuanwu Keqin).

2.An auspicious omen. (ZGJI)

3.The road has gone to ruin; travelers can’t pass through. (ZGJI)

4.The expression Foguo uses, , is frequently written on boards and placed in the entrance halls of Zen temples as a reminder to remain always aware.

5.An expression of the highest praise. See also Case 195.

Case 78 Mazu’s Moon Viewing

Once Baizhang Huaihai, Xitang Zhizang, and Nanquan Puyuan were attending Mazu as they viewed the autumn moon. Mazu asked them what they thought of the occasion.

Xitang said, “It’s ideal for a ceremony.”

Baizhang said, “It’s ideal for training.”

Nanquan shook his sleeves and walked away.1

Mazu said, “Zhizang has gained the teachings, Huaihai has gained the practice, but Puyuan alone has gone beyond all things.”2

1.To shake one’s sleeves expresses scorn or may alternatively indicate leave-taking. See Cases 124, 183-1, and 207-2 for other examples.

2.Mazu’s rejoinder is partly a play on words involving the names of Xitang Zhizang and Baizhang Huaihai . The first two lines of his comment can be read, “Teachings enter the library (for ); practice returns to the sea (for ).”

Case 79 The Buddhas Don’t Know It1

A monk said, “Nanquan Puyuan said that the buddhas of the past, present, and future don’t know it,2 but cats and oxen do know it. Why is it that the buddhas of the past, present, and future don’t know it?”

Changsha Jingcen said,3 “They were better off before entering the Deer Park.”4

“Why is it that cats and oxen do know it?”

“How could you possibly doubt that they would?” answered Changsha.

1.Nanquan’s comment comprises Record of Equanimity 69, Main Case.

2.“Know it” translates , a phrase that some commentators interpret as “to know what is” or “to know existence or being (Skt. bhava)” but that in Zen generally implies “to know enlightenment, buddha nature, the original face.”

3.The Kattōshū has the monk addressing Nanquan, and Nanquan answering. The exchange has been altered here in accordance with the original version in the Compendium of the Five Lamps, where it appears in the chapter on Changsha Jingcen, with the monk quoting a statement by Nanquan.

4.The Deer Park is where the Buddha, after his awakening under the Bodhi Tree, gave his first sermon and gained his first disciples.

Case 80 Linji’s “Solitary Peak”1

Linji took the high seat in the hall and said, “One man is atop a solitary peak with nowhere further to go. One man is at a busy crossroads, distinguishing neither front nor back. Which one is ahead, which one is behind?2 Don’t take one to be Vimalakīrti and the other to be Fu Dashi.3 Take good care of yourselves.”

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 7.

2.Other translations include: “One person is on top of a solitary peak and has no path by which to leave. One person is at the busy crossroads and has neither front nor back. Which is ahead, which is behind?” (Sasaki 2009, p. 6); “One person is sitting on top of a lonely mountain peak, yet he has not removed himself from the world. One person is in the middle of the city streets, yet he has no likes and dislikes. Now which one is ahead? Which one is behind?” (Watson 1993a, p. 17); “One person is up on the summit of a solitary peak with no way to come forth. One person is at the crossroads and neither faces nor turns away from [the passing scene]. Which is in front, which is behind?” (Cleary 1999, p. 14).

Most interpretations of this passage contrast practice in the mountains with practice in the marketplace; Yamada comments that the man on the peak and the man at the crossroads are one and the same, as dead to the self when preaching among the crowds as when meditating in solitude (1976, p. 163).

3.The line can also be rendered, “Don’t do like Vimalakīrti, don’t do like Fu Dashi,” meaning, “Don’t be silent like Vimalakīrti, don’t try to explain things like Fu Dashi.” For background material on Vimalakīrti and Fu, see their entries in the Biographical Notes.

Case 81 Speech and Silence1

Fengxue Yanzhao was asked by a monk, “Speech and silence partake of both transcendence and functioning, so how can we proceed without transgressing?”2

Fengxue answered, “I always remember Jiangnan in the third month, partridges calling amid all the flowers so fragrant.”3

1.Also Wumen guan 24, Main Case.

2.“Transcendence and functioning” translates , a term first used by the fifth-century Chinese monk Sengzhao. The word (lit., “separate” or “removed”) indicates the world of the noumenal, separate from all forms, names, and phenomena; (lit., “subtle” or “fine”) indicates the mysterious and infinitely subtle functioning of this absolute truth in the world of phenomena. Thus denotes absolute, transcendent reality and its manifestations in the realm of things. The questioner is saying, in other words, “Express the ultimate through silence, and you’re limited to the noumenal. Express it in words, and you’re limited to the phenomenal. So how can one function in true freedom without erring on either side?” Yamada (1976, p. 200) comments that represents the return-to-the-source of zazen; represents activity in the world. Speech offends against transcendence; silence offends against function. How then can we combine both aspects? See also Shibayama’s detailed discussion (1974, pp. 176–77).

3.Fengxue’s reply is identified by many annotators as a quote from the great Tang poet Du Fu (712–70), but these lines are not found in any of the poet’s extant works. Dōmae suggests that the poem may have been written by Fengxue, who was himself from the Jiangnan region.

Case 82 Yangshan’s Gavel1

In a dream Yangshan Huiji went to the place of Maitreya Bodhisattva and was assigned the second seat. One of the venerable monks there struck a gavel and said, “Today the person in the second seat will lecture on the Dharma.”

Yangshan rose, struck the gavel, and said, “The Mahayana teaching transcends the four propositions and the one hundred negations.2 Listen carefully! Listen carefully!”3

1.Also Wumen guan 25, Main Case, where Yangshan was assigned the third seat rather than the second seat.

2.The four propositions and the one hundred negations are formulations in Indian logic. The four propositions are identity, difference, being, and nonbeing. The one hundred negations comprise the sum total of the various ways in which these propositions may interrelate. Each proposition may be affirmed, negated, both affirmed and negated, or neither affirmed nor negated, resulting in four. This applies to all four of the original propositions, resulting in sixteen. These sixteen exist in the three worlds of past, present, and future, resulting in forty-eight. These forty-eight have either arisen or are about to arise, resulting in ninety-six. To the ninety-six are added the original four, resulting in one hundred. Since all are hypothetical and thus non-actual, they are referred to as negations.

3.“Listen carefully! Listen carefully!” translates , which in the standard Kattōshū text is mistakenly rendered as (“This is true, this is true!”).

Case 83 The Sixth Patriarch’s Banner in the Wind1

The Sixth Patriarch saw a banner flapping in the wind. Two monks were arguing, one saying that the banner was moving, the other that the wind was moving. They argued back and forth and were unable to agree.

The Sixth Patriarch said, “It isn’t the banner that moves, nor is it the wind that moves. It’s your minds that move.” The two monks were astonished.

1.Also Wumen guan 29, Main Case.

Case 84 Comments on the Five Houses

A monk asked Wuzu Fayan, “What about the Linji school?”

The master said, “Mortal offenders hear the thunder.”1

“What about the Yunmen school?”

The master said, “Scarlet banners flutter.”2

“What about the Caodong school?”

The master said, “Messages are sent but never reach the house.”3

“What about the Guiyang school?”

The master said, “A broken monument across an old road.”4

“What about the Fayan school?”

The master said, “A night watchman breaks the curfew.”5

1.“Mortal offenders” translates , people who have committed the five deadly sins of Buddhism: killing one’s father, killing one’s mother, killing an arhat, shedding the blood of a buddha, and destroying the harmony of the sangha. Such offenders were regarded as incapable of ever attaining enlightenment; according to the ZGJI, they were said to be struck dead by lightning and consigned immediately to hell.

Since Wuzu uses this term in conjunction with the Linji school, it is instructive to examine Linji’s creative interpretation of a slightly different version of the five deadly sins, found in Discourse 22 of the Record of Linji:

Someone asked, “What is the karma of the five heinous crimes?” The master said, “Killing the father, slaying the mother, shedding the blood of a buddha, destroying the harmony of the sangha, and burning the scriptures and images—this is the karma of the five heinous crimes.”

“What is meant by ‘father’?” The master said, “Avidyā is the father. When the place of arising or extinguishing of a single thought in your mind is not to be found, as with a sound reverberating throughout space, and there is nothing anywhere for you to do—this is called ‘killing the father.’”

“What is meant by ‘mother’?” The master said, “Covetousness is the mother. When a single thought in your mind enters the world of desire and seeks covetousness, but sees that all dharmas are only empty forms, and [thus] has no attachment anywhere—this is called ‘slaying the mother.’”

“What is meant by ‘shedding the blood of a buddha’?” The master said, “When in the midst of the pure Dharma realm you haven’t in your mind a single reasoning thought, and [thus] pitch blackness pervades everywhere—this is called ‘shedding the blood of a buddha.’”

“What is meant by ‘destroying the harmony of the sangha’?” The master said, “When a single thought in your mind truly realizes that the bonds and enticements of the passions are like space with nothing upon which to depend—this is called ‘destroying the harmony of the sangha.’”

“What is meant by ‘burning the sutras and images’?” The master said, “When you see that causal relations are empty, that mind is empty, and that dharmas are empty, and [thus] your single thought is decisively cut off and, transcendent, you’ve nothing to do—this is called ‘burning the sutras and images.’” (Sasaki 2009, p. 30)

2.ZGJI: Scarlet banners flutter in the distance, like cloud-dragons glimpsed in the mist.

3.ZGJI: Words and phrases point toward the truth but do not reach it. Room is left for the essential matter.

4.ZGJI: On an old, broken monument lying across a seldom-traveled road, the inscription is faint and only the clear-eyed can read it. Mujaku: All are puzzled.

5.ZGJT: In order to apprehend those who are out after the curfew, it is necessary for the watchman himself to break the curfew. As with Mujaku’s traditional interpretation, “the watchman steals at night,” the implication is that, in order to transcend words and letters, words and letters are used.

Case 85 All the Plants

According to the Compendium of the Five Lamps, fascicle 3, Layman Pang asked his daughter Lingzhao, “A man of old said, ‘Clear, clear, in all of the plants;1 clear, clear, is the intention of the ancestors.’2 How do you understand this?”

“Again you speak of such things, old man though you are,”3 replied Lingzhao.

“Well, how do you understand it?” the layman persisted.

“Clear, clear, in all of the plants; clear, clear, is the intention of the ancestors,” she said.

At this the layman laughed.

1.This clause, , is often translated, “Clear, clear, the tips of the plants,” but Dōmae comments that in this case the character lacks its usual meaning of “head” or “tip,” and simply signifies something to the effect of “regarding…” or “the matter of….”

It is unknown who the man of old is.

2.That is, the intention of the ancestors (what the ancestors sought to awaken people to) is clearly manifested even in the plants.

3.The standard Kattōshū text has , “You shouldn’t talk of such things, old man that you are”; this has been changed in accordance with the original text as it appears in the Record of Layman Pang: (X 69:134b).

Case 86 Know the Emptiness of All That Exists

When Prefect Yu Di came to inquire about Layman Pang’s illness, Pang said to him, “I ask only that you know the emptiness of all that exists, and be careful not to take as real all that does not exist. Be well. Life in the world is like shadows and echoes.”1

1.The Recorded Sayings of Layman Pang has the following passage between the two episodes given in Kattōshū Case 85 and Case 86.

The Layman was about to die. He spoke to Lingzhao, saying: “See how high the sun is and report to me when it’s noon.” Lingzhao quickly reported, “The sun has already reached the zenith, and there’s an eclipse.” While the Layman went to the door to look out, Lingzhao seated herself in her father’s chair and, putting her palms together reverently, passed away. The Layman smiled and said: “My daughter has anticipated me.” He postponed [his going] for seven days. (Sasaki, Iriya, and Fraser 1971, p. 75)

Case 87 Why the Woman Came Out of Samadhi

A monk asked Xutang, “Mañjuśrī was the teacher of the Seven Buddhas.1 Why was he unable to bring the woman out of samadhi?”2

Xutang answered, “Because he was obstructed by his household spirits.”3

The monk continued, “And why was Delusion, a low-level Śrāvaka,4 able to make her emerge?”

“A half-sheet of paper is just right for wrapping,”5 replied the master.

1.For the Seven Buddhas of the Past, see Case 34, note 2.

2.See Case 48.

3.Mujaku: Household spirits are ancestral spirits that generally work for the benefit of their descendants, but occasionally their actions hurt the family fortunes. In the present case, “household spirits” refers to Mañjuśrī’s wisdom, which put him so far above the level of the disciple that he was unable to help her out of samadhi.

4.A Śrāvaka (“voice-hearer”) is a student who follows the teachings of the Buddha in order to attain nirvana. In Mahayana Śrāvakas were criticized as concerned only with their own salvation rather than with the liberation of all beings.

5.Mujaku: Just as small objects are more easily wrapped with small pieces of paper than with large ones, so less mature students are often best helped by bodhisattvas near their own level.

In the standard text of the Kattōshū this line is written , with (“sincerity”) an obvious scribal error for (“a piece of paper”).

Case 88 To See Form and Enlighten the Mind1

Yunmen took the high seat and said, “What is it to hear sound and realize the Way; to see form and enlighten the mind?”2

Raising his hand, Yunmen said, “Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva brings money and buys a sesame rice-cake.” Lowering his hand, he said, “Actually, it’s a dumpling.”3

1.Also Record of Equanimity 82.

2.For examples of enlightenment experiences precipitated by seeing forms and hearing sounds, see Case 8, “Lingyun Sees Peach Blossoms,” and Case 26, “Xiangyan’s Sound of a Bamboo.”

3.Yunmen apparently regarded sesame rice-cakes as a great delicacy; they are mentioned nineteen times in the Comprehensive Record of Yunmen . Dumplings were a plain, everyday type of food.

Yunmen’s raised arm and lowered arm are usually interpreted to indicate, respectively, the realm of the transcendent and the realm of the relative. The arm gesture is believed to have its origin in the Avataṃsaka Sutra story of Sudhana’s visit to Bhishmottaranirghosha, the eighth of the fifty-three teachers in the “Entry into the Realm of Reality” chapter. Bhishmottaranirghosha raises his hand and touches Sudhana’s head, showing him the infinite worlds of the buddhas, beyond all bounds of space and time. Bhishmottaranirghosha then lowers his hand, and Sudhana is once again in the everyday world, standing in front of the bodhisattva.

Case 89 A Meeting on Another Mountain1

In a sutra2 it is written that Bhikku Meghaśri dwelt on the summit of Wondrous Mountain and never came down. Sudhana went to meet him but could not find him even after a week. One day, however, he encountered him on the peak of another mountain. After they met, the bhikku explained that a moment of thought penetrates the three worlds, manifested the wisdom-light of the myriad buddhas, and spoke of the unobstructed perception of the infinite buddha-lands.

Yuanwu Keqin commented, “If Meghaśri never came down from the peak of Wondrous Mountain, how then could he have met Sudhana on another mountain? You may say that he did leave the mountain, but it is written in the sutra that he never descended from the summit of Wondrous Mountain and was always there. So where exactly were Meghaśri and Sudhana?”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 23, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.The sutra referred to is the Avataṃsaka Sutra, where Bhikku Meghaśri appears as the first of the fifty-three teachers Sudhana calls upon in the “Entry into the Realm of Reality” chapter.

Case 90 Nanquan’s “Water Buffalo”

Zhaozhou Congshen asked Nanquan Puyuan, “A person who knows it1—where should he go [when he dies]?”

Nanquan answered, “He should become a water buffalo at the believer’s house by the foot of the mountain.”

“Thank you, teacher, for this instruction,” Zhaozhou said.

Nanquan said, “Last night at midnight the moonlight shone on the window.”

1.See Case 79, note 2.

Case 91 Yunmen’s Three Statements1

The three statements of Yunmen:

It covers heaven and earth, like a lid on a box.

It severs all flows.

It rides the waves and sails the swells.2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 90, Commentary on the Main Case. The third statement, , is also found in Blue Cliff Record 8, Introduction.

2.There are various interpretations of the three statements. The most generally accepted is that offered by the ZGDJ, which sees the statements as descriptive of the workings of a true Zen master:

The master’s functioning perfectly fits that of the student;

The master cuts off the thoughts and delusions of the student;

The master matches his guidance to the capacities of the student and presses those capacities to the limit. (77a)

Case 92 A Fragrant Breeze from the South

One day Dahui Zonggao of Mount Jing heard Yuanwu Keqin say from the high seat:

A monk asked Yunmen, “What is the place from which all buddhas come?”

Yunmen replied, “East Mountain walks on the water.”1

But I wouldn’t have said that. If someone were to ask me, “What is the place from which all buddhas come?” I would simply say:

A fragrant breeze blows from the south,

Giving rise in the palace to a refreshing coolness.2

At these words Dahui was greatly enlightened.3

1.See Case 49, above.

2.Yuanwu quotes from a famous poem by Liu Gongquan (778–865), a Tang-dynasty official known for his calligraphy and poetry. The verses were Liu’s response to two lines presented by Emperor Wenzong (809–40) in a linked-verse contest: “People suffer from the burning heat, but I always love the summer days.”

3.This was only a partial awakening. For a description of Dahui’s full enlightenment, see Case 32.

Case 93 Baizhang’s New Paddy

Baizhang Weizheng (Niepan) of Hongzhao said to the monks, “If you clear a new rice paddy for me, I will explain to you the Great Principle.”

After clearing the new paddy, the monks returned and asked the master to explain the Great Principle. The master held out his two hands.1

1.Baizhang indicates that there was nothing to impart, outside of the monks’ act of clearing the paddy itself.

Case 94 The Avataṃsaka Sutra’s Simile of the Mind

In the Avataṃsaka Sutra it is written, “The mind is like an artist, ceaselessly producing the five skandhas.1 In all the world, there is nothing that is not produced by the mind.”2

1.The five skandhas are the transitory “aggregates” that constitute all physical, mental, and other elements in the phenomenal world. The five skandhas are:

1)form (rūpa);

2)sensation (vedanā);

3)perception (saṃjñā);

4)mental formations, particularly volition (saṃskāra);

5)consciousness (vijñāna).

2.T 9:465c. The verse in the Avataṃsaka Sutra reads, “The mind is like a painter / Who paints the five skandhas in all their forms; / In all of the worlds that exist; / There’s nothing it doesn’t create.”

Case 95 Yun’an Returns the Vestment

Regarding Yun’an Puyan’s return of Baiyun Shouduan’s vestment1 to his teacher Songyuan Chongyue, [Beijian Jujian] wrote in praise:

Venerable Puyan, true to Śākyamuni’s transmission of the Dharma to Mahākāśyapa on the Vulture Peak,2

Rejected the brocade vestment like a pair of worn-out sandals.3

1.“Vestment” translates , which presently indicates a monk’s robe but which in ancient China referred to the , a large, rectangular clerical garment used in East Asian Buddhism. Worn around the body and over the ordinary robe, with the left shoulder covered and the right shoulder exposed, it corresponds to the original Buddhist robe of India, and thus symbolizes monkhood. It is generally worn only during rituals or, in some traditions, during meditation.

2.This refers to the Buddha’s transmission of the Dharma to Mahākāśyapa on the Vulture Peak. See Case 135.

3.Songyuan Chongyue, nearing the end of his life, attempted to transmit the vestment of Baiyun Shouduan, his ancestor in the Dharma, to his disciple Yun’an, who was about to return to his home province, Siming. Yun’an, however, refused to accept it (though he did accept a portrait of Songyuan). The scene was reminiscent of Linji’s refusal of Baizhang’s backrest and armrest:

One day [Linji] took his leave of Huangbo. Huangbo asked, “Where are you going?” “If I don’t go to Henan, I’ll return to Hebei,” replied Linji. Huangbo hit at him. Linji seized Huangbo and gave him a slap. Laughing heartily, Huangbo called to his attendant, “Bring me the backrest and armrest that belonged to my late teacher Baizhang.” “Attendant, bring me some fire!” cried Linji. “Be that as it may, just take them with you. In the future you’ll sit on the tongue of every man on earth,” said Huangbo. (Sasaki 2009, p. 47)

Case 96 A Verse in Praise of the Sixth Patriarch

Yuanwu Keqin said in praise of the Sixth Patriarch, “I prostrate myself before the true Old Buddha of Caoxi;1 for eighty lives he was reborn as a wise friend and teacher.”2

1.Caoxi was where the Sixth Patriarch resided.

2.For “wise friend and teacher,” see Case 13, note 1.

Case 97 When Someone Is Ordained

When someone is ordained, nine generations of ancestors are reborn in the heavenly realms.1 Why then did Maudgalyāyana’s mother fall into hell?2

1.The statement that when a person is ordained nine generations of ancestors gain rebirth in heaven is found in several Zen texts, e.g., the Record of Dongshan (T 47:516b), but does not appear in any sutra in the Taishō Canon.

2.See also Maudgalyāyana in the Biographical Notes. The case draws upon the story that Maudgalyāyana, with his divine eye (one of his supernatural powers), saw his mother suffering in the realm of the hungry ghosts. Wishing to help her, he, together with the entire Buddhist community, made offerings.

Case 98 Yuanwu’s Enlightenment Verse

In his enlightenment verse,1 Yuanwu Keqin wrote:

The fragrance of the golden-duck censer fades in the brocade curtains;

Singing to the sound of a flute, I’m led home, drunk.2

The deepest refinement of the youth

Is for the lover alone to know.3

1.Enlightenment verses are traditionally written by Zen students to express the gist of their realization.

2.Dōmae notes that the phrase , translated here as “I’m led home, drunk,” is also the title of an ancient Chinese song.

3.According to Compendium of the Five Lamps 19, this poem was inspired by a verse Yuanwu heard from his teacher, Wuzu Fayan. A government official called upon Wuzu and asked what characterized the Zen school. Wuzu answered that a general sense of what it is about could be gained from the following poem: “I try to express my feelings but I am not able / Here in this back chamber I convey my sadness / By repeatedly calling my maid Little Jade, for no other reason / Than to have my man hear my voice.”

“My man” refers to the lover of the young woman who wrote the poem. One day, seeing him near her residence, she wished to let him know that she was there. Careful of her reputation, however, she repeatedly called out to her maid Little Jade, for no other purpose than to let her lover hear her voice and make him aware of her presence.

Case 99 Jiashan’s Surroundings

A monk asked Jiashan Shanhui, “What are Jiashan’s surroundings?”1

Jiashan answered:

Monkeys clasping their young return beyond the purple peaks Birds with flowers in their beaks alight in front of the blue cliff.2

Later Fayan Wenyi had a deep insight and commented, “For twenty years I misunderstood this story about Jiashan’s surroundings.”

1.“Surroundings” translates , a word with various meanings—“physical surroundings,” “boundary,” “circumstances,” “stage,” “state of mind”—that no single English term can adequately cover; here the meanings of “physical surroundings” and “state of mind” are both implied. In addition, the name Jiashan refers not only to Jiashan Shanhui the master but also to the mountain Jiashan , on which the master’s monastery was located and from which the master derived his name. Thus the monk’s question can signify not only “What are the natural surroundings of the monastery on Jiashan?” but also “What is Master Jiashan’s state of mind?” The interrelation of these two meanings is evident in Chinese owing to the strong tendency in Zen to see the dharmakāya as manifested not only in the human mind but also in the phenomena of the natural world (this tendency was particularly strong in the Fayan school, the lineage founded by Fayan Wenyi, the master commenting above on Jiashan’s verse). Master Jiashan’s reply, too, reflects these profoundly meaningful ambiguities.

2.This verse was the inspiration for the title of the Blue Cliff Record, compiled by Yuanwu Keqin when he resided at Jiashan Shanhui’s temple, Lingquan yuan.

Case 100 Straw Sandals in My Vestment1

A monk asked Wayfarer Touzi Fazong, “What is your style of practice?”

Fazong replied, “Straw sandals in my vestment.”

“What does that mean?” asked the monk.

“I go down to Tongcheng2 in my bare feet,” answered Fazong.3

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 58, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Tongcheng was the town at the foot of the mountain on which Touzi’s monastery was located.

3.Yamada: “Fazong’s Zen is spontaneous, natural, and unaffected. Walking barefoot, he relies on neither the Dharma nor material things” (1985, 6:292–93).

Case 101 Jiashan Digs a Hole

Jiashan said, “I have lived on this mountain for twenty years but have never spoken of the Central Matter of our school.”

A monk asked, “I heard that you claim never to have spoken of the Central Matter of our school in the twenty years you have been living on this mountain. Is this true?”

Jiashan replied, “It is.”

Thereupon the monk pulled Jiashan off his seat. Jiashan retired.

The next day Jiashan ordered a pit to be dug, then told his attendant to summon the monk who had raised the question the day before. Jiashan said to him, “For the past twenty years, I have spoken nothing but nonsense. Please, venerable monk, beat me to death and bury me in this pit. If you cannot beat this old monk to death, then beat yourself to death and be buried.” The monk gathered his belongings and secretly departed.1

1.Mujaku: The monk left not out of fear but because he rejected Jaishan’s way of doing things; in this sense his silent departure was no different from his pulling Jiashan off his seat. But he failed to understand Jiashan’s attempt to guide him. If, when Jiashan challenged him to “beat yourself to death and be buried in this pit,” the monk had raised his fist and retorted, “Let’s see you bury this!” Jiashan would have given him the highest seat in the meditation hall.

Case 102 Hear in the Morning, Die in the Evening

Confucius said, “Hear of the Way in the morning, die content in the evening!”1

1.Analects 4:8.

Case 103 Ordinary Mind Is the Way1

Zhaozhou Congshen asked Nanquan Puyuan, “What is the Way?”

