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Follower of the Way Dharma Talk 
All Are Students & Teachers / Working with Koans / Prajna Paramita / Buji 

As most of you know, Meho and Daiko are in Hawaii at the moment, celebrating 
their 50th Anniversary.  I was asked to offer a student dharma talk in Meho Sensei’s 
absence.  Before I dig in to the main subject-matter I wanted to cover today, there are 
a couple points I wanted to express, given that I am a student offering this dharma talk.


Genjo Marinello Roshi, the abbott of Choboji, our home temple in Seattle, and 
the lineage teacher Meho, Daiko, and I took our vows through, likes to say, “No matter 
where we are, we are just beginning.”  It’s essential in our practice of Zen, and in life in 
general, to recognize that no matter how much we’ve studied and practiced the 
dharma, or any other area of knowledge or practice, there is always more to learn, 
there is always room for improvement.


All of us are, and always will be, “students” – students of the dharma and of the 
Great Teacher, life itself.  The word dharma can refer to the teachings of the historical 
Buddha, or, when spelled with a capital D, Dharma refers to the undeniable, 
ungraspable Truth and flow of Life Itself, the whole universe, the entirety of creation.  
No matter how many years of study and practice we have under our belts, no matter 
what position, post, or title we fill or are given, including that of “teacher,” we must 
consciously recognize and truly appreciate that we remain – first and foremost – 
students, and that every person and every situation has something to teach us.


Everyone is both a teacher and a student, in every interaction and every 
situation.  (In Zen practice, these positions or functions are often called the roles of 
“host” and “guest”.)  Whether our words or actions are helpful or harmful, wise or 
foolish, we are teaching ourselves and others something about human nature, about 
the nature of our minds, and about the nature of suffering and karma.  All beings at all 
times are expounding the dharma, teaching the dharma.  Ideally, it is our job as serious 
Zen practitioners to become, and remain, open, attentive, and perceptive enough to 
learn from everyone and everything that happens.  Anytime we are able to maintain 
what Shunryu Suzuki Roshi called “beginner’s mind” – the mind that is as open, 
receptive, curious, and fully present as that of a small child – we are making ourselves 
available enough to receive and recognize the gift of insight that any given person or 
set of circumstances is freely offering to us in any given moment.  There is always 
something we can learn from others or our present circumstances – no matter who we 
are or what position we fill.


So, it’s quite fitting to call this a student dharma talk.  I am well aware that, 
though I am serving in the role of teacher or “host” in giving this talk, I remain, in this 
very moment, a student of the dharma having much to learn and having a great deal of 
maturing to do.


So with that, let’s move on to the main subject.  Today, I will be sharing with you 
a koan out of the Mumonkan (“The Gateless Gate”) collection of koans.  In the Rinzai 
sect of Zen in particular, we work with koans as a way of inviting and practicing deep 
investigation, within the spaciousness and clarity that meditation affords us.  The 
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shamata aspect of meditation, in which we settle into “calm abiding” – a settled, clear, 
spacious, non-attached awareness of the present moment – sets the stage for us to 
engage in the vipassana or insight aspect of meditation, in which we deeply investigate 
either something we are currently experiencing or the nature of the mind itself in order 
to gain insight and genuine understanding into them.


Working with koans is a form of vipassana meditation that creates opportunities 
for awakening, and for gaining new insights and a broader perspective.  They afford 
this opportunity precisely because they are designed to be impenetrable to the 
conceptual thinking aspect of our minds.  They are like ocean cliffs upon which the 
waves of thinking can only crash and disperse futilely.  They encourage us to have 
“beginner’s mind” and cast aside what we think we know, so that we can approach 
them with a broader perspective likely to produce a fresh insight.


We can work with “life koans” in the same way.  The complex or perplexing 
situations we often face as we proceed through our lives can be invited into our 
meditation practice once we’ve established calm abiding – a relatively stable degree of 
clarity, presence, and relaxed concentration – working with those life koans the same 
way we would a traditional koan.


In order to resolve a koan, to realize the particular insight or essence a given 
koan is pointing to and be able to integrate and demonstrate that deeper 
understanding, we must tap into a deeper, intuitive intelligence that is far deeper and 
broader than that of our dualistic, conceptual knowledge.  The koan I am sharing with 
you today is very direct in setting up a seemingly unresolvable conundrum.