Nanquan said, “Ordinary mind is the Way.”2

Zhaozhou asked, “Can we deliberately strive toward this?”

Nanquan said, “To strive is to diverge from it.”

Zhaozhou said, “Without striving, how can we know the Way?”

Nanquan said, “The Way has nothing to do with knowing or not-knowing. ‘Knowing’ is delusion, ‘not-knowing’ is vacuity.3 If you truly attain the Way-without-doubt, it is vast and boundless like open space. How can it be thought of in terms of right and wrong?”

At these words Zhaozhou was deeply enlightened.

1.Also Wumen guan 19, Main Case.

2.In his Records Mazu states:

What is ordinary mind? Ordinary mind is without striving, without ‘right’ or ‘wrong,’ without grasping or rejection, without extinction or permanence, without ‘sacred’ or ‘profane.’… Just as you’re doing now, walking standing, sitting, lying, responding appropriately to all beings—all this is the Way.

3.“Vacuity” translates , indicating a lack of content or function. Other possible translations include “oblivion” and “blankness.”

Case 104 Calling for Help from the Well Tower

Zhaozhou Congshen, while a monk in the assembly under Nanquan Puyuan, was on the well tower one day drawing some water. Seeing Nanquan pass by, he grabbed a pillar, let one of his legs hang into the well, and shouted, “Save me! Save me!”

Nanquan hit the tower ladder and said, “One, two, three, four, five.”

Zhaozhou thereupon came down from the tower. Putting on his robes, he went up to Nanquan’s quarters and said, “Thank you for helping me a moment ago.”

Xutang, commenting in place of Nanquan, said, “This old monk blundered.”1

1.Xutang’s comment expresses what he thought Nanquan should have said in response to Zhaozhou; “this old monk” would be Nanquan’s way of referring to himself. The original Chinese expression for “blundered,” , can be interpreted in many ways; depending upon the context, it can mean “unlucky,” “at a loss,” “inconvenient,” or even “the message did not get through.” The present translation follows Mujaku, who comments that in Xutang’s view Nanquan should not have said “One, two, three, four, five.” Mujaku sees the meaning of as similar to that of the expression : to think that one has succeeded, only to find that one has failed (Blue Cliff Record 66, Verse).

ZGJT interprets as, “To gain an advantage is to be trapped by advantage” (p. 352).

Case 105 A Dead Snake in the Road

Jiashan said, “If you find a dead snake in the road, don’t kill it. Take it home in a bottomless basket.”1

Xutang commented in a verse,

This board-carrier can’t be restrained.2

Though he may starve to death on Mount Shouyang,

He’s vowed never to eat the grain of Zhou.3

1.This statement by Jiashan is taken from a koan involving Jiashan and his student Fori Benkong (n.d.), found in fascicle 13 of the Compendium of the Five Lamps:

Fori, then sixteen and training under Jiashan after receiving transmission from Yunju Daojian, took tea one day to the monks at work in the fields. As he approached he rattled the teacups.

When Jiashan looked at him, Fori said, “Monks cultivating the fields can use three or four cups of strong tea.”

Jiashan replied, “You have filled up the tea jug, but how many cups do you have in the basket?”

Fori answered, “I have filled up the tea jug, but there’s not a single cup in the basket.” He proceeded to distribute tea to the monks, then commented, “Master, the assembly is hoping for a word from you.”

Jiashan responded, “If you find a dead snake in the road, don’t kill it. Take it home in a bottomless basket.”

Fori commented, “If you hold a charm that illuminates the night, how many dawns would you see?”

Jiashan said, “Monks! There’s a true man here! Knock off work and go back to the monastery [to rest]!”

They stopped work and went back. From that time on the community held Fori in the highest regard.

2.ZGJT: A “board-carrier” is a person carrying a large plank on his shoulder, so that he is able to see in only one direction. The term usually indicates someone with a narrow way of viewing things, though it sometimes indicates firm determination. According to Mujaku, in this case it has the former meaning and refers to Jiashan.

3.The verse alludes to the story of the brothers Boyi and Shuqi , recorded in the Records of the Grand Historian . Boyi and Shuqi were princes of the state of Guzhu during the final years of the Yin dynasty (ca. 1500–1000 BCE). When the king died he bequeathed his realm to Shuqi, the younger but more able of the two brothers. Shuqi, however, would not accept the throne, as he refused to place himself above his elder brother Boyi. Boyi, for his part, also turned down the succession as he could not disobey the will of his father. Both brothers therefore left the kingdom.

Later, King Wu of Zhou overthrew Di Xin , the last king of the Yin dynasty, an act of disloyalty that the brothers refused to condone, even though the king had been an exceptionally evil ruler. They retired to live in the mountains as hermits, and finally starved to death on Mount Shouyang rather than eat the food of a dynasty that had come into power through violence.

Mujaku: In this verse Xutang is saying that Jiashan is stuck in the realm of nothingness separate from the world of phenomena and will end up starving to death.

Case 106 Ciming’s Practice

Ciming Chuyuan was always free and unrestricted in spirit.1 No one could tell whether he was foolish or wise.

1.Ciming [Shishuang Chuyuan] is remembered in Zen for his often unconventional behavior (see, for example, Cases 147 and 174); the present koan draws on this image of the great master.

“Free and unrestricted” translates , which literally means “the unobstructed interpenetration of all things,” a concept from the Huayan Buddhist doctrine of the four realms of the universe. These realms are:

i.the realm of phenomena ,

ii.the realm of principle ,

iii.the realm of the unobstructed and mutual interpenetration of principle and phenomena ,

iv.the realm of the unobstructed and mutual interpenetration of phenomena and phenomena .

For the Huayan doctrine of the four realms, see also Case 160.

Case 107 Daitō’s Three Questions

National Teacher Daitō asked:

What is the single path to liberation?

What is nonduality of body and mind?

What is cause-and-effect?1

1.For cause-and-effect, see also Case 34.

Case 108 Vimalakīrti, the Golden-Millet Tathāgata1

A monk asked Yunju Daojian, “In a past life, Vimalakīrti was the Golden-Millet Tathāgata.2 Why then did he study the Dharma as a disciple of Śākyamuni?”

Yunju replied, “Because he had no notions of self to contest.”3

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 84, Commentary on the Verse.

2.The claim that in a past life Vimalakīrti was the Golden-Millet Tathāgata is not found in any extant sutra, although certain ancient masters, such as Jizang (549–623), identify it as originating in the Essentials of Contemplation Sutra . The earliest extant source is Wang Jin’s Toutou Temple Stele Inscriptions , fascicle 59.

3.The Blue Cliff Record has:

Yunju said, “He didn’t pit himself against others.” Someone who is greatly liberated has nothing to do with becoming a buddha or not becoming a buddha. If you say such a one practices to attain buddhahood, this has even less to do with it. (Cleary 1998, pp. 372–73)

Case 109 The Barbarian Has No Beard1

Shui’an Shiyi2 asked the assembly, “Why does the barbarian from the West have no beard?”3

1.Also Wumen guan 4, Main Case.

2.The identification of the speaker in both the Wumen guan and the Kattōshū as Huo’an Shiti is an error; in the original biographical materials this statement is found in the entry for Shui’an Shiyi.

3.“The barbarian” is usually identified as Bodhidharma, who was known for his thick beard. Yamada comments that, in denying a known fact, this koan resembles a story about Dongshan Liangjie. Dongshan, while still a young boy studying at the local temple, was asked to recite the Heart Sutra. Coming to the phrase, “[There are] no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no thought,” he stopped and asked, “But I do have eyes, ears, nose, and tongue. Why then does the sutra say that I don’t?” The priest, recognizing the boy’s ability, sent him for further study to the Zen master Wuxie Lingmo (747–818) (1976, pp. 37–38).

Case 110 Mind Is Not Buddha1

Nanquan Puyuan said, “Mind is not buddha, wisdom is not the Way.”

1.Also Wumen guan 34, Main Case. See also Case 5, above.

Case 111 Qingshui, Poor and Alone1

The monk Qingshui said to Caoshan, “Master, I’m poor and alone. Please assist me.”

Caoshan said, “Monk Qingshui!”

“Yes?” Qingshui responded.

Caoshan said, “You have had three cups of the best wine of Qingyuan,2 and yet you claim not to have wet your lips.”3

1.Also Wumen guan 10, Main Case.

2.Qingyuan was the region in which Caoshan was born and was famous for its fine wine.

3.Yamada comments that in Buddhism salvation is not “Knock and it shall be opened, seek and you shall find” but the realization that “though you knock not, it is already open; though you seek not, it is already found” (1976, p. 83).

Case 112 Vimalakīrti’s Ten-Foot-Square Room1

Yuanwu Keqin said, “Vimalakīrti, who in the ancient past was a buddha,2 possessed a family and helped Śākyamuni in his teaching. He had wondrous eloquence, wondrous perception, wondrous functioning, and wondrous powers. Inside his ten-foot-square room he placed thirty-two thousand jeweled-lion thrones and hosted an assembly of eighty thousand in perfect comfort.

“Tell me, what does this mean? Can one attribute it to the wondrous functioning of his supernatural powers? Don’t get the wrong idea!”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 84, Commentary on the Main Case. For background material on this case, see Vimalakīrti in the Biographical Notes.

2.In the ancient past, Vimalakīrti had been the Golden-Millet Tathāgata . See Case 108.

Case 113 Foxing’s Three Turning-Phrases

Gulin Qingmao (Zen Master Foxing) gave three turning-phrases:

If all sages practice the single path to true enlightenment together, why did Devadatta fall into hell?1

“Bodhidharma didn’t come to China; the Second Patriarch didn’t go to India.” What, then, of Xuansha Shibei’s stumbling and hurting his toe?2

Those who have broken through the void—where can they rest?

1.The question refers to the legend that Devadatta (Śākyamuni’s cousin who attempted to usurp the Buddha’s position as head of the sangha, caused schisms in the sangha, and made several attempts on Śākyamuni’s life) fell into hell while still alive. See Devadatta in the Biographical Notes.

It is of interest to note that, outside this koan, the statement “all sages practice the single path to true enlightenment together” does not occur in the Zen literature. Rather, the position taken by Zen is that “the sages have never transmitted the single road to enlightenment” (e.g., Panshan Baoji ; X 80:77b). Mian Xianjie goes so far as to say, “Though a thousand sages join hands and travel the single path to enlightenment together, all will surely fall into hell” (X 80:441c).

2.The comment and question refer to the episode from Xuansha Shibei’s biography, mentioned also in Case 43, in which Xuansha was leaving his native Fujian on pilgrimage to visit masters in other parts of China. As he reached the top of the mountain pass at the border of Fujian he stumbled and injured his toe, the pain of which precipitated a deep enlightenment experience. Xuansha thereupon exclaimed, “Bodhidharma didn’t come to China, the Second Patriarch didn’t go to India!” He then turned around and returned to Fujian.

Case 114 When the Buddha Was Born

When the Buddha was born, he pointed to the sky with one hand and to the earth with the other. He then walked seven steps in a circle, looked in each of the four directions, and said, “Above the heavens and below, I alone am the Honored One.”1

Yunmen commented, “If I’d seen the Buddha say that, I would have killed him with a blow of my staff and fed him to the dogs. It’s important that the world be at peace.”

Langye Huijue commented, “Yunmen, with body and mind, served the infinite worlds. This is known as requiting the benevolence of the Buddha.”2

1.These are the first two lines of the Buddha’s “birth verse,” which he recited, according to legend, after his birth from his mother’s side in the Lumbinī Grove. The full verse reads:

Above the heavens and below,
I alone am the Honored One.
The triple world is full of suffering;
It is I who will relieve it.

The source of the verse in this form appears to be the Miscellany of the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya (T 24:298a), although the similar verse “In all of the worlds, I alone am the Honored One” appears in the Sutra of the Collection of the Original Acts of the Buddha (T 3:699a).

2.“Requiting the benevolence of the Buddha” is an expression from the Śūraṅgama Sutra: “At the Śūraṅgama assembly, Ānanda praised the Buddha, saying, ‘With my whole heart I will serve all beings throughout the universe.’ This is called ‘requiting the benevolence of the Buddha’” (T 19:119b).

It is noteworthy that the expression “whole heart” (lit., “deep mind”), found in the Śūraṅgama Sutra and other sutras, is often changed to “body and mind” when quoted in Zen materials such as the present koan.

Case 115 Nanquan Loses the Fire

A monk asked Nanquan Puyuan, “As you formally sit in your quarters,1 how do you guide people?”

Nanquan replied, “Last night at midnight I lost the ox; this morning as dawn arrived I lost the fire.”2

1.This refers to the master sitting in his room receiving monks for sanzen instruction. The exchange related here occurred just after Nanquan’s installation as abbot of the monastery.

2.ZGJI: “Midnight” and “ox” are metaphors for darkness (equality); “dawn” and “fire” are metaphors for light (duality). Thus Nanquan has forgotten both equality and duality.

Case 116 Guishan Picks Tea

One day Guishan Lingyou was picking tea with Yangshan Huiji. Guishan said, “All day long I’ve heard your voice but haven’t seen your form.”1

Yangshan shook the tea bush. Guishan commented, “You have the function but you don’t have the essence.”

“How about the master?” Yangshan replied. Guishan remained silent.2

“You have the essence but you don’t have the function,” Yangshan responded.

“I spare you thirty blows of my staff,” said Guishan.

1.The word , translated here as “voice,” is interpreted by some masters to be the sound of Yangshan’s tea-picking.

2.This line has been added to the Kattōshū text on the basis of the original version in Compendium of the Five Lamps 9.

Case 117 Baizhang’s “No Eating”

Baizhang Huaihai said, “A day of no work—a day of no eating.”1

1.Baizhang Huaihai was known for the importance he placed on physical work as part of Zen monastic practice (see Baizhang Huaihai in the Biographical Notes; for another koan on the place of labor in Zen, see Case 93). The inclusion of labor as a central element of the monastic lifestyle was a radical departure from Indian Buddhist monasticism, in which labor (for which the Sanskrit word is “karma”) was strictly forbidden. Farming was particularly proscribed, as it involved not only the production of karma but also the unavoidable taking of sentient life during the processes of cultivation.

Case 118 Nanyue’s Explanation

The Sixth Patriarch asked Nanyue Huairang where he had come from.

“From the place of National Teacher Songshan Hui’an,” said Huairang.

The Sixth Patriarch asked, “And who is it that has come?”

Only after eight years could Huairang respond. He said, “Any explanation is off the mark.”1

The master asked, “Does it involve practice and realization?”

Huairang said, “Although practice and realization are not uncalled-for, it has never been defiled.”2

1.Waddell translates this as “The moment I said it was ‘this’ I’d miss the mark completely” (1984, p. 130).

2.Although practice and realization are almost always part of the path for those who awaken, the mind that one awakens to is undefiled from the start.

Case 119 Luopu’s “Offerings”

A monk asked Luopu Yuan’an, “A single follower of the Way free of thought is more worthy of offerings than a hundred thousand buddhas.1 What is the failing of the buddhas, and what is the merit of the follower of the Way?”

Luopu answered, “A wisp of white cloud blocks the mouth of the valley; many returning birds cannot find their nests in the night.”2

1.This statement has its source in the Sutra in Forty-two Sections , section 11. The passage reads in part:

Offering food to a single pratyekabuddha surpasses offering food to one billion arhats. Offering food to a single buddha of the three periods of time surpasses offering food to ten billion pratyekabuddhas. Offering food to a single person of no-thought, no-abiding, no-cultivation, and no-attainment surpasses offering food to a hundred billion buddhas.

2.The ZGJI comments: “Deluded students who seek outside themselves eventually have no place to return.” Conversely, the Zen Phrase Lexicon says: “The valley is a no-minded wayfarer; the returning birds are mind and thoughts—fine it is that they lose their way.”

Case 120 Yunmen’s Tune

A monk asked Yunmen, “What is Yunmen’s tune?”1

Yunmen answered, “The twenty-fifth day of the twelfth month.”2

1.The monk is asking, “What is Yunmen’s teaching?,” playing off the fact that “Yunmen” was the name of an ancient Chinese song.

2.The twenty-fifth day of the twelfth month is the end of the year. Regarding such interpretations, however, Dōmae quotes Blue Cliff Record 27, Commentary on the Main Case:

If you seek Yunmen’s meaning in his words you have already gone wrong. There are among Yunmen’s statements many which people enjoy interpreting conceptually. If one understands him intellectually, one must mourn for one’s descendants.

Case 121 Zhaozhou’s “Put Out the Fire!”

When Zhaozhou Congshen called upon Huangbo, Huangbo saw him coming and shut the door.

Zhaozhou went to the Dharma Hall, where, torch in hand, he shouted, “Put out the fire! Put out the fire!”

Huangbo came out and grabbed him. “Speak! Speak!” he demanded.

Zhaozhou replied, “That’s drawing the bow after the thief has left!”

Case 122 Huangbo’s Staff

Huangbo gave Linji sixty blows with his staff.1

1.See Case 187.

Case 123 Comparing Three Students of Linji

In the “Zen Master Huiran of Sansheng Temple” chapter of the Treasury of Bright Light, Juzhou Baotan says:

The disciples Baoshou Zhao, Sansheng Huiran, and Xinghua Cunjiang under Linji were much like the disciples Baizhang Huaihai, Guizong Zhichang, and Nanquan Puyuan under Mazu.

Baizhang resembled Mazu in his strength of character; Guizong resembled Mazu in his depth of talent; and Nanquan resembled Mazu in his greatness of mind. In the same way, Baoshou resembled Linji in his sincerity, Sansheng resembled Linji in his keenness, and Xinghua resembled Linji in his subtlety and depth.

The sincerity of Baoshou is seen in how he applied the staff to the clear blue sky,1 and in how he struck Rivet-and-Shears Hu.2 The keenness of Sansheng is seen in his exchange with Yangshan Huiji,3 and also in the way he struck Xiangyan,4 pushed over Deshan,5 and extinguished Linji’s True Dharma Eye.6 The subtlety and depth of Xinghua is seen in his scattering of pearls in the purple-curtained room,7 and in the way he waved his hand two times in front of the monk’s face.8 Though they each gained but a single of the master’s qualities, still Linji’s Zen has lasted a hundred generations. If all his qualities were grasped, how could Linji’s Zen fail to flourish for a thousand or ten thousand generations?

What always troubles me is that if the stick and shout are not applied to the present generation, Linji’s Dharma will decline. Why should there be anything that later generations cannot do if they but make the effort? The problem is that their teachers have not yet fully penetrated Linji’s Dharma. It is like drinking water and knowing for oneself whether it is cold or warm. Xinghua’s stick of incense9—this was gained through hardship and effort. Therefore Linji’s Dharma flourishes.

1.A monk asked, “When there’s not a cloud for ten thousand miles, what then?” Baoshou answered, “The clear sky should taste the staff!” The monk said, “What offense has the clear sky committed?” Baoshou struck him (Compendium of the Five Lamps, “Baoshou”).

2.Rivet-and-Shears Hu (Hu Dingjiao) called upon Baoshou Zhao.a Baoshou said, “I’ve long heard about Rivet-and-Shears Hu. Is that you?”b “Yes,” Hu answered. Baoshou asked, “Can you can drive a rivet into the void?” Hu replied, “Break it open, master, and bring it here!” Baoshou struck him. Hu didn’t accept this. Baoshou said, “In the future, a talkative monk will clarify this matter for you.” Hu later visited Zhaozhou and told him of this conversation. Zhaozhou asked, “Why were you hit by Baoshou?” Hu said, “I don’t know what my error was.” Zhaozhou said, “You couldn’t even deal with this one split seam! How could you ask Baoshou to break open the void and bring it to you?” Hu was silent. Zhaozhou then said, “Just rivet shut that split seam.” At these words Hu had an understanding (Blue Cliff Record 48, Commentary).

a.Hu Dingjiao’s name, , derived from the fact that he was a tinker ( means “nail” or “rivet,” means “scissors” or “shears”).

b.Hu was well known in China as a poet before starting his Zen study.

3.Sansheng Huiran arrived at Yangshan Huiji’s place. Yangshan asked him, “What is your name?” Sansheng answered, “Huiji.” Yangshan said, “Huiji is my name.” Sansheng replied, “My name is Huiran.” Yangshan laughed heartily (Compendium, “Sansheng”).

4.Sansheng went to Xiangyan Zhixian’s place. Xiangyan asked, “Where did you come from?” Sansheng answered, “From Linji.” Xiangyan said, “Did you bring Linji’s shout?” Sansheng hit Xiangyan in the mouth with his sitting cloth (Compendium, “Sansheng”).

5.Sansheng went to Deshan Xuanjian’s place and started to spread his sitting cloth [to pay obeisance]. Deshan said, “Don’t spread your napkin—we don’t have even leftover soup and spoiled rice.” Sansheng said, “Even if you did, there’s no place to put it.” Deshan struck him. Sansheng grabbed Deshan’s staff and pushed him onto the meditation platform. Deshan laughed heartily (Compendium, “Sansheng”).

6.See Case 195.

7.Xinghua addressed the assembly, “I hear shouts in the front corridor and shouts in the back quarters. All of you, don’t make blind shouts or wild shouts. Even if you shouted me up into the sky I’d come back down, and though I might not have a breath of air in me I’d revive and say, ‘That’s still not enough!’ Why? Because I have yet to scatter pearls for you inside the purple-curtained room.” (Compendium, “Xinghua”; “scattering pearls for you inside the purple-curtained room” indicates Xinghua’s revealing his deepest understanding in the sanzen room.)

8.See Case 184.

9.Following Linji’s death, Xinghua studied further under his fellow student Sansheng, from whom, he said, he learned the meaning of Linji’s “host” and “guest.” He then studied under Dajue, another of Linji’s Dharma successors. When he inquired about the Dharma, Dajue threatened him with a beating. At this Xinghua awoke to the deep meaning of the severe beatings Linji had received at the hand of his teacher Huangbo (see Case 187).

Xinghua later said that, had he stopped with Sansheng’s teaching, his understanding would have been incomplete; under Dajue, he attained true realization. Nevertheless, at the ceremony in the Dharma Hall when Xinghua assumed the abbacy of a monastery and held up a stick of incense to announce whose successor he was, he said, “Elder brother Sansheng was too far abovea me to merit this stick of incense; elder brother Dajue was too liberal.b It is best, therefore, that I offer it to my late teacher Linji.”

a.“Too far above” translates , which usually means “solitary” or “lonely,” but which in this case has a nuance of grandeur, like a solitary peak standing above all others.

b.“Liberal” translates , which has a variety of meanings, including “to buy or sell on credit,” “to treat,” “to stretch,” “distant,” “lenient,” “loose,” and “gentle.” Here the meaning probably corresponds to “lenient,” although it is difficult to define the exact sense in which the word is being used.

Case 124 The World-Honored-One’s Lotus Eyes

Fengxue Yanzhao went to the hall and said, “The World-Honored-One looked upon the assembly with his blue-lotus eyes.”1

Then he asked, “At that moment, what was the Buddha teaching? If you say he was teaching by not teaching, you are slighting the Old Sage. So tell me, what was he teaching?”2

At this, Shoushan Shengnian shook his sleeves and left.

Fengxue threw down his staff and returned to his quarters. His attendant, following after him, asked, “Why didn’t Shengnian answer you?”

“Because Shengnian understood,” replied Fengxue.

1.“Blue-lotus eyes” are one of the thirty-two marks of a buddha. In the Zen school the term “blue-lotus eyes” has come to mean eyes able to discern the true from the false. This case is the same in intent to Case 135, “The World-Honored-One Holds Up a Flower.”

2.For background material, see Shoushan Shengnian in the Biographical Notes.

Case 125 The Secret Transmission from West to East

The true mind of the Great Sage of India was secretly transmitted from west to east.1 What was it that was secretly transmitted?

1.This statement comes from the “In Praise of Identity” (T 51:2076), a short poem by Shitou Xiqian.

Case 126 Confucius’s “Changes”

With one change, Qi could attain to the level of Lu; with one change, Lu could attain to the Tao. With one change, to what would the Tao attain?1

1.Based on Analects, “Yong Ye ” [6:24]. Qi and Lu were ancient Chinese countries.

Case 127 Earning a Living and Producing Things

In the Lotus Sutra it is written, “Earning a living and producing things—these activities are all in accord with the true Dharma.”1

1.This paraphrases a line from “The Teacher of the Law” chapter of the Lotus Sutra:

If good men or good women accept and uphold this sutra after the Thus Come One has entered extinction, if they read it, recite it, explain and preach it, or transcribe it, they will acquire twelve hundred mind benefits.… If they should expound some text of the secular world or speak on matters of government or those relating to wealth and livelihood, they will in all cases conform to the correct Law. (T 9:50a; Watson 1993b, p. 263)

Entangling Vines 
Part 2

Case 128 Deshan Burns His Commentaries1

Once, when Deshan Xuanjian had attended Longtan Chongxin until late in the evening, Longtan said, “It is late. Why don’t you go now?”

Deshan bid his teacher good night and raised the screen to leave. Seeing how black the night was, however, he turned back and said, “It is dark outside.” Longtan lit a paper torch2 and offered it to Deshan, but just as Deshan was about to take it the master blew it out. At that moment Deshan was deeply enlightened. He bowed to Longtan, who asked, “What truth have you seen?”

Deshan replied, “From now on I’ll never doubt the words of venerable priests anywhere.”

The next day Longtan took the high seat in the hall and said, “If there’s someone with fangs like a row of swords and a mouth like a bowl of blood, who doesn’t look back though hit with a stick, some day he’ll climb to the top of a solitary peak and there establish our Way.”

Afterward Deshan took the commentaries he had been studying and, holding a torch in front of the Dharma Hall, said, “Though one masters the profoundest doctrines, it’s like casting a single hair into the great void. Though one accomplishes the world’s most important tasks, it’s like throwing a drop of water into the vast ocean.” He then set fire to his commentaries, bowed to Longtan, and left.

1.Also Wumen guan 28, Main Case; Blue Cliff Record 4, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.A paper torch is a cord of twisted, oiled paper used as a taper.

Case 129 Dongshan and the Earth Spirit1

Though Dongshan Liangjie spent his life at the temple, the local earth spirit,2 search though he might, couldn’t locate so much as a trace of him.

Then one day Dongshan noticed some grain scattered on the ground in front of the kitchen. He became angry and said, “How could community supplies be wasted like this!”

At that moment the earth spirit finally detected him and paid him homage.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 97, Commentary on the Verse.

2.Local earth spirits are the tutelary deities of a particular region. In East Asian Zen monasteries these spirits are usually honored in a small “earth-spirit shrine” .

Case 130 Xinghua Levies a Fine

One day Xinghua Cunjiang said to Taihang Kebin, the duty-monk,1 “Soon you will become a teacher who guides others.”

“I won’t join that bunch!” answered Kebin.

“You won’t join because you have fully understood, or you won’t join because you haven’t fully understood?” asked Xinghua.

“It’s got nothing to do with any of that!” replied Kebin.

Thereupon Xinghua struck him and said, “Duty-monk Kebin lost a Dharma-battle. You must pay a fine to buy a rice-and-vegetable dinner.”

The next day Xinghua entered the hall, struck the gavel, and said, “Duty-monk Kebin failed to win a Dharma-battle. He must pay a fine of five strings of cash, with which the assembly will be treated to a rice-and-vegetable dinner. Then he must leave the monastery.”

Kebin left and went to live on Mount Taihang, and later succeeded to Xinghua’s teachings.2

1.For “duty-monk,” see Case 34, note 4.

2.A monk would announce whose successor he was only upon assuming the position of abbot at an official temple. See, e.g., Case 123, note 9.

Case 131 Magu and the Hand-Cloth

One day Magu Baotie was sitting inside a paper curtain,1 his head covered with a hand-cloth.2 Piyun entered, saw this, and gave a mournful cry. After a moment he went out to the Dharma Hall, circled the meditation seat once, then went again to where Magu was. Magu had removed the cloth and was sitting.

Piyun said, “Not one in ten thousand gains life within death!”

Magu came down from his seat and started to spread his sitting cloth.3 Piyun stepped forward, grabbed him, and demanded, “A moment ago you were dead, now you’ve came back to life—are you alright with that?”

“I’m alright, though it’s of no consequence to me.”4

Piyun pushed him away and said, “I see. But what you said first doesn’t match what you said next.”5

1.Paper curtains were used as windbreaks on cold days.

2.Mujaku: A hand-cloth was a small cloth placed over the face of the corpse at the wake. Magu sitting with this on his head signifies death; sitting without it signifies life.

3.A sign of respect. See Case 37, note 2.

4.Mujaku: The term usually refers to the other person, but here it represents the speaker, that is, Magu.

5.What Magu said first is his statement “I’m alright”; what he said next is his statement “Though it’s of no consequence to me.” Mujaku: Piyun sees that Magu is beyond life and death.

Case 132 Shushan’s Memorial Tombstone1

The head monk came and told Shushan Guangren that construction of the master’s memorial tombstone was finished. Shushan asked the monk, “How much money will you give the mason?”

“I will leave that entirely to you,” the monk replied.

The master asked, “Is it best to give the mason three coins, is it best to give him two coins, or is it best to give him one coin? If you’re able to answer, that indeed would be the finest memorial tombstone you could build for me.” The monk was dumbfounded.

At that time Luoshan Daoxian was living in a hermitage on Dayu Peak. One day a monk went to the mountain and told Luoshan of the conversation between Shushan and the head monk.

“Has anyone been able to say anything?” asked Luoshan.

“As yet, no one,” replied the monk.

“Then,” said Luoshan, “go back and tell Shushan that if he gave the mason three coins he would never get a memorial tombstone in his entire life; if he gave him two coins, he and the mason would work on the tombstone together; if he gave him one coin, he and the mason would both lose their eyebrows.”2

The monk went back and gave the message to Shushan. The master assumed a dignified manner, gazed toward Dayu Peak, bowed, and said, “I thought there was no one who could say anything, but on Dayu Peak is an old buddha emitting a brilliant light that reaches even to here. Nonetheless, this is a case of a lotus blooming in the twelfth month.”3

Upon hearing of Shushan’s words, Luoshan said: “I would have said, ‘The tortoise’s tail hairs are already several feet longer.’”4

1.“Memorial tombstone” translates , a gravestone erected by monks or nuns prior to their death.

2.“Coin” translates , a small unit of money. Yoshizawa (2003, p. 136) comments: “Three coins” signifies “smearing oneself with mud and drenching oneself with water,” that is, adjusting the level of one’s teaching to the capacity of lower level learners. “Two coins” signifies the secondary principle (verbal or relative explanation), employed as an upāya to guide middle-level learners. “One coin” signifies the transcendent principle, employed to guide learners of the highest capacity. For “losing one’s eyebrows,” see Case 44, note 2.

3.“A lotus blooming in the twelfth month” is a metaphor for something exceedingly rare, impossible, or fabulous.

4.“Tortoise’s tail hairs” is a metaphor for something that does not exist.

Case 133 King Udayana Thinks of the Buddha

One day Nanquan Puyuan called, “Head monk!”

“Yes!” the head monk replied.

Nanquan said, “During the time that the Buddha was in the Trāyastrimśa Heaven1 preaching the Dharma to his mother, King Udayana missed him and decided to ask Maudgalyāyana for help.2 Maudgalyāyana employed his supernatural powers three times to transport a sculptor to the Trāyastrimśa Heaven. The sculptor was able to represent thirty-one of the Buddha’s thirty-two distinguishing characteristics;3 why wasn’t he able to represent the characteristic of the Noble Voice?”

“What is the Noble Voice?” asked the head monk.

“Deceiving people!”4 Nanquan answered.

An ancient worthy commented in verse:

The Buddha’s radiance illumines mountains and rivers;

The heavens and the earth are filled with his virtue.

He once told Mañjuśrī to lead a great assembly of disciples

To visit Vimalakīrti in Vaiśālī.”5

1.In Buddhist cosmology, Trāyastrimśa Heaven (the Heaven of the Thirty-three Deities) is the second of the heavens in the realm of desire, located on a plateau atop Mount Sumeru. In the center is the palace of the god Indra, and at each of the four cardinal directions is a mountain where eight deities reside.

2.King Udayana is said to have been the king of Kauśāmbī and a great devotee of the Buddha. According to the Zengyi ahan jing 28, when the Buddha ascended to the Trāyastrimśa Heaven to preach the Dharma to his deceased mother, King Udayana missed him so much that he had an image of the Buddha carved. When the Buddha returned from Trāyastrimśa Heaven the king showed him the image, which the Buddha praised as an excellent upāya for teaching. This image is traditionally said to have been the first buddha image made and to have eventually been enshrined at Seiryō-ji in Kyoto. In fact, images of the Buddha were not made until several centuries after the Buddha’s death.

3.The thirty-two distinguishing characteristics are the primary physical marks of a buddha and a cakravartin (wheel king; see Case 146, note 6), the difference being that a buddha possesses eighty secondary characteristics that a cakravartin lacks. Lists of the characteristics differ to some extent; for the version found in the Mahāvyutpatti, see Hurvitz 1980, pp. 353–55.

4.Dōmae: “People are deceived that some special ‘Noble Voice’ exists.” Shoushan Shengnian, when asked what the Noble Voice was, responded, “Donkeys bray, dogs bark” (X 80:233b).

5.A reference to the Vimalakīrti Sutra, in which an enormous multitude of beings, led by Mañjuśrī, visit Vimalakīrti in his ten-foot-square chamber. See Vimalakīrti in the Biographical Notes. The “ancient worthy” is Xutang Zhiyu.

Case 134 Shoushan’s Stick1

Shoushan Shengnian of Ruzhou held up his stick2 and said to the assembly, “Everyone, call this a stick and you violate its name;3 say it’s not a stick and you deny what it is. So, everyone, what do you call it?”

The priest Shexian Guixing, who at the time was studying under Shoushan, went up and seized the stick, broke it in half, and threw the pieces under the altar. “What’s this?” he asked.

Shoushan said, “Blind!”

Commenting on this story, Dahui said, “Quick, speak! Quick, speak!”

1.Also Wumen guan 43, Main Case.

2.A master’s stick is a short staff of about two to three feet in length and curved like a small bow. It is carried by a master as a badge of office and sometimes used in the sanzen room.

3.In ancient China it was taboo to say a person’s true personal name.

Case 135 The World-Honored-One Holds Up a Flower1

Once at Vulture Peak, Śākyamuni held up a flower in front of the assembly. Although a million gods and humans were present, no one responded except Mahākāśyapa, the Golden Ascetic, who broke into a smile.

At this the Buddha said, “I possess the Treasury of the True Dharma Eye, the ineffable mind of nirvana, the true form of the formless, the subtle Dharma gate. It does not depend on words or letters and is a special transmission outside the teachings. This I entrust to Mahākāśyapa.”

1.Also Wumen guan 6, Main Case.

Case 136 Mahākāśyapa’s Temple Flagpole1

Ānanda asked Mahākāśyapa, “Aside from passing on the brocade vestment, was there any Dharma the Buddha transmitted to you?”

Mahākāśyapa called, “Ānanda!”

“Yes!” replied Ānanda.

Mahākāśyapa said, “Take down the flagpole at the temple gate.”2

At these words Ānanda attained a great realization.

1.Also Wumen guan 22, Main Case.

2.The temple flagpole displayed the banner which signaled that a Dharma lecture or debate was being held. The banner was taken down after the lecture.

Case 137 Guanghui’s “Evil Karma”

Yang Danian asked Guanghui Yuanlian, “You say that all evil karma is born of wealth and that people should shun riches. Yet money is life to people in this world, and it is owing to prosperity that people gather in our country. Moreover, the teachings mention two types of offerings: Dharma offerings and material offerings. So why do you encourage people to forsake riches?”

Guanghui said, “The iron dragon-head on top of the flagpole.”1

Danian replied, “The horses of Haidan are the size of donkeys.”2

Guanghui responded, “A chicken from Chu is not the phoenix of Danshan.”3

Danian said, “Two thousand years have passed since the death of the Buddha.4 Monks today have no shame.”5

A verse on Danian’s insight said:

An eight-sided millstone flies through the air; a golden-haired lion turns into a dog.

If you wish to abide in the northern Big Dipper, you must bow to the Southern Cross.6

1.ZGJI: Iron dragon-heads were placed on top of temple flagpoles in order to attract people’s attention. According to Dōmae, Danian is asking, “Why do you preach against wealth?” Guanghui replies, in effect, “It’s like advertising for the temple.”

2.Dōmae: Danian says, “So your true position and your public stance are a bit different?”

3.Dōmae: Guanghui replies, “There is a resemblance, but they are not the same.”

4.It is believed that three ages have followed the time of the Buddha. The first age, that of the True Dharma, which lasted five hundred years (or a thousand years, depending on the source), was the era immediately after the lifetime of the Buddha, when the true Dharma was practiced and many people attained enlightenment. The second age, that of the Semblance Dharma, which also lasted five hundred years or a thousand years, was an era in which the Dharma became formalized and few people attained enlightenment. During the Latter Age of the Dharma, which is to last ten thousand years, the Buddhist doctrines still exist but there is no longer any practice or enlightenment.

5.Dōmae: The statement “monks no longer have a sense of shame” refers to the Buddhist belief that during the Latter Age of the Dharma monks no longer practice the Way.

6.Both verses of this poem indicate the marvelous functioning of no-mind or nonduality.

Case 138 Qianfeng’s “Single Road”1

A monk asked Qianfeng, “‘The Honored Ones of the ten directions have all taken the single road to nirvana.’2 Where is this road?”

Qianfeng took his staff and drew a line, saying, “It’s here.”

Later the monk asked Yunmen the same question. Yunmen held up his fan and said, “This fan leaps into Trāyastrimśa Heaven and pokes Indra in the nostrils;3 it strikes the carp of the Eastern Sea a single blow and rain pours down in buckets. Do you understand?”

1.Also Wumen guan 48, Main Case.

2.This line is from the Śūraṅgama Sutra (T 19:124c). The stanza in which it appears reads:

This Dharma may be called the wondrous lotus-flower,

The royal, indestructible, magnificent awakening.

This practice of samāpatti, though likened to illusion,

Can quickly bring you past the ones who need no further training.

This peerless Dharma is the road that all World-Honored Ones

Have walked to reach the gateway to nirvana.

(Buddhist Text Translation Society, 2009, p. 194)

3.Indra, one of the Vedic gods adopted into Buddhism as guardians, is the chief deity of the Trāyastrimśa Heaven. See Case 133, note 1.

Case 139 Nanyue Polishes a Tile

Mazu Daji of Jiangxi in Hongzhou studied under Nanyue Huairang and from him secretly received the Mind Seal.1

During his training Mazu had surpassed the other monks and gone to live at the temple Chuanfa yuan, where he practiced seated meditation throughout the day. Recognizing him as a vessel of the Dharma, Huairang went and asked, “Worthy monk, why do you sit in meditation?”

Mazu replied, “I wish to become a buddha.”

Thereupon Huairang picked up a tile and started to rub it against a stone in front of Mazu’s hermitage. Finally Mazu asked him what he was doing. Huairang replied, “Polishing it to make it a mirror.”

“How can you make a tile into a mirror by polishing it?” asked Mazu.

“How can you become a buddha by sitting in meditation?” responded Huairang.

Mazu asked, “Then what should I do?”

Huairang asked, “It’s like riding in an ox cart. If the cart doesn’t move do you hit the cart or do you hit the ox?”

Mazu had no reply.

Huairang continued, “Are you practicing seated meditation? Are you practicing to be a seated buddha? As for seated meditation, meditation isn’t limited to sitting or lying down. As for being a seated buddha, “buddha” isn’t limited to any fixed form. In the nonabiding Dharma, you should neither grasp nor reject. If you sit to be a buddha, this kills the buddha. If you cling to the sitting posture, you will never realize the essential principle.”

When he heard this, Mazu felt as though he had just imbibed ghee.2

1.Mazu Daji is another name for Mazu Daoyi (see Case 5). “Mind Seal” translates , the seal of transmission of the Dharma.

2.Ghee (Skt. maṇḍa), the most highly refined form of butter, was said to be capable of curing all illnesses. In Buddhism it came to represent buddha nature and enlightenment.

Case 140 Doushuai’s Lychees

Qingsu, the attendant of Shishuang Chuyuan, was a native of Gutian Maoyan in Min Province. In his later years he stayed at the temple Luyuan in Xiangxi, where he passed his days in leisurely retirement, enjoying quiet conversation. Doushuai Congyue, not yet a teacher at the time, was staying in the room next to Qingsu’s. A visitor presented him with some fresh lychees. He called Qingsu, saying, “Old fellow, I have some fruit from your homeland—let’s eat it together.”1

Qingsu said wistfully, “This is the first time I’ve seen lychees since my teacher left this world.”

“Oh? And who was your teacher?” asked Doushuai.

“Ciming [Shishuang Chuyuan],” answered Qingsu. Warming to him, Doushuai offered him the rest of the fruit.2 Qingsu then asked who Doushuai had studied under. “Zhenjing Kewen,” answered Doushuai.

“Who did Kewen study under?” asked Qingsu.

“Huanglong Huinan,” replied Doushuai.

“Old Flat-top Huinan3 studied under Ciming, though not for long! Has his line already flourished like this?”

Doushuai, ever more impressed, reached into his sleeve for incense to offer.4 Qingsu said, “I have little merit and no capacity to teach.5 How could I be anyone’s guide? Still, you might as well present your understanding.” Doushuai proceeded to explain in some detail. Qingsu commented, “With that you can enter the realm of the Buddha, but not the realm of Mara.6 Remember, the ancient masters said that it is only with the final word that one reaches the impassable gate.”7 When Doushuai attempted to reply, Qingsu abruptly asked, “How do you explain nondoing?”

When Doushuai attempted once again to reply, Qingsu broke out in hearty laughter. Doushuai suddenly understood. Later he spoke of this to Layman Zhang Wujin.

In 1104, when Juefan Huihong8 was visiting Layman Wujin at Shanxi in Xiazhou, Wujin said, “Years ago I met Zhenjing at Guizong Temple and, in the course of conversation, mentioned the ‘final word’ that [his student] Doushuai had spoken about. Before I finished, though, Zhenjing shouted out in sudden anger, ‘That blood-puking shavepate, totally devoid of insight! Talking nonsense like “the final word”—he’s utterly unworthy of trust!’ Seeing his wrath, I refrained from further explanation. Still, I regret that Zhenjing never understood the matter of the final word.”

Juefan said, “Sir, you were able to understand Doushuai’s expression of the final word—why, then, when Zhenjing offered you true medicine, were you unable to recognize that?”

Surprised, Wujin asked, “Was that Zhenjing’s true intention?”

Juefan answered calmly, “If you still don’t understand, then take instruction with me.”9

At these words Wujin suddenly perceived what Zhenjing had been doing.

1.The lychee is a fruit native to the tropical and subtropical regions of China, from which Qingsu, as well as his teacher Shishuang, had come.

2.The meaning is unclear, but commentators generally agree that Doushuai had until that moment regarded Qingsu as simply an ordinary retired monk, changing his view upon hearing that Qingsu was a student of Ciming, his own great-grandfather in the Dharma.

3.Huinan apparently had a flat-topped head. Qingsu’s use of this nickname indicates that he had been on friendly terms with Doushuai’s Dharma grandfather.

4.Offering incense constituted a formal request for instruction.

5.Qingsu was told by Ciming that he didn’t have the makings of a teacher.

6.See Case 141.

7.“The final word” is the word beyond all words.

8.Juefan Huihong was Doushuai’s brother disciple under Zhenjing Kewen.

9.“Take instruction” translates (separate instruction), corresponding to (individual instruction) in modern Japanese Rinzai Zen.

Case 141 Realm of the Buddha, Realm of Mara

Dahui said, “Buddha is medicine for sentient beings. When their disease is gone, the medicine is no longer needed. If the disease is gone but the medicine is still present, one enters the realm of the Buddha but cannot enter the realm of Mara. This is a disease as bad as the one the Buddha initially cured. Only when the disease is cured, the medicine gone, and both the Buddha and Mara swept away is one to some degree in accord with the Great Purpose of the Buddha.”1

One day Zhang Zishao asked Dahui, “The masters before us had all attained realization. Why then did they offer various interpretations of Linji’s four positions and vociferously argue over them?”2

Dahui commented, “With your views you can enter only the realm of the Buddha; you cannot enter the realm of Mara. You’ll lose all contact with the four positions that way.”

Zhang said, “When I understood Zhuozhou Kefu’s asking Linji about ‘taking away both the person and the surroundings,’ I felt a sudden joy.”3

Dahui replied, “That’s not how it is with me.”

“How do you see it?” asked Zhang.

“The walls of Caizhou are demolished, Wu Yuanji is killed.”4

At these words Zhang attained great freedom.

1.The expression “Great Purpose of the Buddha” comes from the following passage from the “Expedient Means” chapter () of the Lotus Sutra:

The Buddhas, the World-Honored Ones, wish to open the door of Buddha wisdom to all living beings, to allow them to attain purity. That is why they appear in the world. They wish to show the Buddha wisdom to living beings, and therefore they appear in the world. They wish to cause living beings to awaken to the Buddha wisdom, and therefore they appear in the world. They wish to induce living beings to enter the path of Buddha wisdom, and therefore they appear in the world. Shariputra, this is the one great [purpose] for which the Buddhas appear in the world. (Watson 1993b, p. 31; T 9:1a)

2.For Linji’s four positions , see Case 208.

3.[Zhuozhou] asked, “What about ‘to take away both person and surroundings’?” The master said, “No news from Bing and Fen, isolated and away from everywhere” (Sasaki 2009, p. 8).

During Linji’s time Bing and Fen corresponded to the northern part of present Shanxi, a region virtually independent of the central government owing to the power of the local military commissioners, who sometimes referred to themselves as kings.

4.Wu Yuanji (738–817) was an infamous rebel who fought against the Tang government. One story is that Wu was once garrisoned in the walled city of Caizhou , which had a reputation for impregnability. In the winter of 817, however, a heavy snowfall left high drifts, allowing Li Su (n.d.), commander of the imperial army, to scale the walls, capture the city, and kill Wu (Jiu Tang shu [Older chronicles of the Tang], 214).

Mujaku: “Demolishing the walls of Caizhou” refers to “taking away the surroundings”; “Wu Yuanji is killed” refers to “taking away the person.”

Case 142 Songyuan’s Three Turning-Phrases1

Songyuan Chongyue, in three turning-phrases, asked:

How is it that those of great strength can’t lift their legs?2

How is it that they speak without using their tongues?3

How is it that the clear-eyed can’t sever the red threads under their feet?4

1.Also Wumen guan 20, Main Case.

2.Yamada: Why don’t awakened people move when helping others? (1976, p. 162).

3.Yamada: Why, when teaching, don’t enlightened people speak? (1976, p. 162).

4.ZGDJ: “The red threads under their feet” refers to the worldly passions and deluded thoughts, or to karmic ties.

Case 143 Xutang’s Three Questions

When Xutang was at Eagle Peak Tomb in Lingyin and had cut off worldly ties, monks came to him for instruction. He devised the following three questions and presented them to the monks, asking them to respond:

Why does one whose eye is not yet clear wear emptiness like a pair of trousers?

Why is one who marks [a circle on] the ground and calls it a prison unable to cross this [line]?

Why does one who enters the sea and counts the sand stand tiptoe on the point of a needle?

Case 144 Daitō’s Three Turning-Phrases

National Teacher Daitō addressed the assembly, saying:

Morning and evening, we entangle eyebrows and rub shoulders. What is this “I”?

All day long the pillar goes back and forth.1 Why do I not move?

If you can penetrate these two turning-phrases you have completed a lifetime’s practice.

These three phrases2 are not the same, but ultimately each returns to the root of the first.

1.“Pillar” is a common metaphor in Zen for no-mind or the unconscious (see Case 14, note 2).

2.The first edition of the Kattōshū (1689) has “two phrases,” as the third is simply a comment about the first two phrases.

Case 145 Nanquan Living in a Hermitage

Xutang took the high seat and said:

When Nanquan Puyuan was living in a hermitage,1 a monk visited him. Nanquan said, “I’m going to the mountain to work. At noon when you’ve finished with lunch, would you bring a portion to me?”

The monk ate lunch, then broke the pots and dishes and lay down on the bed. Nanquan waited for a long time but the monk didn’t come, so finally he went down to the hermitage and saw the monk lying there. Nanquan lay down too. Thereupon the monk got up and left.

Later, after Nanquan became priest of a temple, he said, “When I was living in a hermitage, I met a very clever monk, the likes of whom I’ve never seen again.”

Xutang commented, “If Nanquan had paid no attention to the monk and his awl-point wiles,2 the monk could never have gotten up and left. But then, “When pushing out from under a stone, bamboo shoots grow sideways; when sprouting from under an overhang, flowers grow downward.” Xutang added a verse:

Wearing short breeches, long gowns, and white linen headbands,

They busily push carts under the moon.3

Later, seeing them [in the daylight] on the capital’s streets,

All turn out to be no more than peddlers and hawkers.

1.The master lived in a hermitage on Mount Nanquan for thirty years until taking a position as master of a large temple. See Biographical Notes.

2.“Awl-point wiles” indicates a superficial cleverness that, although sharp, is no larger than the point of an awl.

3.The Kattōshū version of this koan has “under the sun” , a scribal error for the “under the moon” of the original in the Record of Xutang. The translation follows the Record of Xutang version.

Case 146 Ciming’s Signpost

On the day of the winter solstice1 Ciming Chuyuan set out in front of the monks’ hall a signboard inscribed with the symbols:2

To the right of this was written: “If one understands this, it’s present in everything you do.”3

The head monk looked at the signboard and said to the assembly, “Today the master will hold no evening instruction!”4

Xutang added a comment to the head monk’s: “I’ll go down to the infirmary in place of the master.”5

Wan’an Daoyan commented, “The Iron-Wheel Emperor is descending to this world!6 Demons, quickly, off with you!7 Apprehend them all!”8

1.The winter solstice marks the day when the yin forces (darkness, cold) reach their zenith and the yang forces (light, warmth) their nadir. It is simultaneously the day when yang starts once again to increase and yin to decrease. As such it represents in Zen the Great Death followed by rebirth.

2.The symbols, according to traditional commentaries, represent a Chinese-character puzzle that, when solved, reads , “It is the winter solstice—go east or west as you wish.”

3.“Everything you do” translates , the “four modes of conduct” (walking, standing, sitting, and lying down), i.e., the entire range of human activity.

4.Evening instruction was, in Song times, an informal evening meeting between the master and the assembly held in the master’s quarters.

5.In Chinese Zen, the expression “going down to the infirmary” generally indicated approaching death.

6.That is, “The end of the world is coming!” The Iron-Wheel Emperor , or Iron-Wheel King , is one of the four cakravartins who govern the continents surrounding Mount Sumeru (see Case 4). The Gold-Wheel King rules the northern, eastern, western, and southern continents; the Silver-Wheel King the eastern, western, and southern continents; the Copper-Wheel King the eastern and southern continents; the Iron-Wheel King the southern continent.