Mumonkan - Case 5: Kyogen's "Man Up a Tree” 
The Case:

Kyõgen Oshõ said, "It is like a man up in a tree hanging from a branch with his 
mouth; his hands grasp no bough, his feet rest on no limb. Someone appears 
under the tree and asks him, 'What is the meaning of Bodhidharma's coming 
from the West?' If he does not answer, he fails to respond to the question. If he 
does answer, he will lose his life. What would you do in such a situation?"


Mumon's Comment:

Even if your eloquence flows like a river, it is of no avail. Though you can 
expound the whole of Buddhist literature, it is of no use. If you solve this 
problem, you will give life to the way that has been dead until this moment and 
destroy the way that has been alive up to now. Otherwise you must wait for 
Maitreya Buddha and ask him.


Mumon's Verse:

Kyõgen is truly thoughtless;

His vice and poison are endless.

He stops up the mouths of the monks, 

And devil's eyes sprout from their bodies.
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It would be improper for me to tell you the responses I gave to the koan in 

dokusan with Genjo Roshi, but I’ll express some of the insights I gained or that were 
reinforced for me during my work with it, in the hopes you’ll find them helpful in your 
own practice and life.  But keep in mind that there are usually many subtle layers to a 
koan.  Not only do different people find different angles or insights from the same koan, 
you’ll find that when you return to a koan you’ve previously studied, you’ll likely 
discover something new.


The central question raised by this koan and asked of the student working with it 
is, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from the West?”  This is the same 
as asking, “What is the meaning of life?” or “What is the meaning behind what happens 
in life?”


The first thing that came up for me in meditation was that, in a way, the person 
asking the question of the man hanging helplessly over a precipice is a fool.  He is so 
preoccupied with pondering and resolving this timeless philosophical question, so 
engaged in what I would call “intellectual Zen” or “armchair Zen,” that he’s oblivious to 
the practical needs of the moment – he is blind to the fact that a meaningful answer to 
his question lies within his very midst.  In a way, the questioner would be answering his 
own question if he simply leapt into action to save the hanging man from certain death.


Zen practice is not about becoming physically or mentally disengaged, aloof, or 
unmoved in the face of a clear and present need for wise and compassionate action.  
Rather, our practice of Zen helps us, among other things, to become fully cognizant of 
why we do the things we do, and have the spacious awareness to choose outside of 
our habit-patterns of grasping, aversion, or indifference.  It hones our ability to engage 
(ideally with effortless-effort, “buji”) in the wisest and most compassionate action or 
non-action possible in any given set of circumstances.  The essence and fruit of Zen is 
not attainable through intellectual contemplation alone.  It is crucially important that our 
Zen practice becomes fully integrated and embodied into everything we think, say, and 
do in our life – such that they all are naturally imbued with wisdom and compassion.  
Zen is a Way of Being, a Way of Life – not simply an intellectual exercise or means to 
improve brain function.


For me, this koan goaded me to ponder, “Why does anyone do what they do?”  
In other words, “What is the meaning behind or underlying all our actions?”  What 
came to me is that, in the relative sense, Bodhidharma and every other sentient being 
has done what they have because that is what they felt most compelled to do given 
their mental conditioning and the circumstances they found themselves in.  Whether a 
being’s actions or behavior are driven by instinct or, seemingly, by conscious choice, 
the “reason” or “meaning” behind all sentient beings doing what they do is that that is 
simply what they feel most driven or drawn to do given their environment and their 
conditioning.


We can understand karma, cause and effect, in this way.  Causes and conditions 
govern what happens, what effects or outcomes result, in any given moment.  Whether 
an alcoholic feels more drawn to reach for another drink or not depends on their past 
conditioning and whether or not the social and environment conditions are sufficient to 
support their sobriety.  Whether the person you accidentally bump into reacts with 
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anger or responds with kindness depends entirely on their past conditioning up to that 
point.  Whether you reach for that third or fourth cookie depends on your mental 
conditioning, your capacity to delay or deny gratification for a higher purpose for 
example, and the conditions of whether or not you’re trying to lose weight or avoid 
your partner or friend giving you a dirty look for doing so.  Whether the questioner in 
the koan chooses to ask the hanging man his question or to bolt into action to save 
him depends on whether the questioner’s mind was conditioned to be more concerned 
or inclined to do one or the other.