7.The original Chinese, , can be translated as “Quickly, quickly! As prescribed by law!” Hori comments, “In the later Han period, public legal documents often ended with these words enjoining subjects to implement the law immediately. The phrase was then taken up by practicers of magic,” who would chant the phrase while administering charms (2003, p. 186 [5.63]). The equivalent meaning in Zen would be, “No time to waste—throw off delusion!”

8.The Kattōshū has Ciming’s cryptic symbols repeated after the characters , but in the traditional biographical material on Wan’an Daoyan the characters appear. This phrase was used by Taoist magicians after they recited charms; indicated an order made in place of the emperor, while meant to arrest or apprehend.

Case 147 Ciming’s Bowl of Water

One day in his quarters Ciming Chuyuan put down a bowl of water, placed a sword on top and a pair of straw sandals underneath, and sat down beside it holding his staff. Seeing a monk enter the gate, he pointed. When the monk hesitated, the master struck him.1

1.For a similar koan, see Case 267.

Case 148 Putting on Your Vestment at the Sound of the Bell1

Yunmen said, “How vast the world is! So why do you put on your vestment at the sound of the bell?”2

1.Also Wumen guan 16, Main Case.

2.For “vestment,” see Case 95, note 1.

Case 149 Subtle Flow

Guishan Lingyou asked Yangshan Huiji, “How many years has it been since you ended the mind’s subtle flow of defilements?”1

Yangshan didn’t answer, but instead asked Guishan, “How many years has it been since the master ended it?”

Guishan said, “It has already been seven years since this old monk ended it.” He then asked Yangshan, “And you?”

Yangshan replied, “Me, I’m quite active.”

1.“The mind” translates , short for , which combines: (1) (citta, mind; i.e., the eighth consciousness, or ālaya-vijñāna, where the impressions resulting from an individual’s karmic activities are stored and from which the other seven levels of consciousness arise); (2) (manas, sentience; i.e., the seventh consciousness, or mano-vijñāna, where the consciousness of self forms); and (3) (vijñāna, consciousness; i.e., the six consciousnesses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch, and conscious thought). The defilements (kleśa) are greed, anger, ignorance, and the various other factors that give rise to suffering and impede awakening.

Case 150 Fayun Addresses the Assembly

Fayun Gao said to the assembly, “In the third year of Xining (1070), I had to pay the Fengxiang authorities for an ordination certificate.1 That year Mount Shaohua collapsed and buried houses for a distance of eighty li.2 You worldly young slackers—how could you ever understand this?”

1.From the Tang or earlier, ordination certificates ()—documents certifying eligibility to enter the sangha—had to be purchased from the government. Originally this was to prevent the use of ordination as an escape from taxation and the corvée; later it was used to raise revenue. By the Song the certificates served as a form of tender, and honorary titles, such as the “purple robe,” were available from the authorities for a price.

2.The Chinese li is a unit of measurement approximately one-quarter to one-third of a mile in length, depending on the era and location in which it was used. In modern China the li has been assigned a length of exactly five hundred meters. Mount Shaohua actually collapsed in 1072.

Case 151 Yangshan Smashes a Mirror

When Yangshan Huiji was residing at Dongping, a letter and a mirror arrived from Guishan Lingyou. Yangshan ascended the high seat and received the letter. Then, holding up the mirror, he addressed the assembly.

“Monks, this mirror comes from Guishan. Tell me, is it Guishan’s mirror or is it mine? If you say it’s mine, still it was sent by Guishan. If you say it’s Guishan’s, still it’s here in my hands. If you can say something, I’ll spare the mirror; if you can’t, I’ll smash it.” He repeated this three times, but no one in the assembly responded. The master then smashed the mirror.

Wuzu Shijie answered in place of the assembly: “[I would have said,] ‘Master, please, try to explain your meaning a bit more clearly,’ then grabbed the mirror and shattered it myself.”1

1.Dōmae reads the line as: “Wuzu Shijie answered in place of the assembly: ‘Master, please, try to explain your meaning a bit more clearly, then straightaway I’ll grab the mirror and shatter it myself.’”

Case 152 Yunmen’s Sermon

One day Yunmen asked, “In the Zen school, how do we promote the teachings?” In place of the assembly he answered, “Hou!”1

1.Hou is onomatopoeia for a cow mooing. Mujaku comments that in this case the character transliterates the Sanskrit syllable “huṁ” (“suchness,” bhūtatathatā) and cautions against applying interpretive reasoning to any of Yunmen’s statements.

Case 153 Chen Cao in a Tower1

One day when Chen Cao was in a tower with some officials they saw several monks approaching. An official said, “Those monks who are coming are all Zen monks.”

“That’s not so,” Chen Cao said.

“How do you know?” the official asked.

Chen Cao said, “Wait till they’re closer and I’ll check them out for you.” When the monks reached the tower, Chen suddenly called out, “Venerable monks!”

The monks all looked up.

“Now do you believe me?” Chen Cao asked the officials.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 33, Commentary on the Main Case.

Case 154 An Old Woman Burns Down a Hermitage

There was an old woman who supported a hermit for twenty years. She always had a girl, sixteen or seventeen years old, take the hermit his food and wait on him. One day she told the girl to give the monk a close hug and ask, “What do you feel just now?” The hermit responded:

A dead tree1 on a cold cliff;

Midwinter—no warmth.

The girl returned and told this to the old woman. The woman said, “For twenty years I’ve supported this vulgar good-for-nothing!” So saying, she threw the monk out and burned down the hermitage.

1.The “old tree” of the Kattōshū has been changed to the “dead tree” of the original case in Compendium of the Five Lamps 6.

Case 155 A Different Way of Doing Things1

Longya Judun was a priest of the Caodong school. If he had been a student of Linji or Deshan, he would have had a different way of doing things.2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 20, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Commentators situate this statement in the context of Longya’s exchanges with his teacher, the Caodong master Dongshan Liangjie, and later with the masters Cuiwei Wuxue (n.d.) and Linji Yixuan. The Blue Cliff Record comments:

Longya once asked Liangjie, “What is the meaning of the Patriarch’s coming from the West?” Liangjie replied, “I’ll tell you when East River runs uphill.” At this Longya was enlightened. Afterward, meeting Cuiwei, Longya asked, “What is the meaning of the Patriarch’s coming from the West?” “Hand me the meditation-brace,” said Cuiwei. When Longya gave him the brace, Cuiwei hit him with it. “Hit me if you wish,” Longya said, “but still there’s no meaning in the Patriarch’s coming from the West.” Later Longya met Linji and asked, “What is the meaning of the Patriarch’s coming from the West?” “Hand me the cushion,” replied Linji. Longya did so; Linji hit him with it. Longya said, “Hit me if you wish, but still there’s no meaning in the Patriarch’s coming from the West.…”

Later, when Longya was serving as abbot of a temple, a monk asked him, “Abbot, when you met those two masters, did you approve of them or not?” Longya answered, “I did approve of them, but still there’s no meaning in the Patriarch’s coming from the West.” There are thorns in the soft mud [of Longya’s kind words]. He approved of them, but in doing so he fell into secondary discrimination. Longya was firm in his understanding, but he was an adherent of the Dongshan line. If he had been in the line of Deshan or Linji he would have had a different way of doing things. If it was me [Yuanwu], I wouldn’t have answered in that way. I would have said to the monk, “I didn’t approve of them. The fact is there’s no meaning in the Patriarch’s coming from the West.”

Case 156 One Word and a Four-Horse Team

A monk asked Ciming Chuyuan, “What is the original face?”

Ciming replied, “If a single word gets out, not even a four-horse team can overtake it.”1

1.This expression originally appears in the Confucian Analects, fascicle 12.

Case 157 The Dharmakāya Eats Food1

Regarding the matter of the dharmakāya eating food,2 the master asked, “What is it that eats when you eat food?”

Again he said, “What is your entire being?”

And again, “How far is it between body and mind?”

1.This koan cannot be found in any of the records. Dōmae suggests that it may have been created in Japan from statements by Yunmen Wenyan.

2.For “dharmakāya,” see Case 17, note 1.“The matter of the dharmakāya eating food” refers to an exchange in the Record of Yunmen. A monk asked Yunmen, “What is it that transcends the dharmakāya?” Yunmen replied, “It wouldn’t be hard to speak to you of transcendence, but what do you mean by ‘dharmakāya’?” The monk said, “Master, please, consider my question!” “Let’s set ‘consideration’ aside for the moment,” answered Yunmen. “How does the dharmakāya talk?” The monk answered, “Like this! Like this!” Yunmen said, “That’s something you can learn from sitting on the meditation platform. What I’m asking you now is, ‘Does the dharmakāya eat food?’” The monk had nothing to say (T 47:573c).

Case 158 Xutang’s “Words”

Xutang took the high seat and said:

Xuansha Shibei questioned Jingqing, “‘Not to perceive a single dharma—this is a grave error.’1 So tell me, what is this ‘single dharma not perceived’?” Jingqing pointed at a pillar2 and replied, “This is ‘not to perceive a single dharma,’ is it not?” Xuansha said, “You may enjoy the pure water and fine rice of Zhezhong, but as for the Buddhadharma, not yet!”3

Xutang commented, “How excellent, though, were Jingqing’s words ‘is it not?’4 Do you understand?”

Cold clouds embrace the hidden rock,

The frosty moon illuminates the clear pool.

1.This is an out-of-context quote from Avataṃsaka Sutra 36 (T 10:257c). The original passage, , translates as, “I do not see anything that is a bigger mistake than for enlightening beings to become angry at other enlightening beings” (Cleary 1993a, p. 952). However, since before the time of Xuansha Zen monks have taken just the characters and read them in the way that Xuansha does. This is a distinctly Zen interpretation.

2.“Pillar” is a common metaphor for the Zen concept of no-mind (see Case 14, note 2).

3.Zhezhong , Jingqing’s home region, was a famous rice-producing area. One interpretation of his comment would be, “That view may be all right where you come from, but with me it won’t pass!”

4.“Is it not?” translates , which indicates a rhetorical question.

Case 159 The Three Statements of Linji1

Linji took the high seat in the hall. A monk asked, “What is the First Statement?”

The master said, “When the seal of the Three Essentials2 is lifted the vermilion stamp is sharp. There is no room for conjecture; host and guest are clearly defined.”

“What is the Second Statement?”

The master said, “How could Mañjuśrī permit Wuzhuo’s questioning?3 How could expedient means oppose the activity that cuts through the flow?”4

“What is the Third Statement?”

The master said, “Look at the puppets performing on the stage! Their every movement is controlled by the one behind.”5

The master further said, “Each statement must contain the three Mysterious Gates; each Mysterious Gate must contain the Three Essentials.6 There are expedients, and there is functioning. How do all of you understand this?” The master then stepped down.

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 9.

2.The seal is a sign or emblem signifying realization of the ultimate truth, which transcends all reasoning and yet clearly differentiates host and guest. For the Three Essentials, see note 6, below.

3.The Chinese term (lit., “marvelous wisdom”) is taken here to indicate Mañjuśrī, since Mañjuśrī is the Bodhisattva of Marvelous Wisdom. Wuzhuo was a monk said to have climbed Mount Wutai , the legendary home of Mañjuśrī in China, and there spoken to the bodhisattva.

4.Linji’s response may be taken to mean that although Mañjuśrī’s ultimate wisdom is beyond the reach of conceptual inquiry, it is nevertheless expressed in the world through teaching and expedient activities, which in no way obscure this wisdom.

5.Some commentators see this to mean that humans and other phenomena, like puppets on a stage, appear to be acting on their own yet are simply responding to the functioning of reality. Other commentators say that the puppet master represents the Zen teacher, using all manner of expedients to bring the students to enlightenment.

6.It is not certain what the Three Statements, the Three Essentials, and the Three Mysterious Gates represented for Linji. They have been equated with the Buddha, Dharma, and Way; with the dharmakāya, saṃbhogakāya, and nirmāṇakāya; and with the Chinese philosophical concepts of principle , wisdom , and function (or ). Commentators agree that they simply express the one reality in its manifestations as absolute, as wisdom, and as human activity.

Case 160 The Avataṃsaka Sutra’s Dharma Realms

The four dharma realms (dharmadhātu) of the Avataṃsaka Sutra are:

The realm of phenomena;

The realm of principle;

The realm of the unobstructed and mutual interpenetration of principle and phenomena;

The realm of the unobstructed and mutual interpenetration of phenomena and phenomena.1

1.The teaching of the four dharmadhātu is also mentioned in Case 89 of the Blue Cliff Record, Commentary on the Verse. This teaching is central to the Huayan school, which teaches the interrelationship of all phenomena:

The teachings of Huayan have as their point of departure the theory of causation by the universal principle, or dharmadhātu. According to this, all dharmas [phenomena] of the universe are dependent on one another and condition each other, and none can subsist on its own. All dharmas are empty: both aspects of this emptiness, the static (, absolute) and the active (, phenomena), interpenetrate each other unobstructedly; every phenomenon is identical to every other. (REEPR, p. 145)

Case 161 Dongshan’s “End of the Training Period”1

Dongshan Liangjie addressed the assembly, saying, “Autumn is starting and the training season has ended. Monks, go east or west as you wish,2 but go where there’s no blade of grass in ten thousand li.”3 He then asked, “How do you go to where there’s no blade of grass in ten thousand li?”

A monk told Shishuang Qingzhu about this. Shishuang replied, “Why didn’t you say, ‘The moment you leave the gate there’s grass’?”

Later Dongshan heard about this and said, “How many people like that are there in the great Tang Empire?”

1.Also Record of Equanimity 89.

2.The monastic year had two three-month training periods, known as (lit., “peaceful dwelling,” since it was a time when the monks could remain in one place)or (lit., “summer,” since the training periods occurred in India’s summer rainy season), separated by two off-seasons when the monks were free to leave the monastery on pilgrimage.

3.Grass and weeds are metaphors for hindrances, delusions, and ordinary phenomena. See, for example, Case 7.

For li, see Case 150, note 2.

Case 162 Caoshan’s “Great Sea”

A monk asked Caoshan Benji, “I’ve heard that the teachings say, ‘The Great Sea doesn’t harbor corpses.’1 What is this sea?”

Caoshan answered, “That which includes all being.”

The monk asked, “Then why doesn’t it harbor corpses?”

“It doesn’t accept those who have expired,”2 replied Caoshan.

“If it contains all being,” asked the monk, “why doesn’t it accept those who have expired?”

Caoshan answered, “‘Being’ is beyond merit, whereas those who have expired still possess their virtue.”3

The monk asked, “Can one go beyond even this?”

Caoshan answered, “You may say one can, you may say one can’t, but the Nāga King is drawing his sword.”4

1.The monk refers to the Avataṃsaka Sutra, which says; “Bodhisattvas accept no evil, just as the Great Sea doesn’t harbor corpses” (T 10:442a). Similar statements are also found in earlier sutras, e.g., the Dharma Sea Sutra , which states that those who break the precepts must leave the sangha, just as the sea throws out corpses (T 1:818b).

2.In the traditional interpretation, “those who have expired” (“those whose breath has stopped”) represents those who have died the Great Death.

3.This line, , is enigmatic and the translation provisional. “‘Being’ is beyond merit” is similar to the notion that at the highest level of service there is no “doer” () and thus no one to retain merit. (“Merit” translates , which can indicate merit, spiritual practice, or achievement resulting from practice.) “Those who have expired still have their virtue” indicates that “the expired” still linger in the realm of satori.

4.The sword of the Nāga King cuts off all duality.

Case 163 The Verse of Vipaśyin

Vipaśyin,1 in his transmission verse, said:

We receive life from out of the formless;

From which issue all phenomena, like phantoms.

A phantom-person’s mind being void from the start,

Both fortune and misfortune are empty and without essence.

1.Vipaśyin was the first of the Seven Buddhas of the Past. See Case 34, note 2. The transmission verses of the Buddhas of the Past are first seen in the Anthology of the Ancestral Hall .

Case 164 Yunmen Loses His Powers1

Lingshu Rumin, though reborn many times, never lost his supernatural powers. Yunmen was reborn three times as a king and thereby lost his powers.2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 6, Commentary.

2.Yunmen served as head monk under Lingshu at Lingshu yuan and succeeded him as abbot. Yamada: The legendary account is that Lingshu and Yunmen were in previous existences disciples of Śākyamuni Buddha. Lingshu bought some incense and presented it to Śākyamuni. Afterward he attained enlightenment and throughout his successive lives had the supernatural power of knowing the past and future. Yunmen was reborn three times as a king, losing his supernatural powers because he engaged in worldly affairs (1985, 1:312–13).

Case 165 Aṅgulimāla and the Difficult Delivery

Once Aṅgulimāla went into a city with his begging bowl and came to the home of a rich man. At the time the wealthy man’s wife was going through a difficult delivery. The wealthy man asked Aṅgulimāla, “Śramaṇa, you are a disciple of the Buddha. Is there some way in which to spare my wife this difficult delivery?”

Aṅgulimāla replied, “I have only recently entered the Way and don’t yet know such a method. I will immediately return to the Buddha, ask him, then come and tell you.” He hurried back and related the above matter to the Buddha.

The Buddha told him, “Go quickly and tell him, ‘Since coming to know the wise and holy Dharma, never once have I taken life.’”1

Following the Buddha’s advice, Aṅgulimāla went back to the rich man and told him this. The moment the man’s wife heard this, she gave birth to her child. The mother and child were safe.

1.Prior to joining the sangha and becoming a bhikku, Aṅgulimāla had been a notorious mass murderer. See Aṅgulimāla in the Biographical Notes.

Case 166 Yantou the Ferryman

Yantou Quanhuo, following the Huichang persecution,1 became a ferryman on a lake in Ezhou.2 One day a woman with a baby in her arms came and asked, “Plying the oar and handling the pole are no concern of mine. But tell me, where did this baby in my arms come from?”

Yantou struck the woman with the oar.

The woman said, “I have borne seven children. Six of them never encountered a true friend,3 nor will this one ever be any good.” So saying, she threw the baby into the water.

1.The Huichang persecution was a major suppression of Buddhism in 842–45 by Emperor Wuzong (r. 841–46). According to contemporary accounts, over two hundred thousand monks and nuns were forcibly laicized and numberless temples and shrines were looted or destroyed. However, at the time it occurred Yantou Quanhuo was only seventeen years old and had not even begun his Zen training. Thus it had little relation to his becoming a ferryman, which occurred many years later, subsequent to his practice under Deshan Xuanjian.

2.Some texts follow this with: “He hung a board on both shores. People wishing to cross the lake would hit the board once. The master would say, ‘Who is it? Which shore are you crossing to?’ then pole his boat to get them.”

3.A “true friend” is a “friend of the Way,” someone who understands one’s innermost mind.

Case 167 Magu Digs Up Weeds

Lecture master Shouzhou Liangsui sought instruction from Magu Baotie. Magu, seeing him come, took a spade, went to the garden, and started digging weeds without paying any attention to Liangsui. He then returned to his quarters.

The next day, when Liangsui came for instruction again, Magu shut the gate. Liangsui knocked on the door. Magu asked, “Who’s there?”

As he was about to answer, Liangsui experienced a clear, deep realization. He said, “Master, you shouldn’t slight me. If I hadn’t come here and met you, I probably would have spent my life deceived by the sutras and sastras.”

In later years Liangsui told the assembly, “That which I know, everyone does not know; that which everyone knows, I know completely.”

Case 168 Haoyue’s “Paying Debts”

The court monk Haoyue1 asked Changsha Jingcen, “An ancient worthy once said,2 ‘With awakening, karmic obstructions are originally empty; without awakening, past debts must be paid.’ Why then did Venerable Āryasiṁha and the Second Patriarch have to pay their debts?”3

Changsha answered, “Venerable monk, you don’t understand what ‘originally empty’ means.”

“What is original emptiness?” Haoyue asked.

“Karmic obstruction itself,” replied Changsha.

“What is karmic obstruction?” asked Haoyue.

“Original emptiness itself,” answered Changsha.

When Haoyue had nothing to say, Changsha instructed him with a verse:

Provisional existence is not existence;

Provisional extinction is not null.4

In their true sense, nirvana and repaying debts

Are of one nature and differ not at all.

1.The court monk performed memorial services for the emperor.

2.The “ancient worthy” is Yongjia Xuanjue.

3.Both masters lost their lives in violent incidents that other masters ascribed to evil karma. See Āryasiṁha and Huike in the Biographical Notes.

4.An expression of the doctrine of śūnyatā, the teaching that all phenomena are empty and cannot be defined in terms of existence and nonexistence.

Case 169 Daitō’s “Iron”

Daitō’s talk about iron.1

1.Daitō is notable for the frequent mention of iron in his work. The Record of Daitō contains such examples as: “Touch iron and make gold” ; “Chaos chews raw iron” ; “An iron boat floats on the water” ; “An iron wheel crushes stone” ; “A silver mountain, an iron wall” ; “One slab of iron—ten thousand miles” ; “An iron ball has no seams” ; “Flowers blossom on an iron tree” .

Case 170 Buddha’s Teaching, Bodhidharma’s Intention

An ancient worthy said, “Buddha’s teaching is expressed through reason; Bodhidharma’s intention is expressed through devices.”1

1.“Reason” translates , clear, logical explanation. “Bodhidharma’s intention” is Bodhidharma’s intention in coming from the West; “devices” translates , the use of expedient means like the stick, the shout, questions-and-answers, and koans. The identity of the “ancient worthy” is uncertain. The Japanese Zen master Musō Soseki quotes a similar passage, also attributing it to an unidentified “man of old,” and comments at some length in his Dialogues in a Dream:

An ancient master said, “Prior to Mazu and Baizhang, many teachers utilized the ‘teaching through principle’ approach and few used the ‘teaching through devices’ approach. Subsequent to Mazu and Baizhang, many teachers utilized the ‘teaching through devices’ approach and few used the ‘teaching through principle’ approach. In so doing, their policy was to ‘watch the wind and set the sails accordingly.’”

Present-day students who prefer teaching through principle tend to demean teaching through devices, and those who prefer teaching through devices tend to demean teaching through principle. Neither type of student understands the methods of the founding masters. If you say that teaching through devices is the superior method, would you then say that all of the masters prior to Mazu and Baizhang lacked the Zen eye? If you say that teaching through principle is superior, would you say that Linji and Deshan did not know the true meaning of Zen?… A koan is simply an upāya; if one imposes interpretations upon the different expressions of this upāya, one obscures what the masters are truly attempting to convey. A completely liberated person can take gold and transform it to dirt, and can take dirt and transform it to gold. When such people hold something in their hands, how can you possibly know whether it is dirt or gold? It is no different with the teachings. When a clear-eyed master expresses a teaching, it is impossible to define it either as “teaching through principle” or “teaching through devices.” (Chapter 81; translation from Kirchner 2010, pp. 169–70)

Case 171 Comment and Verse on the Final Word1

Wumen Huikai commented on the koan “Deshan Carries His Bowls”:

As for the “final word,” neither Yantou nor Deshan have so much as even dreamed of it. If you look closely, it is like a puppet show. The verse:

If you understand the first word, you understand the final word.

But, first or final, they are not the same word!2

1.Wumen guan 13, Verse. For the koan “Deshan Carries His Bowls,” see Cases 22-1, 22-2, and 54, above. For “final word,” see also Case 140.

2.The Chinese of the final clause is ambiguous. Shibayama renders it as, “‘It’ is not a word” (1974, p. 100); Cleary has, “Are they not this one word?”(1993b, p. 63); Sekida has, “[They] are not one word” (1977, p. 56).

Yamamoto comments on the line by citing the koan that comprises Case 72 of the Kattōshū, in which the Buddha states, “For forty-nine years I have dwelt in the world, but I have yet to preach a single word” (1960, p. 173). In Blue Cliff Record 51, Yantou comments, “If you wish to know the final word, just this! just this!” (Main Case).

Case 172 Ciming Tends the Hearth

Ciming’s old woman1 lived near the temple, and no one could fathom her. Ciming would go there whenever he had free time. One morning on a scheduled lecture-day the drum announcing the lecture failed to sound even though breakfast had finished some time before. Yangqi Fanghui, who was then the temple supervisor, asked a lay brother why the drum hadn’t sounded. “Because the abbot is away and hasn’t returned,” replied the brother.

Yangqi immediately went to the woman’s house and looked inside. Ciming was tending the hearth while the woman stirred some rice gruel. “Today is a lecture day, and the assembly has been waiting a long time,” said Yangqi. “Why haven’t you returned?”

“If you can give me a turning-phrase, I’ll go back,” replied Ciming. “If not, then the whole lot of you can leave—to the east, west, or wherever.”

Yangqi covered his head with his bamboo hat and walked several paces. Very pleased, Ciming returned with him to the temple.2

1.“Old woman” translates , a character indicating either an old woman or a wife.

2.This case is an example of the qualities of Ciming mentioned in Case 106. See also Case 189 (referring to note 2) for an incident relating to the present koan.

Case 173 Ciming and the Tiger’s Roar

Dadao Guquan called upon Ciming. Ciming asked him, “White clouds block the mouth of the valley.1 From where, then, does the wayfarer come?”

Dadao looked left and right, then said, “Last night a fire somewhere burned out an old master’s grave.”2

Ciming scolded him, saying, “You’re not yet there! Say more!”

Dadao made a tiger’s roar. The master struck him with his sitting cloth,3 whereupon Dadao pushed him over. Ciming then roared like a tiger.

Dadao withdrew and exclaimed in admiration, “I have visited over seventy enlightened teachers,4 but only you succeed to the true teachings of Linji.”

1.Mujaku: Ciming has closed the gate and allows neither sages nor fools to pass. The wayfarer may be taken to refer to Dadao.

2.Mujaku: Dadao compares himself to fire that has tested Ciming and revealed his eremitic nature.

3.For “sitting cloth,” see Case 37, note 2.

4.For “enlightened teachers,” see Case 13, note 1.

Case 174 Ciming Takes Off a Shoe

Ciming Chuyuan had an audience with master Shending Hongyin. At the time Hongyin was held in the highest repute, and it was only the finest of monks who dared enter his gate. Ciming stood there, his robe tattered and his hair long and unshaven, speaking in the dialect of Chu and calling himself a “Dharma nephew.” The entire assembly had a good laugh.

Hongyin told an acolyte to ask Ciming, “Whose successor are you?”

Ciming gazed toward the roof and said, “Before coming here I had a heart-to-heart encounter with Fenyang Shanzhao.”

At this Hongyin himself came out, staff in hand. Looking Ciming in the face, he asked politely, “Is it true that the Lion of West River was at Fenyang’s place?”1

Ciming pointed behind Hongyin and roared, “The building is falling!”

At this the acolyte ran off, and Hongyin looked around in alarm. Ciming sat down on the ground, took off one of his shoes, and looked at Hongyin. Hongyin not only forgot what he was going to say but didn’t realize where Ciming was.

Ciming calmly stood up, straightened his robes, and said, “What I saw of him didn’t measure up to what I heard of him.” Then he quickly walked off.

Hongyin sent someone after him, but Ciming paid no heed. Hongyin said in admiration, “So, Fenyang had a child like this!”

1.“The Lion of West River” was a nickname given to Ciming because of the intensity of his practice.

Case 175 Kanzan’s “Inherently Perfect Buddha”

The Sutra of Complete Enlightenment asks, “If we all are inherently perfect buddhas, why then have we become ignorant, deluded sentient beings?”1

1.T 17:915b. The Kattōshū mistakenly attributes the passage to the Vimalakīrti Sutra. No similar passage appears in this sutra, however. The closest equivalent is a passage in the Sutra of Complete Enlightenment that reads:

World Honored One, if sentient beings have intrinsically accomplished Buddhahood , how can there be so much ignorance? If all sentient beings originally have ignorance, why does the Tathagata say that they have intrinsically accomplished Buddhahood? If sentient beings in all ten directions intrinsically accomplished the Buddha Path and afterward gave rise to ignorance, then when will the Tathagata give rise to vexations again? (Sheng-yen 1997, p. 171)

It should be noted, however, that the precise term “inherently perfect buddha” originated in Japan, and that use of the koan above began with the Japanese Zen master Kanzan Egen. The concept of the inherently perfect buddha formed a central tenet of Kanzan’s teaching.

Case 176 Linji’s “Hunk of Red Flesh”1

Linji took the high seat in the hall and said, “In this hunk of red flesh is a true person of no rank2 who always goes in and out of the gates of your face.3 Those of you who have not yet realized this person, look, look!”

A monk stepped forward and asked, “What is this true person of no rank?”

The master descended from his seat, grabbed the monk, and cried, “Speak, speak!” The monk hesitated.

The master shoved him away and said, “The true person of no rank—what a dried turd he is!” Then he returned to his quarters.

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 3; Record of Equanimity 38, Main Case.

2.The “hunk of red flesh” can refer either to the physical body or to the heart. The “true person of no rank” is an expression original to Linji but has its roots in the Taoist term “true person” , designating a realized practitioner. It was adopted into Buddhism prior to the time of Linji in order to indicate arhats and bodhisattvas.

3.“Gates of your face” refers to the facial sense organs.

Case 177 Linji’s Four Realms1

Someone asked Linji, “What are the four realms of no-form?”

The master said, “A thought of doubt in your mind and you’re obstructed by the element of earth; a thought of desire in your mind and you drown in the element water; a thought of anger in your mind and you’re scorched by the element fire; a thought of joy in your mind and you’re blown about by the element wind.”2

Understand this, however, and you will no longer be tossed about by circumstances; instead you will utilize them wherever you go. You can appear in the east and vanish in the west, appear in the south and vanish in the north, appear in the center and vanish at the border, appear at the border and vanish in the center. You can walk on the water as though it is land and walk on the land as though it is water.3

Why can you do these things? Because you realize that the four elements are like dreams, like illusions.

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 15.

2.Earth, water, fire, and wind are the four basic elements according to ancient Indian thought.

3.The abilities described in this paragraph are the “six earth-shakings” that represent the free working of the awakened person. They are mentioned in a number of sutras, such as the Mahā-prajñā-pāramitā Sutra, which describes the six earth-shakings said to have occurred when the Buddha entered the Samadhi of the Joyful Play of the Lion (T 6:642c), and the Avataṃsaka Sutra, which describes the six earth-shakings and the eighteen movements caused by the Buddha’s supernatural powers (T 10:278a).

Case 178 Linji’s Four Shouts1

Linji said to a monk, “Sometimes a shout is like the diamond sword of the Vajra King;2 sometimes a shout is like a golden-haired lion crouching in wait;3 sometimes a shout is like a pole for probing amid the shadowy weeds;4 sometimes a shout doesn’t function as a shout. How do you understand this?”

When the monk hesitated, the master gave a shout.

1.Also Record of Linji, Critical Examinations 20.

2.The diamond sword of the Vajra King is the diamond-hard sword of wisdom that cuts off delusion and ignorance.

3.A metaphor for focused strength and awareness.

4.The origin of the metaphor is unclear, but it appears to represent the methods a master uses to probe the student’s understanding.

Case 179 One Shout Remains

Ma Fang’s “Preface” to the Record of Linji says, “One shout still remains. This one requires further consideration.”1

1.The full quote from Ma’s “Preface” reads: “I have checked thoroughly and there’s nothing omitted. Just one shout still remains, this one requires a question-and-answer investigation.”

Case 180 Linji’s “Host and Guest”1

The head monks of the two halls at Linji’s monastery met and simultaneously shouted.

A monk asked the master, “Was there a guest and a host there?”

“Guest and host were obvious,” the master replied. He then said, “If you in the assembly want to understand what I mean by ‘guest’ and ‘host,’ go ask the head monks of the two halls.” Then he stepped down.

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 4. The incident is also referred to in the Blue Cliff Record 38, Commentary to the Main Case.

Case 181 The Four Guest-Host Relationships1

Zen master Linji addressed the assembly, saying:

Followers of the Way, in the view of the Zen school death and life proceed in an orderly sequence. Students of Zen must examine [this] most carefully.

When host and guest meet they check each other out. At times, in response to something, they may manifest a certain form; they may act with their whole body; they may use tricks or devices to appear joyful or angry; they may reveal half of their body; they may ride a lion or a lordly elephant.2

A true student gives a shout and begins by holding out a tray of sticky glue. The teacher, not discerning where this comes from, seizes hold of it and performs all sorts of antics. The student shouts again, but the teacher is unwilling to abandon his views. This is a disease impossible to cure. It is called “the guest examines the host.”

Sometimes a teacher offers nothing, but the moment the student asks a question, he takes it away. The student, deprived of his question, resists to the death and will not let go. This is called “the host examines the guest.”

Sometimes a student comes before a teacher in a state of pure clarity. The teacher, discerning this realm, seizes it and flings it into a pit. “An excellent teacher!” exclaims the student, but the teacher replies, “Bah! Who are you to tell good from bad?!” The student then makes a deep bow. This is called “the host examines the host.”

Or a student may appear before a teacher locked in a yoke and bound with chains.3 To these the teacher adds still more yokes and chains, whereupon the student is so delighted that he doesn’t know what’s what. This is called “the guest examines the guest.”

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 18.

2.“Riding a lion” and “riding a lordly elephant” are allusions to, respectively, the bodhisattvas Mañjuśrī (who is represented iconographically as mounted on a lion) and Samantabhadra (who is represented iconographically as mounted on a white elephant with six tusks).

3.Yokes and chains represent deluded ideas regarding Buddhism.

Case 182 Baizhang Goes to See Mazu Again1

Baizhang called on Mazu again.2 Seeing him come, Mazu picked up his whisk3 and held it upright. Baizhang asked, “Are you one with this function, or separate from this function?”4

Mazu hung the whisk in its original place.5 Baizhang remained standing in attendance for a while. Mazu asked him, “In the future, how will you preach so as to benefit people?”6

Baizhang took the whisk and held it upright.7 Mazu said, “Are you one with that function, or separate from that function?”

Baizhang hung the whisk in its original place. Mazu thereupon gave a mighty shout, and Baizhang had a deep understanding.

In later years Baizhang said to Huangbo, “That great shout of Mazu left me deaf for three days.” Huangbo, shuddering with fear and amazement, stood there open-mouthed with his tongue out.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 11, Commentary on the Main Case. Dōmae: This exchange between Mazu and Baizhang followed the incident recorded as Case 53 of the Blue Cliff Record:

Mazu and Baizhang were walking one day when they saw a wild duck fly by. Mazu asked, “What was that?” “A wild duck,” answered Baizhang. “Where has it gone?” asked Mazu. “It’s flown off,” Baizhang replied. Mazu grabbed Baizhang’s nose and twisted it. When Baizhang cried out in pain Mazu said, “And you said it had flown off!” At this Baizhang had an understanding.

Blue Cliff Record 53 and Entangling Vines 182 are concerned with the two fundamental aspects of Zen training: the element of wisdom or enlightenment and the element of compassion or function in the world. Blue Cliff Record 53, in which Baizhang experiences a profound awakening to the oneness of all things, relates to the first; Entangling Vines 182, in which Mazu presses Baizhang on how he intends to teach, relates to the second.

2.At this point the Kattōshū has the line, “As Baizhang stood in attendance, Mazu saw the whisk in the corner of the meditation seat” . This line is an insertion from the Compendium of the Five Lamps; the rest of the koan follows the text as recorded in the Transmission of the Lamp anthologies. The line has been removed as it disrupts the narrative flow.

3.“Whisk” translates , the Chinese term for the Sanskrit “vyajana,” meaning “fan,” “brush,” or “whisk.” Whisks were used in the Indian sangha to shoo away annoying insects; those made with white hair, in particular, came to serve as signs of authority. In Chinese and Japanese Zen white-haired whisks symbolize the master’s function as a teacher and guide.

4.The Chinese is ambiguous. Yamada regards the question as asking, “Is the very act of raising the whisk the Buddhadharma, or is Buddhadharma a separate something that raises the whisk?” (1985, 2:109). Mujaku reads it to mean, “Do you function in accord with the whisk, or apart from the whisk?” Katō comments that Baizhang could just as well have asked, “What is it? Wisdom or compassion? Reining in or letting go? Practicing or teaching?” (1939–40, 3:135).

Interestingly, Chinese translators read this as a statement, not a question, and render it in various ways: “This is the very functioning which one should keep from” (Luk 1974, p. 52); “It is that function, it leaves that function” (Chien 1992, p. 102); “In the very act of using it, you are detached from its use” (Wu 1996, p. 101).

5.That is, he returns “function” to its origin, “nondoing.”

6.Literally, “Later, how will you move your two lips so as to benefit people?”

7.That is, he would take up the whisk and serve in Mazu’s stead.

Case 183-1 Ciming’s Consecutive Shouts

Yangqi Fanghui asked Ciming, “What about when ‘an unseen bird, twittering and chirping, leaves the clouds and enters the rugged peaks’?”1

Ciming replied, “I’ll head for a wild, uncut meadow. You go to a secluded village.”2

Yangqi said, “Officially even a needle is not permitted,3 but would you allow me another question?”

At this Ciming gave a shout.

“A wonderful shout!” Yangqi said.

Ciming shouted again. Yangqi too shouted. Ciming then shouted twice in a row. Yangqi bowed.

Ciming said, “It’s because you’re such a man as this that the Great Matter can be entrusted to you.” Yangqi shook his sleeves and left.

1.ZGJI: “To leave the exalted and enter the humble.” Yangqi’s training under Ciming was ending, and soon he would leave the monastery for Jiufeng , his native province. Ciming would leave for Mount Nanyue .

2.“You can go where you want, I’ll go where I want.”

3.This is part of the expression, “Officially not even a needle is permitted; privately even a carriage can go through.” Officially no objections are allowed, but unofficially much is permitted.

Case 183-2 Xutang’s Dark Valley

Xutang commented, “Descending from the lofty trees, he enters the dark valleys1—the compassion of a parent! But why did Ciming shout twice?”

1.Mencius, in the section on Duke Wen of Teng, has the passage, “I have heard of ‘leaving dark valleys to live in high trees,’ but I have never heard of ‘leaving high trees to live in dark valleys,’” meaning that people may leave barbarism for civilization, but not the reverse. Zen turns this around, with “entering the dark valley” indicating descent from the lofty realm of enlightenment to work for the liberation of all beings in the “dark valleys” of the suffering world.

Case 184 Xinghua’s Two Waves of the Hand1

A fellow student of Xinghua Cunjiang came and entered the Dharma Hall. Xinghua gave a shout. The monk too gave a shout and advanced two or three strides, whereupon Xinghua shouted again. The monk too shouted again, and after a moment came forward. Xinghua held up his staff. The monk again shouted.

“You see! This dolt is still trying to play the host!” remarked Xinghua. The monk hesitated. Xinghua struck him and drove him out of the Dharma Hall, then returned to his quarters.

Someone asked, “The monk who was just here—what did he say to deserve the master’s anger?”

Xinghua answered, “That monk had technique, he had essence, he had illumination, he had function. But when I waved my hand2 in front of him two times he couldn’t respond. If you don’t hit a blind oaf like that he’ll never get anywhere.”

1.This koan is mentioned in passing in Case 123, above: “The subtlety and depth of Xinghua is seen in…the way he waved his hand two times in front of the monk’s face.”

2.“Draw a line” , as found in the present Kattōshū text, has been replaced with “waved my hand in front of him two times” , to bring the koan into line with the traditional biographical materials on Xinghua and with Case 123.

Case 185 Nanyuan’s “Pecking and Tapping”1

Nanyuan, addressing the assembly, said, “You grasp the idea of simultaneous pecking and tapping,2 but you lack the function of simultaneous pecking and tapping.”

A monk came forward and asked, “What is the function of simultaneous pecking and tapping?”

Nanyuan said, “A true adept has no need of pecking and tapping; the moment there is pecking and tapping, the function is lost.”

The monk said, “I’m still in doubt.”

“What are you in doubt about?” Nanyuan asked.

“You lost it!”3 the monk said. Nanyuan thereupon struck him with his stick. The monk didn’t concur, so Nanyuan drove him away. Later the monk went to Yunmen’s assembly, where he mentioned this conversation.

A monk asked, “And did Nanyuan break his stick?”4 At this the first monk had a clear, deep awakening. (Tell me, where is the meaning in this?)

The monk went back to see Nanyuan, but as Nanyuan had already passed away, he called upon Nanyuan’s successor, Fengxue Yanzhao, instead. As soon as the monk had paid his respects, Fengxue asked, “Aren’t you the monk who, a while ago, was asking our late teacher about simultaneous pecking and tapping?”

The monk said, “Yes.”

Fengxue asked, “And what was your understanding then?”

The monk replied, “At that time it was as if I were walking in the dim light of a lamp.”

Fengxue said, “You have understood.”5

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 16, Commentary.

2.When an egg is ready to hatch, the hen pecks on the outside of the shell just as the chick begins to move and peck from the inside. Zen uses this as a metaphor for the perfect accord between master and disciple, with the master acting at just the right time to help the student break through his or her “shell.”

3.The translation follows the comment in a lecture of Harada Shōdō Rōshi, who interprets the monk’s response as an indication that he saw Nanyuan himself as having just engaged in pecking and tapping, and thus as having lost the function. The exchange can also be translated as: “‘What are you in doubt about?’ Nanyuan asked. ‘[I don’t understand] “lost,”’ the monk said.”

4.That is, “Did Nanyuan hit you hard enough (that is, with enough compassion) to break his stick?”

5.In commenting upon this koan, Hakuin recalled that when young he had seen a cicada emerging from its chrysalis. In a well-meaning attempt to help the creature, he freed one of its wings. The wing never assumed a normal shape, however, and the cicada died. Hakuin always regretted his misdirected kindness (Keisō dokuzui 6).

Case 186 Xutang’s Staff

Xutang took the high seat and said, “This staff always talks big, saying ‘I can bind and I can release; I can kill and I can give life.’1 But ask it why Dharma Master Huiyuan never went beyond Tiger Creek,2 and it cannot answer. Tell me, what is the root of this disease?”

1.The staff symbolizes the master. “I can bind, I can release; I can kill and I can give life” is a traditional expression of the master’s complete freedom of function.

2.For background information, see Huiyuan in the Biographical Notes. Tiger Creek marked the boundary beyond which Huiyuan refused to go when seeing visitors off from his monastery on Mount Lu. Huiyuan’s seclusion on the mountain was a particularly strong version of the rule against Zen monks leaving the monastery during the training season. Xutang asks why, when we are inherently free, it is forbidden to leave the monastic confines.

One anecdote, apparently apocryphal but customarily mentioned in Zen lectures on this koan, says that Huiyuan was once visited by two old friends, the Taoist Lu Xiujing and the Confucian Yao Yuanming . At the end of the day, as the three friends walked down the mountain, Huiyuan became so engrossed in conversation that he unwittingly crossed Tiger Creek. When the three of them saw what had happened, they all broke out in hearty laughter.

Case 187 Linji Delivers a Blow1

When Linji was in the assembly under Huangbo, he was pure and straightforward in his practice. The head monk praised him, saying, “Though young, he’s different from the other monks.” So he asked, “Good monk, how long have you been here?”

Linji replied, “Three years.”

“Have you ever asked for instruction?” inquired the head monk.

“No, never. I wouldn’t know what to ask,” answered Linji.

The head monk said, “Why don’t you ask the head priest of the temple, ‘What is the true meaning of the Buddhadharma?’”

Linji went to ask, but before he had finished Huangbo struck him. When Linji came back the head monk inquired, “How did your question go?”

“Before I had finished asking, the master hit me. I don’t understand,” said Linji.

“Just go back and ask again,” said the head monk. Linji went again to ask and again was struck by Huangbo. In this way Linji asked his question three times and was hit three times.

Linji came and said to the head monk, “I had the good fortune to receive your compassion, and you directed me to question the master. Three times I questioned him, three times I was struck. To my regret I have some karmic obstruction and cannot grasp the profound meaning of this. I’ll now be on my way.”

The head monk said, “If you are going away, be sure to take your leave of the master.” Linji made obeisances and withdrew. The head monk went to Huangbo’s quarters ahead of Linji and said, “The young fellow who has been questioning you is in accord with the Dharma. If he comes to take his leave, please deal with him appropriately. With more training he is certain to become a great, fine tree, giving shade to people everywhere.”

When Linji came to take his leave Huangbo said, “You mustn’t go anywhere but to Dayu’s place by the river in Gaoan. He will surely explain things for you.”

Linji arrived at Dayu’s place. Dayu asked, “Where have you come from?”

“From Huangbo,” replied Linji.

“What did he have to say?” asked Dayu.

“Three times I asked him, ‘What is the true meaning of the Buddhadharma?’ and three times he hit me. I don’t know if I was at fault or not.”

“Such a kind old grandmother! Huangbo exhausted himself with your troubles, and now you come around asking if you were at fault or not!” said Dayu.

At these words Linji was greatly enlightened. “There isn’t much to Huangbo’s Buddhadharma after all!” he exclaimed.

Dayu grabbed Linji and said, “You bed-wetting little devil! You hardly finish asking if you were at fault, and then you say that there’s not so much to Huangbo’s Buddhadharma. What truth did you just see? Speak quickly, speak quickly!” Linji hit Dayu three times in the ribs. Shoving him away, Dayu exclaimed, “Huangbo is your teacher. This is no business of mine.”

Linji left Dayu and returned to Huangbo. Seeing him arrive, Huangbo said, “This fellow! Coming and going, coming and going—when will it ever end!”

“It’s all because of your grandmotherly kindness,” Linji said. Having performed the proper courtesies, he stood waiting.

“Where have you been?” asked Huangbo.

“Recently you kindly directed me to see Dayu,” said Linji. “Now I’m back.” “What did Dayu have to say?” asked Huangbo. Linji then told him of his conversation with Dayu. Huangbo said, “I’d like to get hold of that fellow and give him a good thrashing!”

“Why say you’d ‘like to’? Have it right now!” Linji said, and gave Huangbo a slap.

“This lunatic, coming back here and pulling the tiger’s whiskers!” cried Huangbo. Linji gave a shout. Huangbo said, “Attendant, take this lunatic back to the meditation hall.”

Later Guishan brought up this story and asked Yangshan, “At that time was Linji helped through the ability of Dayu or through that of Huangbo?”

“He not only rode on the tiger’s head but also grabbed its tail,” answered Yangshan.

1.Also Record of Linji, Record of Pilgrimages 1; Blue Cliff Record 11, Commentary on the Main Case.

Case 188 Dongshan’s “Three-Score Blows”1

When Dongshan Shouchu first met Yunmen, Yunmen asked, “Where did you just come from?”

Dongshan answered, “From Chadu.”

“Where did you spend the training season?” Yunmen asked.

Dongshan said, “At Baoci in Hunan.”

Yunmen asked, “And when did you leave there?”

“August twenty-fifth,” Dongshan answered.

Yunmen said, “You’re spared three-score blows of my stick. Go to the meditation hall.”

After the evening lecture, Dongshan inquired privately of Yunmen, “Where was my error?”

Yunmen said, “You rice bag! Wandering about like that from Jiangxi to Hunan!”

At these words Dongshan attained a clear, deep awakening. He said, “Someday I’ll go where there’s no one around and build myself a hut; I’ll store no rice and plant no vegetables but will receive worthy friends coming and going from all directions.2 Pulling out their pegs and yanking out their wedges, snatching away their grubby hats and ripping off their smelly robes, I’ll make them clean and free, I’ll make them people with nothing to do.”

Yunmen said, “You’re no larger than a coconut, yet how big your mouth is!” Dongshan then departed.

1.In part, Wumen guan 15, Main Case; Blue Cliff Record 12, Commentary on the Verse.

2.For “worthy friends,” see Case 13, note 1.

Case 189 Ciming Asks about the Three-Score Blows

Ciming Chuyuan said to Huanglong Huinan, “If the secretary [Huanglong] has studied Yunmen’s Zen, surely you understand it. Tell me, when Dongshan Shouchu was spared three-score blows of Yunmen’s staff, should he have been struck or should he not have been struck?”

“He should have been struck,” answered Huanglong.

Ciming, his face stern, said, “If, after hearing that Yunmen spared Dongshan three-score blows, you feel that Dongshan should have been struck, then you should be struck from dawn to dusk, whether hearing the caw of a crow, the cry of a magpie, or the sounds of the bells, the wooden fish, and the gong.1 When would you ever stop getting the stick?”

Huanglong, surprised, stepped back. Ciming said, “At first I thought I could not serve as your teacher, but now I see that I can.” He allowed Huanglong to make obeisance.2

1.Bells of various sizes are used at Zen monasteries to signal the time of day, the start of ceremonies, etc. The “wooden fish” (lit., “fish drum”) is a fish-shaped instrument hung outside the meditation hall or the refectory and struck to signal breakfast and lunch. (This wooden fish is different from the wooden fish —mokugyo in Japanese—presently used in Zen monasteries to set the beat during sutra chanting.) The gong (short for “cloud-gong” ) is a cloud-shaped metal plate that is sounded at the time of breakfast and lunch.

2.Huanglong as a young monk studied under a Yunmen-school master named Huaicheng (n.d.) and soon received transmission. However, after Yunfeng Wenyue (998–1062) criticized his understanding and suggested that he train further under Ciming, Huanglong headed for Mount Shishuang, where Ciming was abbot at the time. However, disappointed upon hearing about Ciming’s “old woman” (see Case 172), he decided not to go and instead to stay at Fuyan si on Mount Nanyue, where he was appointed secretary. As events would have it, when Fuyan si’s abbot died Ciming was named to fill his position. Traditional accounts suggest that at first Ciming regarded Huanglong as his equal in understanding and refused Huanglong’s requests to train under him. The present case explains how he came to accept Huanglong as his disciple.

Case 190 Zhaozhou Checks Two Hermits1

Zhaozhou went to where a hermit was staying and asked, “Are you there? Are you there?” The hermit held up a fist. Zhaozhou said, “This water is too shallow for a ship to moor.” Then he left.

Zhaozhou went to another hermit’s place and asked, “Are you there? Are you there?” The hermit likewise raised his fist. Zhaozhou said, “You can give and you can take away; you can kill and you can bring to life.”2 He then bowed.

1Also Wumen guan 11, Main Case.

2.For “to kill and to give life,” see Case 186, note 1.

Case 191 Langye’s “Perception First”1

Langye Huijue said:

First perception, then function:2 like a lion3 exposing its claws and fangs.

First function, then perception: like the Elephant King4 giving full expression to its great might.

Perception and function simultaneous: like a dragon taking to water, causing rain to fall and clouds to form.

Perception and function not simultaneous: like assisting a cute little girl or showing affection to a beloved child.

“This is the Dharma gate established by an ancient worthy.5 Is this the way it should be, or is it not? If this is the way it should be, it’s like Ji Xin riding in the Nine-Dragon Carriage.6 If this is not the way it should be, it’s like Xiang Yu losing Zhui, the horse that could run a thousand leagues in a day.7

“Is there anyone who can speak for Langye? If not, this mountain monk will speak for himself.” So saying, he held his staff erect and descended from the seat.

1.Langye Huijue’s comments on Linji’s Four Perceptions and Functions (see Case 210) are found in the version of the Record of Linji appearing in the Rentian yanmu , but not in other versions of the work.

2.“Perception” translates , which in this case means the master perceiving or investigating the capabilities of a student; “function” translates , which refers to the activity or function of guiding the student.

3.The lion is the transformation body of the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī, the symbol of wisdom.

4.The elephant is the transformation body of the bodhisattva Samantabhadra, the symbol of teaching and practice.

5.The ancient worthy is, of course, Linji.

6.“Ji Xin riding in the Nine-Dragon Carriage” is a classic Chinese image of fealty and self-sacrifice. For background information, see Ji Xin in the Biographical Notes.

7.The general Xiang Yu’s loss of his horse Zhui helped to seal his defeat in battle. See Xiang Yu in the Biographical Notes.

Case 192 Linji Plants Pines1

Once when Linji was planting pine trees, Huangbo asked, “Why plant so many trees in the deep mountains?”

Linji answered, “First, I want to create good surroundings for the temple. Second, I want to create a landmark for future generations.” So saying, he took his mattock and hit the ground three times.

“Be that as it may, you’ve already tasted thirty blows of my stick,” said Huangbo.

Again Linji hit the ground three times with his mattock, then let out a large breath, “Haaaaa!”

Huangbo said, “Under you, our school will flourish greatly throughout the world.”

Later Guishan related this exchange to Yangshan Huiji. “At that time did Huangbo put his trust only in Linji, or is there someone else?” he asked.

“There is another,” replied Yangshan, “but he’ll come so far in the future that I don’t wish to speak of him.”

“Even so, I’d still like to know,” said Guishan. “Tell me what you can.”

Yangshan said, “A man points south; his law extends to Wu and Yue. When he encounters the great wind, he will settle.” Yangshan thus prophesied the coming of Fengxue Yanzhao.2

1.Also Record of Linji, Record of Pilgrimages 2.

2.The identification of Yanzhao as the subject of Yangshan’s prophecy is based on the fact that he studied under Nanyuan Huiyong (“Nanyuan” means “South Temple”), that Yanzhao himself came from the area of the ancient states of Wu and Yue near the coast of south-central China, and that he eventually resided on Dafeng (Great Wind) Mountain, at the temple called Fengxue (Wind Cave).

Case 193 Baizhang’s “Already Explained”

There was an old monk living at the temple of Baizhang Weizheng in Hongzhou. Seeing the sunlight streaming through a window, he asked, “Does the window go to the sunlight or does the sunlight go to the window?”

The master said, “Venerable elder, there’s a guest in your room. You’d better return.”1

Baizhang Weizheng asked Nanquan Puyuan, “Is there a Dharma that enlightened teachers everywhere have never expressed to people?”

Nanquan said, “There is.”

Weizheng asked, “What is it?”

Nanquan answered, “Not-mind, not-buddha, [not-things].”2

Weizheng said, “You’ve just expressed it!”

Nanquan said, “That’s the way I see it; how about you?”

Weizheng replied, “I’m not an ‘enlightened teacher.’ How should I know whether there’s a Dharma that has or hasn’t been expressed?”

Nanquan said, “I don’t understand. Please, Dharma uncle, explain.”

Weizheng responded, “I’ve already explained more than enough.”

1.The passage to this point is sometimes treated as a separate koan. The remaining part of the passage, from “Baizhang Weizheng asked Nanquan Puyuan” to the end, appears as the Main Case of Blue Cliff Record 28 and the Main Case of Wumen guan 27.

2.“Not-things” is added from the versions of this koan found in the Blue Cliff Record and Wumen guan.

Case 194 Deshan Uses His Stick

At an informal lecture Deshan Xuanjian said, “Tonight I’ll answer no questions. Anyone who asks will get thirty blows.” At that moment a monk stepped forward and bowed. Deshan immediately struck him.

“There’s something I wish to say, but I haven’t even spoken yet,” said the monk. “Why do you strike me?”

Deshan asked, “Where are you from?”

“From Silla,”1 the monk answered.

Deshan said, “I should have given you thirty blows before you boarded the ship for here.” [At this the monk was enlightened.]

Later Fayan Wenyi said, “Even the great Deshan said one thing and meant another.” Yuanming said, “Even the great Deshan had the head of a dragon and the tail of a snake.”2

Xuedou Chongxian commented, “The two venerable priests3 skillfully pared the long and extended the short, reduced the heavy and augmented the light, but if they wish to know Deshan, that’s still not enough. Why? Because Deshan is like a warlord holding power far from the walls of the imperial city who wields a sword that deters unrest even when the warlord is irresolute.4 Do you want to know the monk from Silla? He’s just a blind guy who ran into a pillar.”5

1.Silla was one of the three ancient kingdoms of the Korean Peninsula, along with Paekche and Koguryo.

2.This saying signifies a promising beginning but a disappointing end.

3.That is, Fayan and Yuanming.

4.The Kattōshū, unlike any of the original texts, has instead of in this sentence, which yields, “Because Deshan is like a warlord holding power far from the walls of the imperial city, who, if irresolute, would invite unrest.” This scribal error probably resulted from the presence of a similar saying in the Records of the Historian , “To lack resolution when resolution is called for invites unrest.” The present text follows the original sources.

5.A pillar, or, more properly, an “exposed” pillar , is a common metaphor in Zen for no-mind or the unconscious (see Case 14, note 2), so that “run into a pillar” suggests an awakening. Xuedou is thus saying that even an eyeless monk will eventually “run into a pillar.”

Case 195 Linji’s “Blind Ass”1

When Linji was about to pass away, he seated himself and said, “After I’m gone, do not destroy the treasury of my True Dharma Eye!”

Sansheng Huiran came forward and said, “Why would anyone destroy the treasury of your True Dharma Eye?”

Linji asked him, “When I’m gone, if someone questions you, how will you respond?” To this Sansheng gave a shout.

“Who would have thought that the treasury of my True Dharma Eye would die out with this blind ass!” said Linji. So saying, he sat in formal posture and passed away.

1.Also Record of Linji, Record of Pilgrimages 21; Blue Cliff Record 49, Commentary on the Main Case; Record of Equanimity 13, Main Case.

Case 196 Zhang Zhuo Sees the Sutra1

Long ago there was a scholar-official named Zhang Zhuo. After reading the Sutra of the Thousand Buddha-Names,2 he asked Changsha, “All I saw was the names of hundreds and thousands of buddhas. But what buddha lands do they live in? Do they teach living beings?”

Changsha said, “Since Cui Hao composed his poem ‘The Yellow Crane Pavilion,’3 have you written a poem on that subject?”

“No, I haven’t,” Zhang replied.

Changsha said, “If you have time, you should write one.”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 36, Commentary.

2.There are several sutras whose titles may correspond to the title Sutra of the Thousand Buddha-Names , including (T 14:446); (T 14:447); and (T 14:448).

3.Cui Hao’s poem celebrating the Yellow Crane Pavilion at Wuchangcheng is considered one of the finest examples of Chinese poetry. Even Li Bo (701–62), one of the greatest Tang poets, abandoned his plan to write a poem about the pavilion after seeing Cui’s piece, saying it could not be bettered. Subsequently no poems about the pavilion were ever written. For further material on the poem, see Cui Hao in the Biographical Notes.

Case 197 The Staff of the South1

One day when Fengxue Yanzhao was working as gardener in the community under Nanyuan Huiyong, Nanyuan came and asked, “How is the staff used in the south?”2

“With great skill,”3 replied Fengxue. “And here—how does the master use it?”

Nanyuan held up his staff and said, “Enlightened with a blow of the staff,4 depending on the circumstances, you defer not even to your teacher.”

At this Fengxue was deeply enlightened.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 38, Commentary.

2.Nanyuan asks how training is conducted south of Nanjing, at the monastery of Jingqing Daofu in the lineage of Deshan Xuanjian, where Fengxue had practiced earlier. Nanyuan himself was in the lineage of Linji Yixuan. The staff is a common metaphor in Zen for a master and his teaching methods.

3.The original Chinese, , can be read as “they use skillful mondō (questions-and-answers),” since is sometimes used as a synonym for the Zen mondō. It may thus be seen as a more direct reply to Nanyuan’s implied question, “How is training conducted in the south?”

4.“Enlightened” translates , short for : recognition of the true nature of existence as unborn and unextinguishable.

Case 198 Mañjuśrī Visits1

A monk asked Dongshan Shouchu, “What would you do if the bodhisattvas Mañjuśrī and Samantabhadra came to visit?”2

“I’d chase them off to the herd of water buffalo,” answered Dongshan.

The monk said, “Master, you’ll go to hell swift as an arrow!”

“It’s all because of you,” replied Dongshan.3

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 43, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Mañjuśrī traditionally represents principle (absolute, oneness, wisdom, essence, etc.); Samantabhadra traditionally represents phenomena (relative, duality, compassion, function, etc.).

3.This reading follows that in the Record of Dongshan Shouchu , where the exchange originally appears. There, as in virtually all other sources, the final line reads , “It’s entirely your fault,” with the “you” referring to the monk. The standard Kattōshū text follows the Blue Cliff Record 43, Commentary on the Main Case, which has . The meaning of this line is unclear; Cleary translates it as “I’ve got all their strength” (1998, p. 217), with the “their” apparently referring to the buffaloes.

Case 199 To Knock Down with One Blow

One day Zhenjing Kewen said to Huanglong Huinan, “Baiyun Shouduan’s verse on ‘Linji’s three-score blows of the stick’ expresses the same understanding as mine.”1

“And how do you understand Baiyun’s verse?” Huanglong asked.

Zhenjing thereupon repeated Baiyun’s verse:

Knock down the Yellow-Crane Pavilion2 with a single blow;

Send Parrot Island flying with a single kick.

To an ardent spirit add yet more ardor still,

No refinement—this, too, is refinement.

Huanglong said angrily, “Baiyun understood; you do not!”

The master commented, “What would you say in Zhenjing’s place?”3

1.“Linji’s three-score blows with a stick” refers to the episode described in Case 187 above, where Linji asks his teacher Huangbo three times, “What is the true meaning of the Buddhadharma?” and is struck by Huangbo each time. Several sources say that he received twenty blows on each occasion.

2.See Case 196 and Cui Hao in the Biographical Notes.

3.The present Shūmon kattōshū text has “Hakuin Ekaku” in place of “the master.” Since the Japanese Zen master Hakuin Ekaku was born in 1686 and the Kattōshū was first published in 1689, this is obviously a later addition to the text (it first appears in the Ansei edition of 1858). The line has been restored to its original form in the Genroku edition (1689).

Case 200 Xuefeng Strikes a Monk

Xuefeng Yicun asked a monk who was leaving, “Where are you going?”

“To pay my respects to Jingshan Hongyin,” answered the monk.

Xuefeng asked, “If Jingshan asks you what Xuefeng’s Dharma is, how will you answer?”

“I’ll answer when he asks me,” said the monk. Xuefeng immediately struck him.

Xuefeng later turned to Jingqing and asked, “How did the monk err, that he deserved my stick?”

Jingqing answered, “The monk has already spoken with Jingshan and is on close terms with him.”

Xuefeng said, “Jingshan is in Zhezhong. How could the monk have met him?”1

Jingqing replied, “Is it not said, ‘Question afar, answer nearby’?”2 Xuefeng agreed.

Xutang commented in his place, “[Jingqing’s response is] like a chalk line by the master craftsman Bo of Lu!”3

1.Zhezhong is about 800 kilometers from Xuefeng in Fujian.

2.Apparently the original saying meant that, when asked about distant, abstruse principles, one should answer with reference to nearby things.

3.Bo was a legendary carpenter in the land of Lu , said to have constructed a ladder to the sky. His measurements were always dead-on. A chalk line is a line made on a board or other surface by a string rubbed in chalk powder, used to indicate where a cut should be made.

Case 201 Sudhana Gets Some Medicine1

One day Mañjuśrī asked Sudhana to gather medicinal herbs and said, “Bring me anything that isn’t medicine.”

Sudhana searched everywhere, but there was nothing that wasn’t medicine. He returned and said, “There is nothing that isn’t medicine.”

“Then bring me something that is medicine,” Mañjuśrī said.

Sudhana picked a stalk of grass and gave it to Mañjuśrī. Mañjuśrī held up the stalk and said to the assembly, “This medicine can kill a person or give a person life.”

1.Also found in the Blue Cliff Record 87, Commentary on the Main Case. Although presented in the form of an episode from the “Entry into the Realm of Reality” chapter of the Avataṃsaka Sutra, this case is not found in that sutra but has its origins in a similar exchange between Pingala and Jīvaka in the Four-Part Vinaya (Dharmagupta-vinaya; T 22:851b).

Case 202 Touzi Answers “Buddha”1

A monk asked Touzi Datong, “What is buddha?”

Touzi answered, “Buddha.”

“What is the Way?”

Touzi said, “The Way.”

“What is Zen?”

Touzi said, “Zen.”

The monk then asked, “What about when the moon isn’t yet full?”

Touzi said, “I swallow three or four tenths.”

“What about when the moon is full?”

Touzi replied, “I spit out seven or eight tenths.”2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 79, Commentary on the Verse.

2.Yamada reads the last four lines in the past tense: “The monk then asked, ‘What about when the moon isn’t yet full?’ Touzi said, ‘I’ve swallowed three or four tenths.’ ‘What about when the moon is full?’ Touzi replied, ‘I’ve spit out seven or eight tenths.’” (1985, 8:93)

Case 203 Yunmen Calls Attendant Chengyuan1

Xianglin Chengyuan served at Yunmen’s side for eighteen years. Yunmen would always call, “Attendant Chengyuan!” The moment Xianglin responded Yunmen would ask, “What is that?”

Each time Xianglin offered comments, expressed views, and tried his best to respond, yet he never achieved accord with Yunmen.

One day, however, he suddenly said, “I understand.”

Yunmen said, “Then say something further!”

Xianglin remained with him for another three years.2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 17, Commentary. The Blue Cliff Record account continues, mentioning that much of the Record of Yunmen consists of Yunmen’s words and teachings to Xianglin as he attempted to bring his attendant to awakening during the latter’s long years of service. Although Yunmen forbade his students from recording his words, Xianglin wore a robe made of paper onto which he would secretly copy Yunmen’s words immediately after he heard them.

2.Yamada: Xianglin understood, but remained a further three years learning how to express his awakening in words. (1985, 2:357–58)

Case 204 The Śūraṅgama Sutra’s “Turning Things Around”

In the Śūraṅgama Sutra, the Buddha said to Ānanda, “If you are skillful in turning things around, you are like the Tathāgata.”1

1.Śūraṅgama Sutra, T 19:111c. The character , translated “turning…around,” means “redirect,” “change,” “transform,” or “revolve.” The concept is of skillfully using things as they come along, appropriately and without attachment. Two translations of the full passage in the Śūraṅgama Sutra are as follows:

All living beings, from time without beginning, have disregarded their own Selves by clinging to external objects, thereby missing their fundamental Minds. Thus they are being turned round by objects and perceive large and small sizes. If they can turn objects round, they will be like the Tathāgata, and their bodies and minds will be in the state of radiant perfection. (Luk 1966, p. 38)

From time without beginning, all beings have mistakenly identified themselves with what they are aware of. Controlled by their experience of perceived objects, they lose track of their fundamental minds. In this state they perceive visual awareness as large or small. But when they’re in control of their experience of perceived objects, they are the same as the Thus-Come-Ones. Their bodies and minds, unmoving and replete with perfect understanding, become a place for awakening. (Buddhist Text Translation Society 2009, p. 65)

Case 205 Shoukuo’s “Lame Nag”1

Attendant Shoukuo of Lumen asked Deshan Xuanjian, “All the sages from times of old—where have they gone?”

“What? What?” Deshan asked back.

“I called for a swift steed,” Shoukuo said, “but I got a lame nag.” Deshan was silent.

The next day, after the bath, Shoukuo served tea to Deshan. Deshan patted Shoukuo on the back and asked, “What about yesterday’s koan?”

Shoukuo said, “Today the old fellow has finally understood.”

Deshan was again silent.

Later Xutang commented, “Everyone says that Deshan, in staying silent both times, acted with a parent’s compassion. They don’t realize that he had silenced the noisy market with his gavel and fastened tethers in the stagnant water.”2

1.Also Record of Equanimity 14, Main Case.

2.The translation follows the reading of Mujaku. Mujaku, who interprets “stagnant water” as referring to Deshan’s silences, comments, “In his silences Deshan bound Shoukuo to him. His was the heart of a bandit, not the compassion of a parent.”

Case 206 Changsha Enjoys the Moon1

One evening Changsha Jingcen was enjoying the moon. Yangshan Huiji pointed to it and said, “Everyone without exception has it. They’re just unable to use it.”2

Changsha replied, “Precisely. So let’s see you use it.”

Yangshan said, “You try using it!”

Thereupon Changsha gave Yangshan a kick and knocked him down.

Getting up, Yangshan said, “Dharma Uncle,3 you’re just like a tiger!”4

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 36, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.The moon often serves as a metaphor for the enlightened mind.

3.Changsha was in the third generation from Nanyue Huairang; Yangshan was in the fourth generation from the same master.

4.The Blue Cliff Record account adds, “Hence Changsha was later called ‘Cen the Tiger.’”

Case 207-1 Linji Washes His Feet1

During his pilgrimage Zhaozhou came to see Linji. He met him just as Linji was washing his feet. Zhaozhou asked, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?”

“Right now I happen to be washing my feet,” replied Linji.

Zhaozhou came closer and made a show of listening.2

Linji said, “Do I have to toss out a second ladleful of dirty water?!”

Zhaozhou departed.

1.Also Record of Linji, Critical Examinations 17. See Case 207-2 for the same episode, but with the roles of Linji and Zhaozhou reversed.

2.This indicates a desire to hear more.

Case 207-2 Songyuan Takes the High Seat

Songyuan Chongyue took the high seat and said:

Zhaozhou visited Linji. As he was washing his feet Linji came down and asked, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?”

“Right now I’m washing my feet,” replied Zhaozhou.

Linji came closer and made a show of listening.

Zhaozhou remarked, “If you understand, you understand. What’s the use of pecking at it?”1 Linji shook his sleeves and left.

Zhaozhou said, “Thirty years I’ve been on pilgrimage, yet today I carelessly offered advice.”

Songyuan commented, “Half rain, half shine; peach blossoms are pink, plum blossoms are white.2 If you understand, then be on your way—no need to peck at it. At what point did Zhaozhou carelessly offer advice? Try to give an answer!”

1.The present Kattōshū version of this sentence, , has been changed in accordance with the original text, the Record of Songyuan, which reads . The before the final lends the question an ironic twist.

2.“Half rain, half shine” signifies a draw between the two. “Peach blossoms are pink, plum blossoms are white” implies that Zhaozhou and Linji each had his own way of doing things.

Case 208 Linji’s Four Positions1

Linji said, “Sometimes I take away the person and not the surroundings; sometimes I take away the surroundings and not the person; sometimes I take away both the person and the surroundings; sometimes I take away neither the person nor the surroundings.”

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 10.

Case 209 Lu Gen’s Laughing and Crying1

The official Lu Gen studied under Nanquan Puyuan. When Nanquan passed away, he went to the memorial service at the temple, paid his respects, then gave a hearty laugh.

The temple supervisor said, “Our late master and you were teacher and student; why aren’t you weeping?”

Lu said, “If you can say something, I’ll weep.” The supervisor was silent. Lu gave a loud wail. “Alas! Alas! Our late master is long gone from the world!”

Later Changqing Lan’an heard about this and commented, “Laugh, Lu Gen, don’t cry!”2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 12, Commentary on the Verse.

2.The commentary Zen Forest Records observes that, on the basis of other sources such as the Jingde-Era Record of the Transmission of the Lamp , Changqing’s comment ought to read, “Should Lu Gen have cried or should he not have cried?” (T 51:279b).

Case 210 Linji’s Four Functions1

Sometimes perception precedes function;

Sometimes function precedes perception;

Sometimes perception and function are simultaneous;

Sometimes perception and function are not simultaneous.

1.For the Four Perceptions and Functions , see Case 191, note 1.

Case 211 Qianfeng’s “Take Up the One”1

Yuezhou Qianfeng said to the assembly, “Take up the One; do not take up the Two. Neglect this first step, and you fall into that which is secondary.”

Yunmen stepped forward from the assembly and said, “Yesterday a monk came from Tiantai, then went to Nanyue.”2

Qianfeng said, “Cook! There will be no work today!”3

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 24, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Tiantai is located in Zhejiang Province, and Nanyue is located in Hunan Province. Both are far from Qianfeng’s place in Yuezhou .

3.Generally, managing work was the province of the duty-monk , not the cook . Work was sometimes canceled in a Chinese monastery as a reward for an awakening or a particularly insightful act or statement.

Case 212 Mañjuśrī Gives Rise to Views1

Nanquan said, “Last night at midnight2 Mañjuśrī and Samantabhadra were formulating views on ‘Buddha’ and ‘Dharma.’ I gave each of them thirty blows with my stick and expelled them to the Double Iron-Ring Mountains.”3

At that point Zhaozhou stepped forward from the assembly and said, “Master, who, exactly, is the one who should have been struck?”

“Was I at fault?” Nanquan asked. Zhaozhou bowed.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 26, Commentary.

2.The term “midnight” is a common metaphor in Zen for the undifferentiated source.

3.In Buddhist cosmology, the Double Iron-Ring Mountains are the outermost pair of the nine mountain ranges that encircle Mount Sumeru. In the area between the two ranges there is no differentiation between yin and yang, absolute and relative, etc. The region is said to be the dwelling place of devils, demons, and preta (hungry ghosts).

Case 213 Tettō’s Admonitions

In his Admonitions, Tettō Gikō of Daitoku-ji said, “The Tathagata’s Treasury of the True Dharma Eye I will entrust to no one. I will bear it myself until Maitreya descends to this world. Ahh…!”1

1.Tettō’s statement is based on the legend, found in the Transmission of the Lamp and elsewhere, that, after transmitting the Dharma to Ānanda, Mahākāśyapa went to Cockfoot Mountain with the Buddha’s robe to await the coming of Maitreya.

Case 214 The Infinite Realms

In the infinite realms, self and other are not separated by even a hairsbreadth. The ten periods of past, present, and future are never separate from this very instant.

Case 215 Letian Asks about the Dharma

Bai Juyi (Letian), the provincial governor, said to the priest Niaoke Daolin, “What a dangerous place you’re sitting in.”1

“What danger am I in?” said Niaoke. “The governor’s danger is far greater.”

“I govern this land,” said Juyi. “What danger could I be in?”

Niaoke answered, “Passions burn, the intellect never rests. What could be more dangerous than that?”

The governor asked, “What is the central teaching of the Buddhadharma?”

Niaoke replied, “Do no evil, practice all good.”2

“Even a three-year-old child could have told me that,” responded the governor.

“Even a three-year-old can say it, but even an eighty-year-old cannot practice it,” said Niaoke.

Bai Juyi bowed and departed.

1.Niaoke Daolin was famous for doing zazen on the limb of a pine tree. See Niaoke Daolin in the Biographical Notes.

2.This saying appears in numerous texts; an early example is found in the Dhammapada: “Avoid all evil, perform all good, purify your own mind; this is the teaching of all buddhas” (T 4:567b).

Case 216 Fubei Answers a Woman

A woman named Lingxing asked the priest Fubei, “The word that can’t be said despite the greatest effort—to whom will you impart it?”

“I have no such idle talk,” replied Fubei.

Case 217 Form Is Emptiness

A sutra says, “Form itself is emptiness; emptiness itself is form.”1

1.This passage is found in several of the Prajñā-pāramitā sutras, the best-known example being the Heart Sutra (T 8:848c).

Case 218 Linji Asks for Alms

Yun’an took the high seat and said:

Linji entered the capital on his begging rounds.1 He went to the door of a house and said, “Just put your usual fare into my bowl.” The woman replied, “What a glutton!”

Yun’an commented, “When that old woman died, I wouldn’t have given her a funeral!”

1.For “begging rounds” the original reads, a term that literally means “to educate in the Dharma, to guide toward the truth” but which in Zen is also used to mean mendicancy. Alms-begging was regarded as a means to educate the laity in the virtue of dāna, giving.

Case 219 Zhaozhou’s “Talk around the Fireside”

Zhaozhou said to the assembly, “When I was on pilgrimage in the south, once around the fireside there was talk of ‘no guest or host.’ Since then, no one has taken the matter up.”1

1.In Zen there is a well-known saying, “By the fireside, there is no guest or host” . The ZGJI comments, “In the circle around the hearth there is no guest or host, there is no rank or ceremony.”

Case 220 Guishan Picks Up a Grain of Rice

Guishan Lingyou picked up a grain of rice and said, “Millions upon millions of grains of rice issue from this single grain. Where does this grain issue from?”

Answering himself, he said, “You mustn’t take this single grain lightly.”1

1.The original exchange in the Compendium of the Five Lamps, chapter on Shishuang Qingzhu, is as follows:

The master [Shishuang] went to Mount Gui and was placed in charge of rice supplies. One day as he was sifting rice, Guishan said to him, “You mustn’t spill donated rice.” “I haven’t spilled any,” replied the master. Guishan picked a single grain off the ground and said, “You claimed not to have spilled any. What’s this?” The master had no reply. Guishan then said, “You mustn’t take this single grain lightly. Millions upon millions of grains of rice issue from it.” The master then said, “Millions upon millions of grains of rice issue from it. Where does it issue from?” Guishan gave a great laugh and returned to his quarters. That evening Guishan took the high seat and said, “There’s a bug in the rice. Everyone, watch out for it!”

Later Shishuang visited Daowu Yuanzhi and asked, “What is meant by, ‘All that the eye perceives is bodhi’?” Daowu said, “Novice!” Shishuang replied, “Yes?” “Fill the water bottles,” said Daowu. After a moment of silence Daowu said, “What did you ask a moment ago?” When Shishuang attempted to answer, Daowu stood up and left. With this Shishuang had an understanding.” (X 80:118b)

Filling water bottles was one of the duties of novices; hence Daowu’s comment has the same meaning as “Go sweep the garden” or “Go wash your bowls.”

Case 221 Changshi Watches a Polo Game

Governor Wang was practicing under Muzhou Daozong. One day Daozong asked, “Why were you late in coming to the temple today?”

“I arrived late because I was watching a game of polo,”1 Wang answered.

Daozong asked, “Does the person hit the ball, or does the horse hit it?”

Wang replied, “The person hits the ball.”

“Does the person tire?” asked Daozong.

“He tires,” answered Wang.

“Does the horse tire?” asked Daozong.

“It tires,” answered Wang.

“Does a pillar tire?”2 asked Daozong.

Wang couldn’t respond. He returned home, where, in the middle of the night, he had a sudden realization. The next day he saw Daozong and said, “I know what you meant yesterday.”

“Does a pillar tire?” asked Daozong.

“It tires,” replied Wang. Daozong accepted this response.

Foyan Qingyuan commented, “This indeed is the teaching of Bodhidharma. A pillar can’t hit a ball; why then does it tire? Is there anyone who can clarify this?” [He commented further in verse:]3

“The person tires,” “the horse tires”—this is not yet true tiring;

“The pillar tires”—only then can one can speak of tiring.

It is fine to realize the Unborn at a word,

But do not seek for anything within words.

If Baizhang had not been deafened by Mazu for three days,4

How could Linji have understood the true meaning of Huangbo’s three-score blows?5

People today take karmic consciousness to be the true transmission of Bodhidharma,6

And discard his Way as though it were dung.

1., lit., “horse-hit-ball”; a game similar to polo, in which players mounted on horses attempt to hit a ball with curved sticks.

2.“Pillar” is a common metaphor in Zen for no-mind or the unconscious. See Case 14, note 2.

3.As originally recorded in the Record of Foyan, the following lines are a verse by Foyan; the present text has been emended accordingly.

4.See Case 182.

5.See Case 187.

6.Karmic consciousness is the unawakened, deluded consciousness that arises through the workings of fundamental ignorance.

Case 222 No Merit, Evil Realms

The sutra says, “Those who make offerings to you receive no merit; those who make donations to you fall into the three evil realms.”1

1.From the Vimalakīrti Sutra, “Disciples” chapter. For the full passage see Case 70. For the three evil realms, see Case 70, note 1.

Case 223 Pure Original Nature1

Changshui Zixuan asked Langye Huijue, “How is it that pure, original nature immediately gives rise to mountains, rivers, and the great earth?”2

Langye replied in a vigorous voice, “How is it that pure, original nature immediately gives rise to mountains, rivers, and the great earth?”

With these words, Changshui suddenly understood.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 35, Commentary on the Verse; Record of Equanimity 100, Main Case.

2.The question is from a Śūraṅgama Sutra passage in which Pūrṇamaitrāyaṇīputra, the monk most skilled in preaching the Dharma, asks the Buddha:

If in fact the aggregates, the faculties, the various perceived objects, and the consciousness are all the Matrix of the Thus-Come-One, which is fundamentally pure, then how is it that suddenly there came into being the mountains, the rivers, and all else on this earth that exists subject to conditions? And why are all these subject to a succession of changes, ending and then beginning again? (Buddhist Text Translation Society 2009, p. 141)

Case 224 An Uncut Weed Patch1

A lecture-master asked Linji, “The three vehicles’ twelve divisions of teachings all reveal buddha nature, do they not?”2

“These wild weeds have never been cut,” said Linji.

“Why would the Buddha have deceived people?” asked the lecture-master.

“Where is the Buddha?” asked Linji.

The lecture-master could not answer.

1.Also Record of Linji, Discourse 1.

2.“The three vehicles’ twelve divisions of teachings” refers to the totality of teachings by which the Buddha guided his students to enlightenment. The three vehicles are the three traditional Buddhist paths via which liberation may be reached: Śrāvaka, pratyekabuddha, and bodhisattva. The twelve divisions of the teachings are the various different expedients said to have been used by the Buddha.

Case 225 The Garuḍa King

Once when Musō Soseki was lecturing, Kanzan Egen stepped forward and said, “The Garuḍa King covers the universe.1 Where will the Heavenly Dragon hide?”2

Musō immediately covered his head with his vestment and concealed himself under the lecture-seat. Kanzan bowed.3

Hearing of this, Daitō said, “I’ve always had my doubts about that guy.”4

1.Garu ḍas are mythological creatures, adopted by Buddhism from the Hindu pantheon. Half human and half eagle, they are said to feed on dragons. The Garuḍa King served as Vishnu’s steed and is sometimes used to represent the Buddha.

2.The Heavenly Dragon refers to Musō Soseki, since Musō founded Tenryū-ji (“Temple of the Heavenly Dragon”). The fact that Tenryū-ji was founded two years after Daitō’s death indicates that this exchange is apocryphal.

3.Kanzan and Musō’s exchange bears a strong resemblance to Record of Equanimity 44, “Xingyang’s Garuḍa”:

A monk asked Xingyang Pou, “The Dragon King emerges from the sea; heaven and earth are quiet. Facing it, how would you respond?” The master said, “The Garuḍa King covers the universe. Who can stick his head out here?” The monk said, “And what if someone does come forth?” Xingyang said, “It would be like an eagle catching a pigeon. If you still don’t understand, check in front of the tower and you’ll know what’s real!”a The monk said, “If that’s how it is, I’ll fold my hands on my chest and retreat three steps.” Xingyang said, “You black turtle under the Sumeru Seat! Don’t wait for my stick to welt your forehead!”b

a.“Check in front of the tower and you’ll know what’s real”: Zhao Sheng (?–250) built a high tower with an excellent view. From this tower his concubine saw a hunchback on the street and broke out in laughter. The hunchback, furious, demanded her execution. Zhao promised to do so, but he executed a criminal in her place. The ruse was discovered, causing his retainers to lose trust in him and drift away. Finally Zhao executed the concubine and displayed her head in front of the tower. The hunchback was satisfied, and the retainers returned.

b.The black-turtle carving that supports the Sumeru Seat (the platform on which the Zen master delivers Dharma lectures) is a metaphor for an unawakened monk.

4.According to Mujaku, the comment by Daitō, the teacher of Kanzan, can be taken as an expression either of praise or censure. It is, however, commonly believed in Japanese Zen that Daitō did not hold Musō in the highest regard, since he, like Musō, had received Dharma transmission from the Japanese master Kōhō Kennichi (1241–1316), yet—unlike Musō—remained dissatisfied and therefore trained further under Nanpo Jōmyō.

Case 226 Split in Two, Torn in Three

Yunmen addressed the assembly, saying, “When [the robe] is split in two, torn in three, where then is the eye of the needle?1 Pick [the pieces] up one by one and bring them here to me.”

On behalf of the audience he said, “Above, between, below.”

1.“The eye of the needle” translates . Since a needle is useless without an eye, the eye is regarded as the needle’s essence, and the expression “eye of the needle” has become a synonym for “essence” or “most important part.”

Case 227 The Merit of Donating Food to the Sangha

In the Discourses of Dahui it is said:

Three fascicles of the Āgama sutras1 describe the merit of donating food to the sangha. Precept master Daoxuan asked Skanda,2 “What is the greatest of all meritorious deeds?” Skanda replied, “Donating food to the sangha.”3

1.“Āgama sutras” is the Mahayana term for a series of four Sanskrit sutra collections that coincide roughly with the five Pali Nikāyas. The Āgama sutras are the Dīrghāgama (Long Collection, corresponding among the Nikāyas to the Dīgha-nikāya), Madhyamāgama (Medium Collection, corresponding to the Majjhima-nikāya), Samyuktāgama (Miscellaneous Collection, corresponding to the Samyutta-nikāya), and the Ekottarikāgama (Numerical Collection, corresponding to the Anguttara-nikāya).

2.Skanda is in Zen the principal guardian deity of the sangha, temple buildings, and temple supplies; his image is enshrined in the administrative section of Zen monasteries. There are various explanations of his origin. According to the ZGDJ, Skanda, a son of Śiva, was a Hindu god who served as one of the eight heavenly generals under Virūḍhaka (ruler of the southern continent of Jambudvīpa), and was subsequently adopted into the Buddhist pantheon. Known in China as Weituotian and in Japan as Idaten, he is regarded as the fastest runner in the universe.

3.No such exchange between Daoxuan and Skanda can be found in the Discourses of Dahui.

Case 228 Langye’s “Great Bell”

Songyuan Chongyue took the high seat and said:

Langye Huijue stated, “Were I to speak of this matter,1 I’d say it’s like a great bell that resounds throughout the universe the moment it’s struck. It’s like a bright mirror that reflects all things the moment it’s set on its stand.”2 Langye also said, “Were I to speak of this matter, I would say that no one—be it Nāgārjuna, Aśvaghoṣa, Kānadeva, or Śariputra—can express it, even if one possesses eloquence like a rushing stream and wisdom like flowing water.”

Songyuan commented, “Langye divulged the matter in this way, but it’s like selling salt privately on a public highway.”3

1.“This matter” refers to buddha nature.

2.The passage of the Record of Langye continues, “It is not bounded by the sky above, nor by the earth below. It embraces both the wise and the foolish, and neither sages nor ordinary people can separate themselves from it” (X 68:316b).

3.The salt market was a government monopoly, and thus private sales were a crime. Songyuan thus suggests (seriously or not) that Langye was a rascal who offered the secrets of the Zen school on the public road. Another meaning of “selling salt privately on a public highway” relates to the secrecy of the transaction, which is known only to the buyer and seller. Zen uses this to refer to the fact that the perfect accord between the understanding of an awakened disciple and that of the master cannot be perceived by an unawakened outsider.

Case 229 In the Dharma There Is No Duality

[Dahui said,] “The Third Patriarch stated, ‘In the Dharma there is no duality; deluded, we cling to what we desire. Using mind to grasp mind—is this not the greatest of errors?’1

“Zhaozhou said, ‘At times I take a blade of grass and use it as the sixteen-foot body of buddha; at times I take the sixteen-foot body of buddha and use it as a blade of grass.’2

“Or again, all of the teachings, from Linji’s Three Mysteries and Three Essentials3 to Fenyang Shanzhao’s Ten Realizations, Same Reality,4 point to this very moment. It’s like watching through a narrow window for a horse and rider to pass by—blink once and you miss them. Fenyang tells you quite clearly: ‘You wish to know right and wrong? Your original face is right before you!’5

“If you can penetrate this diamond trap and swallow this chestnut burr, then you are a clear-eyed monk indeed, [free to] point to the east and call it the west, point to a deer and call it a horse. You may call it secular law or call it buddha law, call it being or call it nonbeing.6 ‘It can’t be grasped, it can’t be thrown away. Only in nonattaining can it be attained.’7 So tell me, what is it that’s so wonderful?”

He remained silent for a moment, then said, “Your original face is right before you!” He gave a shout and descended from his seat.

1.From On Believing in Mind (Xinxinming ).

2.Also Blue Cliff Record 8, Pointer.

3.For the Three Mysteries and Three Essentials, see Case 159, note 6. The Three Mysteries are the same as the Three Mysterious Gates .

4.For Fenyang’s “Ten Realizations, Same Reality,” see Case 255.

5.A line from Fenyang’s “Ten Realizations, Same Reality.”

6.Metaphors for complete freedom of action. “Point to a deer and call it a horse” has its origins in an incident from Chinese history. The eunuch Zhao Gao (d. 207 BCE) of the Qin dynasty, in order to discover which officials would be likely to defy him, presented a deer at court and called it a horse. Those officials bold enough to say that it was actually a deer were later killed.

7.A line from Yong jia’s Song of Enlightenment.

Case 230 A Veteran General of the Dharma Assembly

The veteran general of the Dharma assembly sits surrounded;1

In timeless time the neighs of wooden horses are heard.2

Though the general’s sword is untouched, the demons’ vitals are slashed;

Before the general’s might they beat a hasty retreat.

1.This verse was written by Dahui on the occasion of a Dharma assembly (lit., “bodhi meeting” ) held at Yunfeng si on Mount Xuefeng , in the year 1134. “Veteran general” refers to the monastery’s abbot at the time, a Caodong priest named Zhenxie Qingliao (1088–1151).

2.“Timeless time” translates , which literally refers to the transcendent time separate from a kalpa, i.e., the period between the creation and re-creation of a universe, containing the four kalpas of formation, existence, destruction, and annihilation. The wooden horse is a metaphor in Zen for no-mind; the expression “neighs of wooden horses” alludes to the vitality of the Dharma assembly.

Case 231 Flower Adornment Samadhi

When Samantabhadra Bodhisattva emerged from Buddha Flower Adornment Samadhi,1 the Bodhisattva of Universal Wisdom posed two hundred questions, like clouds appearing one after another. Samantabhadra responded with two thousand replies,2 like drawing water from a well. How could he possibly have had time to think up these replies? This surely is “attainment of Dharma freedom,”3 or “preaching directly from Dharma nature.”

1.One of the ten Flower Adornment samadhis described in the Discourses of Dahui (T 47:863b).

2.According to the Avataṃsaka Sutra, Samantabhadra gave ten answers to each of the two hundred questions posed by the Bodhisattva of Universal Wisdom. The questions of the Bodhisattva of Universal Wisdom begin at T 10:279b.

3.Dharma freedom , the ability to give expression to the infinite Dharma gates, is one of ten powers attained by a bodhisattva.

Case 232 Let Go of Everything

In the Discourses of Dahui it is said, “If you truly wish to practice, just let go of everything. Know nothing, understand nothing, like one who has died the Great Death. Proceeding straight ahead in this not-knowing and not-understanding, break through this single thought. Then even the Buddha can do nothing to you.”

Case 233 Sound the Dharma Drum

Sound the Dharma drum and the heavenly dragons and deities will gather.1 If your Dharma eye is not clear, the dragons and deities will see black smoke issuing from your mouth. How can you not be afraid?

1.“Sound the Dharma drum” means to announce a Dharma lecture.

Case 234 The Mind-Ground Contains the Seeds

Nanyue Huairang said in a verse:

The mind-ground contains all seeds;

Upon receiving moisture, all will sprout.

The flower of samadhi is formless;

How can it cease or arise?1

1.The verse is the continuation of the exchange between Nanyue and Mazu related in Case 139. The full passage reads:

Mazu asked, “How should I apply my mind to accord with the samadhi of formlessness?” Nanyue replied, “Your practice of the teaching of the mind-ground is like the planting of seeds. My teaching of the Dharma essentials is like the rain from the sky that waters those seeds. Because you have a causal affinity with the Way, you will certainly perceive it.” “If the Way is without form, how can it be perceived?” asked Mazu. Nanyue answered, “The Dharma eye of the mind-ground can perceive the Way, as well as the samadhi of formlessness.” Mazu asked further, “Are these subject to arising and cessation?” Nanyue said, “If you perceive the Way in terms of formation and destruction, gathering and dispersing, then you are not truly perceiving the Way.” [Nanyue then recited the verse above.] (X 68:3b)

Case 235 The Dharma Realm of the Emptiness of Emptiness

Jianfu Chenggu said, “The Dharma realm of the emptiness of emptiness is free of striving from the very start,1 yet as it manifests according to conditions nothing is left undone. The Great Void, the myriad things, the four seasons, yin and yang, stagnation and overflow,2 the eight divisions of the year,3 the life of plants, humans, and devas, the seven destinations,4 the sages and the buddhas, the five periods,5 the three vehicles,6 the sacred writings of non-Buddhists, the mundane and the supramundane—all of these issue from this realm. Thus it is said7 that nothing departs from this realm, and that it is to this that all ultimately returns.

“The Diamond Sutra says, ‘From this scripture issue all buddhas as well as the Dharma of the supreme perfect enlightenment of all buddhas.’8 The Śūraṅgama Sutra says, ‘On the tip of a hair a buddha realm appears; seated in a mote of dust, I revolve the Dharma wheel.’9 The Vimalakīrti Sutra says, ‘At times become the sun or the moon; at times become a god or the Lord of the Brahma Heaven; at times become fire or water; at times become the earth or wind.’10 Li Tongxuan says, ‘In the wisdom-waters of the Dharma realm become the fish and dragons; in the great mansion of nirvana become yin and become yang and guide sentient beings.’”11

1.“The Dharma realm of the emptiness of emptiness” is the Dharma realm of that emptiness which is empty of even the concept of emptiness.

2.“Stagnation” and “overflow” are two of the I-ching hexagrams. “Stagnation” refers to poverty, hard times, and other periods of weakness and decline; “overflow” refers to peace, prosperity, harmony, and good fortune.

3.The eight divisions of the old Chinese calendar comprise: (1) (start of spring), (2) (spring equinox), (3) (start of summer), (4) (summer solstice), (5) (start of fall), (6) (fall equinox), (7) (start of winter), (8) (winter solstice).

4.The seven destinations are the six paths (hell-dweller , preta , animal , asura , human , and deity ) plus sage .

5.The five periods are, according to the Tiantai system of classifying the Buddhist teachings, the five different periods in which the Buddha expounded the Dharma: i) immediately after his enlightenment he expounded the abstruse teachings of the Avataṃsaka Sutra; ii) seeing that these were too profound for the times, he expounded the teachings of the Pāli Canon and Āgama Sutras, emphasizing detachment and the cessation of suffering; iii) to free his disciples of attachment to the limited teachings of the second period and introduce the Mahayana, the Buddha expounded the Pure Land and Vimalakīrti Sutra teachings; iv) to deepen understanding of the Mahayana he expounded the Wisdom teachings (e.g., the Diamond and Prajñā-pāramitā sutras); v) finally, he taught the full truth in the Lotus Sutra and Nirvana Sutra.

6.For “three vehicles,” see Case 224, note 2.

7.“Thus it is said” translates . In the standard text of the Kattōshū (let go) appears in place of ; this is a scribal error and has been emended to accord with the text as it originally appears in the Biographies of Monks of the Chan School (X 79:517b).

8.T 8:749b.

9.T 19:121a. From a passage describing the tathāgata-garbha:

The Matrix of the Thus-Come One is itself the wondrous, enlightened, luminous understanding, which illuminates the entire Dharma-realm. Within it, therefore, the one is infinitely many and the infinitely many are one. The great appears within the small, just as the small appears within the great. I sit unmoving in this still place for awakening, and my Dharma-body extends everywhere and encompasses the infinity of space in all ten directions. On the tip of a fine hair….” (Buddhist Text Translation Society 2009, p. 115)

10.T 14:550a.

11.From Li’s New Treatise on the Avataṁsaka Sutra (T 36:724c).

Case 236 If a Single Dharma Exists

A monk said [to an ancient worthy],1 “If a single dharma exists, Vairocana Buddha becomes an ordinary deluded being. If the myriad dharmas do not exist, Samantabhadra Bodhisattva loses his domain.2 Avoiding these two paths, quick, master, please say something!”

1.The “ancient worthy” was Lushan Huguo (n.d.).

2.Vairocana Buddha is buddha-as-dharmakāya and thus transcends the world of phenomena (dharmas). Samantabhadra embodies the function of teaching and practice that is inherent to bodhisattvahood and thus operates in the phenomenal world of the dharmas.

Case 237 Atop Mount Putuo

A verse by Donglin says:1

Reverence to Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara,

Who preaches so eloquently atop Mount Putuo.2

You wonder when you’ll attain buddhahood?

If you wish to forge a sword, use Bingzhou steel!3

1.The Kattōshū attributes the verse to the poet Dongpo, but it is actually found among the poems of Donglin , another name for Gushan Shigui.

2.Mount Putuo is the mountain upon which Avalokiteśvara is said to live. In Zen “Avalokiteśvara’s eloquent preaching of the Dharma atop Mount Putuo” is seen as crows cawing and dogs barking in the everyday world.

3.Bingzhou was an area noted for the excellent quality of its steel.

Case 238 The Origin of the Circle-Figures

This is how Yangshan Huiji’s circle-figures originated.1

The making of circle-figures originated with National Teacher Nanyang Huizhong, who transmitted their use to his attendant Danyuan Yingzhen. Danyuan, following Nanyang’s prophecy,2 passed them on to Yangshan. In due course the circle-figures came to be associated with the teaching style of the Guiyang school.3

Venerable Liang of Wufeng in Ming Province compiled a forty-case koan collection, to which Fori Qisong added a preface praising its quality; in this work Liang commented, “Altogether, circle-figures have six names: circle-figure, hidden potential, ocean of meaning, ocean of writing, ideas and words, and silent discourse.”4

Danyuan said to Yangshan, “The circle-figures that the National Teacher received from the Sixth Patriarch numbered ninety-seven in all, which the National Teacher passed on to me. At that time he said, ‘Thirty years after my passing, a monk from the south will come and cause this teaching to flourish greatly; he will disseminate it and never let it die out.’ I therefore now hand it to you—keep it safe.”5 He then entrusted the text to Yangshan.

Yangshan received it, looked it over, then immediately burned it.

One day Danyuan said to him, “That text I gave you earlier—you must keep it safely concealed.”

Yangshan replied, “After you gave it to me, I burned it as soon as I’d looked it over.”

Danyuan said, “That Dharma teaching of mine is not something that people usually understand. Only the ancient masters, ancestors, and great sages understood it in detail. How could you burn it?”

“I understood the meaning after reading it once,” replied Yangshan. “What matters is the ability to use it; one mustn’t cling to the text.”

“Perhaps, but though that’s fine as far as you’re concerned it may not be so for those to come,” said Danyuan.

Yangshan said, “If you wish, I can easily reproduce the text.” Thus he recompiled it and presented it to Danyuan. Nothing was omitted, so Danyuan gave his approval.

Later Danyuan took the high seat. Yangshan came forward from the assembly, made a circle in the air, pushed it forward with both hands, then stood there with his hands held, one atop the other, against his chest. Danyuan clasped his hands together and presented them in the form of a fist, upon which Yangshan walked three steps closer and bowed in the manner of a woman.6 Danyuan nodded, and Yangshan bowed.

1.The circle-figure is the circle drawn by Zen masters to represent truth, suchness, Dharma nature, etc.

2.Nanyang’s prophecy, mentioned later in this koan, was that “thirty years after my passing a monk from the south will come and cause this teaching to flourish greatly.” The monk referred to was Yangshan.

3.Yangshan Huiji and his master Guishan Lingyou were the founders of the Guiyang school.

4.The usual order and definition of the six types of circle-figures is as follows:

1)“Circle-figure” expresses the absolute Buddhadharma.

2)“Hidden potential” expresses the function that precedes the opposition of host and guest.

3)“Ocean of meaning” expresses the various types of samadhi.

4)“Ocean of writing” expresses the words that transmit the Buddhadharma (the present text of the Kattōshū has “ocean of study” , a scribal error that has been emended according to the original text as it is found in the Eye of Humans and Gods ; T 48:321c).

5)“Ideas and words” expresses the very meaning of the teachings.

6)“Silent discourse” expresses the idea that the circle-figure itself is the meaning of the teachings.

5.Yangshan would fit the prophecy, as he was born in 807, thirty-two years after Nanyang’s death in 775.

6.One interpretation of “bowing in the manner of a woman” is that it resembles a Western curtsy; another is that it involves crossing the hands across the breast and bending forward slightly; a third is that it entails bringing both knees to the floor and bowing the head.

Case 239 Hongzhi’s Four “Uses”

The four “uses” of Hongzhi Zhengjue:

Using activity to reveal essence1

Using essence to reveal activity

Using neither activity nor essence2

Fully transcending “neither activity nor essence”3

1.“Activity” and “awakening” translate, respectively, and , both of which have various meanings in Zen. The basic meaning of is “what one does or achieves”; in Zen it is used to indicate spiritual practice, the content of practice, or the result of practice. The ZGDJ defines it in this case as , “activity” or “function.”

The basic meaning of is “where one is”; in Zen it indicates “rank,” as in the Caodong doctrine of the Five Ranks or Linji’s concept of the “true person of no rank” . Here, according to the ZGDJ, it indicates or , all of which signify “enlightenment” or “essence.”

2.That is, going beyond activity and essence to śūnyatā.

3.Transcending even śūnyatā, so that not even the thought of enlightenment arises.

Case 240 After Birth and Before Discrimination

Xiangyan Zhixian said, “After birth and before the discriminatory faculties come into being, what is the everyday samadhi of the infant?”

Case 241 Where Wisdom Cannot Reach

An ancient worthy said,1 “Speak a word from the place where wisdom cannot reach.”

1.The ancient worthy is Nanquan Puyuan.

Case 242 An Ancient Worthy’s “Great Death”

An ancient worthy asked,1 “What is it to die the Great Death?”

1.It is unknown who the “ancient worthy” was.

Case 243 Huijue’s “No Sin”

A man asked Guangxiao Huijue, “Every day I slaughter cattle. Is this a sin?”

“It is not a sin,” answered Huijue.

“Why not?”

“You kill one, you return one,” replied Huijue.

Case 244 The Eight Phrases of Hongzhi

The eight phrases of Hongzhi:

A beam of wondrous light spans past and present,

Shining through being and nonbeing, transcending all discrimination.1

Grasp at it directly and you miss it completely;

Step back and receive its light, and everything is fresh and new.

In the vast Azure Palace a bird hatches an egg;2

Among the waves of the Milky Way a rabbit pushes a cart.3

Only the true adept can freely participate in this;

Though divided into a billion, each and every piece is true.4

1.The term , translated here as “discrimination,” can also mean the six senses and six sense-objects.

2.The Azure Palace is symbol for the daytime sky; the bird hatching an egg symbolizes the rising sun.

3.The Milky Way represents the night sky; the rabbit pushing the cart symbolizes the moon crossing the heavens.

Although this and the previous line are expressed in poetic language, the descriptive terms refer to the ordinary, everyday world. The two lines might therefore be reexpressed as: “The sun rises in the east, and the moon crosses the nighttime sky.”

4.That is, the true adept can function in any form and perceives all places as true. ZGJI: Though the dharmakāya be divided into a billion, each and every piece is perfect and complete.

Case 245 To Be Stepped On without Anger

1

A monk asked Ciming Chuyuan, “What is the Way?”

“Though stepped upon, it doesn’t anger,”2 replied Ciming.

1.In the standard text of the Kattōshū, where the final four characters read , the character is a scribal error for . The text has been emended according to the Record of Ciming.

2.This response plays on the word “Way” , the character for which indicates both “Tao” and “road.” Both “ways” are walked on yet never complain. Another nuance is provided by the fact that was an early Chinese translation for the Sanskrit “prajñā.”

Case 246 A Piece of Rope on a Moonlit Night1

An old monk asked Jingzhao Mihu, “On a moonlit night someone saw a piece of well-bucket rope and thought it was a snake.2 If you saw a buddha, Qishi,3 what would you think it was?”

Mihu replied, “Anyone holding the concept ‘buddha’ is the same as a deluded being.”

The old monk said, “This thousand-year peach pit!”4

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 48, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.The analogy of the rope and snake is used in the Yogācāra school to explain the three modes of perceiving existence . The first mode is that produced by the deluded imagination, which sees as real that which does not actually exist (e.g., the ātman); according to the analogy, this is the mode that mistakes the rope for a snake. The second mode is that which sees existence in terms of causes and conditions; this is the mode that realizes that the supposed snake is just a rope. The third mode is that which sees existence in terms of its true nature; this is the mode that sees the rope as constituted of hemp.

3.Qishi is another name for Jingzhao Mihu.

4.ZGJI: The expression “thousand-year peach pit” indicates a seed that won’t sprout even in a thousand years; thus, an abusive term for a monk who will never awaken.

Case 247 Xianzong Asks about the Light

Emperor Xianzong of the Tang dynasty received the Buddha’s relics, installed them in the palace, and made offerings to them. That night they emitted light, so early the next morning the emperor asked his ministers about this. All praised it as the result of the emperor’s holy virtue and influence. Only Han Yu said nothing.1

The emperor said to Han, “All the other ministers have offered praise. Why do you alone offer no praise?”

Han Yu answered, “According to what I have read in the Buddhist scriptures, the light of a buddha has no color such as blue, yellow, red, or white. It must have been the protective light of the dragon gods.”

Thereupon the emperor asked, “Then what is the light of a buddha?” Han Yu had no response. For this he was punished by exile to Chaozhou.

1.Han Yu is well known in Chinese history as a strong exponent of Confucian thought and opponent of Buddhism. His opposition to Emperor Xianzong’s enshrining of the Buddha’s finger is particularly well known. Giles writes:

In 819 [Han Yu] presented a memorial protesting against certain extravagant honors with which the Emperor Hsien Tsung proposed to receive a bone of Buddha. The monarch was furious; and but for the intercession of his friends P’ie Tu and others, it would have fared badly with the bold writer. As it was, he was banished to Ch’ao-chou Fu in Kuangtung, where he set himself to civilise the rude inhabitants of those wild parts. (1939, 255)

Case 248 The Great King Has Come1

One day when Zhaozhou was sitting, his attendant announced, “The Great King has come.”

Zhaozhou said, “Ten thousand blessings, Great King!”

The attendant said, “He hasn’t arrived yet, Master.”

Zhaozhou replied, “Again you say he has come!”2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 9, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Yamada interprets the line as, “Ah, the Great King again!” (1985, 2:41).

Case 249 Responding to a Wayfarer on the Road1

Wuzu Fayan said, “If you meet an accomplished wayfarer on the road, don’t respond with either speech or silence. So tell me, how do you respond?”

1.Also Wumen guan 36, Main Case, and Blue Cliff Record 82, Commentary on the Verse.

Case 250 Huangbo Bows to a Buddha Image1

One day when Huangbo was bowing before a buddha image, Xuanzong2 saw him and asked, “If we should ‘seek nothing from the Buddha, seek nothing from the Dharma, and seek nothing from the Sangha,’3 then what do you seek with these prostrations?”

Huangbo replied, “Seeking nothing from the Buddha, seeking nothing from the Dharma, seeking nothing from the Sangha—that’s how I always do prostrations.”

Xuanzong said, “What’s the use of doing prostrations?”

Immediately Huangbo slapped him.

“How coarse!” Xuanzong said.

“What sort of place is this to be talking of coarse or refined?” Huangbo replied, and slapped him again.

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 11, Commentary on the Verse.

2.Xuanzong was the younger brother of Emperor Muzong (795–824) and the future sixteenth emperor of the Tang dynasty. At the time of the incident related in this koan he was in hiding among the sangha to escape unfavorable political times. For further details see Xuanzong in the Biographical Notes.

3.“Seek nothing from the Buddha, seek nothing from the Dharma, and seek nothing from the Sangha” is a statement found in several sutras, most notably the Vimalakīrti Sutra (T 14:546a).

Case 251 Prince Nata Tears His Flesh

Prince Nata tore off his flesh and returned it to his mother, broke his bones and returned them to his father. Then, revealing his original body, he employed his great supernatural powers to preach the Dharma to his parents.1

1.For background on this case, see Nalakūvara in the Biographical Notes.

Case 252 Yinfeng Pushes a Wheelbarrow

One day as Deng Yinfeng was pushing a wheelbarrow he came across Mazu Daoyi, who was sitting with his legs stretched across the path.

Yinfeng called out, “Master, please move your legs.”

“What’s already extended can’t be pulled in,” answered Mazu.

“What’s already moving forward can’t be drawn back,” responded Yinfeng. He continued pushing the wheelbarrow, which rolled over the master’s legs and hurt them.

Later the master went to the Dharma Hall, hatchet in hand, and shouted, “The one that just hurt my legs, come out!”

Yinfeng immediately went before the master and stretched out his neck. Mazu put down the hatchet.

Case 253 Kanzan Scolds a Monk

Kanzan Egen saw a monk coming and scolded him. The monk said, “I came all the way here to meet you concerning the Great Matter of birth-and death. Why do you scold me?”

“There’s no birth-and-death at my place!” answered Kanzan, striking the monk and driving him away.

Case 254 I Accept That the Old Barbarian Knows1

I accept that the old barbarian knows, not that he understands.2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 1, Commentary on the Verse; Blue Cliff Record 51, Commentary on the Main Case, Capping Phrases on the Verse; Wumen guan 9, Commentary.

2.Commentators (e.g., Yamada 1976, p. 79) note that in this case the character (translated as “knows,” and which usually indicates intellectual knowledge) signifies prajna wisdom, while (translated as “understands”) represents conceptual knowledge. The “old barbarian” is identified as being either Śākyamuni or Bodhidharma. Aitken translates the line as: “I approve the Old Barbarian’s realization, but I don’t approve his understanding” (1990, p. 64).

Case 255 Ten Realizations, Same Reality

Fenyang Shanzhao said to the assembly:

Those who preach the Dharma must embody the ten realizations of the same reality.1 If you do not possess them, you can’t tell the false from the true, you can’t distinguish black from white, you can’t be the eyes of humans and gods to determine right and wrong. It’s like a bird with a broken wing trying to fly in the sky, or like an archer with a severed bowstring trying to shoot a target. Because the bowstring is severed the arrow can’t hit the target; because its wing is broken the bird can’t fly in the sky. When the bowstring is whole and the wing is sound, then the target and the sky are both within reach.

What are these ten realizations? For the benefit of the assembly I will list them: (1) sameness of essence, (2) sameness of the Great Matter, (3) sameness of seeking, (4) sameness of wisdom, (5) sameness of universality, (6) sameness of endowment, (7) sameness of gain and loss, (8) sameness of giving of life and taking it away, (9) sameness of roaring, and (10) sameness of entering and attaining.2

Again he said:

Who is the same in attainment? Who has the same roar? Who is the same in giving life and taking it away? What is it to be the same in gain and loss? What is it to be the same in endowment? What is it to be the same in universality? Who is the same in true wisdom? Who is the same in seeking? What is it to be the same in the Great Matter? What is it to be the same in essence?

Is there anyone who can demonstrate these matters? If you can, do not withhold your compassion. If you cannot, you do not possess the true eye of practice. You must be able to explain them clearly. You wish to know right and wrong? Your original face is right before you!

You have been standing long.3 Take good care of yourselves!

1.“Reality” translates , which the Chinese also used to render concepts like “truth,” “enlightenment,” “tathā (suchness),” etc.

2.Dōmae comments on the ten “samenesses” as follows:

1)Sameness of essence: master and disciple are equal in essence.

2)Sameness of the Great Matter: all share the One Great Matter spoken of by the buddhas and the masters.

3)Sameness of seeking: even Śākyamuni and Bodhidharma are still training.

4)Sameness of wisdom: all share the wisdom of the masters.

5)Sameness of universality: matter and mind are one, as seen from the aspect of matter (mountains, rivers, and the great earth, all are the fully revealed body of the Dharma King).

6)Sameness of endowment: matter and mind are one, as seen from the aspect of mind (the infinite storehouse of the dharmadhatu).

7)Sameness of gain and loss: gaining the inexhaustible dharmadhatu, losing the world of phenomena.

8)Sameness of giving birth and killing: giving birth to the world of phenomena, killing the inexhaustible dharmadhatu.

9)Sameness of roaring: master and disciple are equal in preaching the Dharma.

10)Sameness of attainment: all will equally attain buddhahood.

3.In ancient Chinese Zen monasteries the custom was to stand during the master’s lectures.

Case 256 Tianhuang’s “Like This”

Qinshan Wensui went with Yantou Quanhuo and Xuefeng Yicun to visit Deshan Xuanjian.

Qinshan asked, “Tianhuang Daowu spoke of it this way, Longtan Chongxin, too, spoke of it this way.1 So how do you speak of it?”

Deshan said to Qinshan, “Show me Tianhuang and Longtan’s meaning.” When Qinshan started to speak, Deshan hit him.

On the way to the infirmary2 Qinshan said, “I know he was right, but he went too far in hitting me.”

Yantou said, “If that’s how you feel, don’t ever claim to have met Deshan.”

1.The implied topic is the Great Matter of Buddhism.

2.The Transmission of the Lamp version of this episode makes it clear that Qinshan was going to the infirmary because Deshan had hit him hard enough to injure him (T 51:340a).

Case 257 Jiashan’s “Dharmakāya”

When Jiashan Shanhui first lived in the temple at Jingkou, a monk asked him, “What is the dharmakāya?”

Jiashan answered, “The dharmakāya is without form.”

The monk then asked, “What is the Dharma eye?”

Jiashan said, “The Dharma eye is without blemish.”

At that time Daowu Yuanzhi, who was sitting nearby, couldn’t help laughing. Later, after receiving Daowu’s advice, Jiashan gave his followers their leave and went to study with Chuanzi, under whom he attained enlightenment.1 He then returned and his followers assembled once again. Daowu sent a monk to ask him, “What is the dharmakāya?”

Jiashan answered, “The dharmakāya is without form.”

The monk asked again, “What is the Dharma eye?”

Jiashan said, “The Dharma eye is without blemish.”

The monk went back and reported this to Daowu. Daowu said, “This time the fellow thoroughly understands.”

1.For background information on Jiashan’s awakening under Chuanzi, see Jiashan Shanhui in the Biographical Notes.

Case 258 Chaling’s Enlightenment Verse

Chaling Yu said in his enlightenment verse:1

I have a bright pearl,

Long buried in the dusts of delusion.

This morning the dust cleared and light shone forth,

Illuminating the myriad mountains and rivers.

1.For “enlightenment verse,” see Case 98, note 1.

Case 259 Baiyun’s “Still Lacking”

Once Baiyun Shouduan said to Wuzu Fayan:

Several Zen monks visited from Mount Lu. All had had understandings and, when asked to expound the Dharma, did so clearly. When given koans, they responded lucidly; when asked for capping-phrases, they produced them. But still they were lacking.

Case 260 Taizong Holds a Bowl

One day Emperor Taizong of the Song dynasty held up a bowl. He then asked his prime minister, Wang Sui, “On top of Dayu Peak this bowl could not be lifted.1 How is it that it now rests in the hand of this man of little merit?”2

Wang Sui had no reply.

1.The reference is to the inability of the senior monk Huiming to lift the robe and bowl set upon a rock by the Sixth Patriarch. See Case 2, above.

2.The emperor’s way of referring to himself.

Case 261 Stop All Thoughts1

Zen master Wolun said in a verse:

Wolun has the ability

To effectively stop all thoughts.

No circumstances stir his mind;

Day by day enlightenment grows.2

1.This verse is found the Ming edition of the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (T 48:358a).

2.Wolun’s approach to meditation, as expressed in this verse, was criticized in the “Encounters” chapter of the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch. The Sixth Patriarch says, “This verse is not yet clear regarding the mind-ground. If one practices in accordance with it, one’s bondage will only increase.” Huineng then says:

Huineng has no skill, he doesn’t cut off all thoughts.

In the face of circumstances,

Mind arises again and again;

How can enlightenment grow?

Case 262 Zhaozhou’s Stone Bridge1

One day Zhaozhou and the head monk were looking at the stone bridge.2 Zhaozhou asked the monk, “Who built this?”

“Li Ying did,” replied the head monk.

Zhaozhou said, “When he built it, where did he set to work?” The head monk had no reply.

Zhaozhou said, “Everyone talks of the stone bridge, but ask and they don’t even know where [Li] set to work.”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 52, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.This stone bridge is a famous landmark not far from Zhaozhou’s temple.

Case 263 A Buddha Long Ago Set His Mind1

Vipaśyin Buddha long ago set his mind to practice but even now has yet to attain the Mystery.2

1.Also Wumen guan 22, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.Vipaśyin was the first of the Seven Buddhas of the Past (see Case 34, note 2).

Case 264 Dongshan’s Fruit

On the eve of the winter solstice1 as they were eating some fruit, Dongshan Liangjie asked Head Monk Tai, “There is something that supports the heavens above and the earth below and is as black as lacquer. It’s always totally active, yet can’t be restricted to activity.2 So tell me, what is its failing?”

“It’s failing is in its activity,” answered Tai.

Dongshan shouted and had the fruit taken away.

1.On the winter solstice the yin forces (darkness, cold) reach their zenith and the yang forces (light, warmth) their nadir, at which point yin starts to decrease and yang starts once again to increase. Dongshan’s question alludes to the belief that at the moment of change the forces cancel each other out and there is for a moment only empty darkness, representing the Great Death.

2.“Activity” translates , a difficult term to render into English. It combines the nuances of , which implies movement or action, and , which implies utilization or function.

Case 265 Changqing’s Staff1

Changqing, taking up his staff, said to the assembly, “Know this, and you have completed a lifetime’s practice.”2

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 18, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.The “this” in the standard Kattōshū version is, in the Blue Cliff Record version, clearly identified as Changqing’s staff.

Case 266 A Monk Is Bitten by a Snake

One day while Yunju Shanwu was at Dragon Gate Mountain1 a monk was bitten in the foot by a snake. Foyan Qingyuan2 asked, “This is Dragon Gate Mountain. Why would someone be bitten by a snake?”3

Yunju answered, “Just as I thought, that monk shows the signs of a great man!”4

Later, when Yuanwu Keqin heard about this, he commented, “With such a monk [as Yunju] at the Dragon Gate, the lineage of Wuzu Fayan is in no danger of dying out.”5

1.Dragon Gate Mountain is located in the Shuzhou district of present-day Anhui .

2.Foyan Qingyuan was the master of the monastery on Dragon Gate Mountain; Yunju Shanwu was Foyan’s student and eventually his Dharma successor.

3.Dragons are regarded in Asia as the rulers of the snake family. They are also looked upon as benevolent symbols of wisdom, and thus of enlightenment; as the protectors of Buddhism and Buddhist texts; and as the rulers of the waters, whether in the form of clouds, rivers, or oceans. Furthermore, as noted in Case 194, note 2, the saying “to have the head of a dragon and the tail of a snake” signifies a promising beginning but a disappointing end.

Perhaps playing on these concepts, Foyan asks, “Why would a monk on Dragon Gate Mountain get bitten by the dragons’ subject, a snake?” Similarly, Mujaku comments, “Why was a monk, who should be swallowed by a dragon, bitten instead by a snake?”

4.The signs of a great man are the thirty-two marks of a buddha. See Case 133, note 3. After this line, the Categorized Anthology of the Zen Forest adds, “With this comment, Yunju recognized him as a vessel of the Dharma.”

5.Yuanwu Keqin and Foyan Qingyuan were fellow students and Dharma successors of Wuzu Fayan.

Case 267 The National Teacher’s Water Bowl1

National Teacher Nanyang Huizhong, hearing that the court monk Zilin had lectured on the Sutra Preached at the Request of Brahma-deva,2 said to the official, “It is only after truly understanding the Buddha’s meaning that one is able to expound the scriptures.”

“How would I be able to lecture if I didn’t know the meaning?” replied the official.

Thereupon Huizhong had his attendant bring a bowl of water with seven grains of rice in it and a single chopstick lying across the top. He asked the official, “What does this mean?”

The official had no answer.

Huizhong said, “You don’t even know my meaning! How can you understand the Buddha’s meaning? How can you possibly expound the scriptures?”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 48, Commentary on the Main Case.

2.; T 15:586. The Sutra Preached at the Request of Brahma-deva, translated into Chinese by Kumārajiva, is an early Mahayana sutra similar to the Vimalakīrti Sutra in its teachings on nonduality, śūnyatā, and the equality of samsara and nirvana.

Case 268 Moving through the Three Realms

Hanshan said, “Hey! Hey! You’re caught in the cycle of the Three Realms!”1

1.The Three Realms (Skt. triloka) are the “triple world” of samsara, within which sentient beings are reborn in the six realms of unenlightened existence (see Case 63, note 2). The Three Realms are: the kāmadhātu (), the realm of form and sensual desire; the rūpadhātu (), the realm of pure form and desireless matter; and the arūpadhātu (), the realm of formlessness or pure consciousness.

This line is found in the Preface of Lu Qiuyin to the Collected Poems of Cold Mountain , where Lu says of the poet Hanshan:

Thus this man of accomplishment hid his true form, presenting himself as an ordinary man even as he guided others. At times he stood in the hallway singing, “Hey! Hey! You’re caught in the cycle of the Three Realms!”

Case 269 A Clear-Eyed Person Falls into a Well1

A monk asked Baling Haojian, “What is the Way?”

Baling said, “A clear-eyed person falls into a well.”

1.Also Blue Cliff Record 13, Commentary on the Main Case.

Case 270-1 Shoushan’s Principles of the Teaching1

Shoushan Shengnian said to the assembly, “Hey, skillful weaver-woman! Though your shuttle moves back and forth, you’ve never woven.2 Those fellows watching the cockfights, they know nothing of the water buffalo.3

“Hey, clumsy guy! No one knows your true skill. Breaking through the Fenglin Barrier,4 you put on shoes and stood on water.”5

1.This case, both as a text and as a koan, is one of the most difficult in the Kattōshū. Several of the expressions, such as “skillful weaver-woman,” are found nowhere else in the Zen literature. The present translation relies upon Dōmae and traditional Zen monastic interpretations.

2.The skillful weaver-woman can be equated with Śākyamuni, who capably taught for forty-nine years and yet “never preached a word” (see Case 72, above).

3.“Those fellows watching the cockfights” are likened to those of Śākyamuni’s disciples who are absorbed in their practice of the Dharma and concerned only with results. The buffalo is a common metaphor for self-nature; thus to know nothing of the water buffalo is to be unaware of one’s own true nature.

4.The Fenglin Barrier was an important checkpoint between Jingnan and Henan , guarding entrance into the central region of China.

5.Commentators identify the “clumsy guy” with Bodhidharma, whose “true skill”—his message of “seeing self-nature and attaining buddhahood”—was not understood by Emperor Wu (see Case 64, above) or by anyone else; who, after his unsatisfactory meeting with Emperor Wu, crossed the Yangzi (his “breaking through the Fenglin Barrier”); and who thereafter meditated at Shaolin (his “putting on shoes and standing on water,” with “putting on shoes and standing on water” being one of the supernatural powers traditionally ascribed to the buddhas and bodhisattvas, signifying their ability to be in the world and remain undefiled).

Case 270-2 Filthy, Stagnant Water

Xutang commented, “Shoushan claimed to have received the true transmission of Linji’s Dharma, but actually he was just uttering wild fox cries and causing students everywhere to be doused with filthy, stagnant water.”

Case 271 The Sound of the Wood Isn’t Separate from Me

One day when Xingjiao Hongshou1 was in the assembly under Tiantai Deshao he was working with the monks. Hearing some firewood fall to the ground, he had a clear awakening. He said:

The sound of the wood isn’t separate from me;2

My surroundings aren’t outside things.3

Mountains, rivers, and the great earth

All manifest the Dharma King’s body.4

Xutang commented, “Like a penniless scholar given use of the Imperial Library, Xingjiao has all he desires and is utterly content.5 But in his verse there’s a word that still isn’t quite right!”

1.Although the Kattōshū identifies the protagonist as Yongming Yanshou, this episode is in fact from the biography of Xingjiao Hongshou, a fellow disciple of Yongming under Tiantai Deshao.

2.“Not separate from me” translates , literally, “not something other.”

3.“Outside objects” translates (dust), which means here the phenomena of the everyday world but which can also indicate defilements or kleśa.

4.Wu translates the verse with a more metaphysical flavor: “Plop, there it is! Nothing else than That which / Devoid of Matter, fills all corners of the universe! / Mountains, rivers, the entire world / One and all, they manifest the Body of the Dharma King” (1996, p. 243).

5.The Imperial Library was called the Storehouse of a Thousand Jewels . An impoverished scholar lacked the means to purchase books, so access to the Imperial Library would be the greatest satisfaction.

Case 272 Nanquan’s Death

Sansheng Huiran had the head monk Xiu ask Changsha Jingcen, “When Nanquan Puyuan died, where did he go?”1

Changsha replied, “When Shitou Xiqian was a novice, he spoke with the Sixth Patriarch.”

Xiu said, “I didn’t ask about when someone was a novice. When Nanquan Puyuan died, where did he go?”

Changsha said, “The Sixth Patriarch told Shitou, ‘Investigate.’”2

Xiu said, “You’re a thousand-foot winter pine,3 not a rock-moving bamboo.”4 Changsha was silent. Then Xiu said, “Thank you for your answer.” Changsha remained silent.

Xiu went back and reported this to Sansheng, who responded, “If that’s the way he responded, Changsha is seven steps beyond Linji. But tomorrow I’ll go check for myself.”5

The next day he went to Changsha and said, “I heard your answer concerning where Nanquan went when he died. There has been nothing to compare to it before this, and there will be nothing to equal it later. It is truly something rarely heard at any time.”

Changsha was again silent.

1.Changsha Jingcen was a successor of Nanquan Puyuan. The question about Nanquan’s death refers to Nanquan’s response when asked where he would go after he died. “I’ll be reborn as a water buffalo at the foot of the hill,” he replied (see Nanquan Puyuan in the Biographical Notes). That an enlightened Zen master would be reborn in the realm of the animals was thought shocking at the time. According to the Compendium of the Five Lamps, Changsha, when asked about this on another occasion, answered, “In the household to the east he was reborn as a donkey; in the household to the west he was reborn as a horse…. If you want to ride, get on, if you want to dismount, get off” (X 80:95a).

2.Commentaries on this koan customarily mention the fact that the Sixth Patriarch’s answer can be taken in two ways. According to the Jingde-Era Record of the Transmission of the Lamp, when Shitou was a novice at the Sixth Patriarch’s temple he asked the Patriarch (then nearing the end of his life) how he should study later on. The Patriarch said, “Xunsiqu” , which Shitou took to mean, as it literally does, “examine” or “investigate.” Thus Shitou meditated assiduously. When the head monk asked Shitou the reason for his sitting, Shitou repeated Huineng’s advice, . The head monk said, “You have an affinity with Master Qingyuan Xingsi . You misunderstood the Patriarch when he said ‘Xunsiqu’ . What he meant was, ‘Go call upon Master Si .”

3.The image is of a great pine tree enduring the long winter, connoting rectitude and fortitude.

4.The image is of a bamboo shoot pushing out from under a rock, connoting vigor and adaptability.

5.“I’ll go check for myself” translates . The Kattōshū version has , “tomorrow I’ll see through him myself.” The text has been emended in accordance with the Compendium of the Five Lamp version (X 80:95c).
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