This inescapable nature of karma, of cause and effect, hints at what must also 
be realized when we ask the question, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming 
from the West?”  From the Absolute perspective, the universal perspective, there is no 
“meaning” to anything, as nothing has permanent, separate, or independent existence 
from anything else.


With an authentic understanding of shunyata (what is often translated as 
“emptiness,” “hollowness,” or “voidness”) – that all phenomena are completely and 
seamlessly interdependent with all other phenomena and without self-nature – we 
recognize that, in fact, Bodhidharma came from the West as a result of an infinite-many 
“causes and conditions” (i.e. no-cause).  This is true of any and every action of any 
sentient being who has or ever will exist.  This understanding that all beings, all things, 
exist as one single web of cause and effect, as one inseparable field of being is often 
called “dependent origination” or “interdependent co-arising.”


This essential insight is the wisdom of prajna paramita – the transcendent, 
unsurpassable wisdom – that we are encouraged to realize when we hear and meditate 
on the Heart Sutra and the Diamond Sutra.  The inseparable unity of all things 
throughout all directions and realms of time and space is what is meant when it is said 
“the five skandhas are shunyata (empty by nature),” that there are “no eyes, no ears, no 
nose, no tongue, no body, no mind,” etc., that “all dharmas are, in fact, not dharmas, 
which is why we call them dharmas,” and that there is no highest, most fulfilled, 
awakened mind to attain.  This is also what is meant when it is said in the Song of 
Zazen that “The Gate of the Oneness of cause and effect is opened.”


Now, looking at the koan from the perspective of the man hanging helplessly 
from the tree, we must recognize that nothing we can say in response to the 
questioner, no matter how eloquently stated, can encapsulate the whole answer – the 
seamlessly interdependent infinitude of the Tao, of Creation.  No response could 
possibly express the entirety of The Inexpressible.  The best “answer” is no-answer, as 
the Truth is already manifest in full.  To “answer” with words is far more likely to lead 
the questioner astray from the Truth than to guide their minds-eye to realizing It for 
themselves.  No “teacher” can give you enlightenment, genuine compassion or 
wisdom.  They can only “point a finger at the Moon.”  Though the finger is not separate 
from the Moon, the finger is not the Moon.  You must realize awakening for yourself, to 
remember your True Nature through your own direct investigation.


Because the student working on this koan is given no opportunity to put words 
to the question being asked without falling to their death, they are being forced to 
realize these insights directly, viscerally, experientially in a way that is far beyond words 
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and concepts.  When the True Nature of reality is realized by a person, even though it 
usually is a relatively brief glimpse from only one angle, they are struck dumb with the 
futility of trying to share their experience with another using words – the impossibility of 
sharing their direct experience of the realization or insight.


Things simply are as they are, and, given our limited perspective, we ascribe a 
limited and limiting conceptual meaning to what happens after the fact.  The “five 
skandhas” – the physical, emotional, and mental aspects of our experience – are 
inseparable from and directly influence one another.  No matter how seemingly small or 
insignificant, our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors affect one another, and those of 
others.  It’s only after the fact that humans’ natural tendency to encode our 
experiences symbolically into words and concepts results in deriving a particular, 
limited “meaning” from what happened.  Yet, that act, of labeling and assigning 
meaning through words and concepts, is also a seamlessly interdependent expression 
of the Tao, of everything in Existence.


A genuine understanding and enacting of “buji” in one’s life (what is translated 
as “non-doing” or “nothing to do,” but I prefer to call “effortless-effort”) must be based 
on a mature realization of this prajna paramita.  A person’s thoughts, words, and 
actions are naturally imbued with wisdom and compassion to the extent that they have 
integrated that realization.  Ideally, with a deep and genuine integration of that 
realization, a person would no longer be double-minded, conflicted, or unsure of what 
to think, say, or do.  They would not engage in actions or inactions that resulted in 
harm.  Their mental states and actions would flow effortlessly, without hesitation, 
always resulting in the wisest, most compassionate outcome possible.  This non-
dualistic, direct, and effortless activity is what is pointed at in the Song of Zazen with 
the line “The Path independent of differentiation runs straight ahead.”


As Genjo Roshi likes to say, “enlightenment is the easy part.”  The process of 
fully maturing as a human being, of purifying our mind-streams, of refining away our 
ego-conditioning, and of fully integrating the wisdom of prajna paramita is an endless 
task that takes countless lifetimes to accomplish.  Everyday, I fail to act wisely and with 
compassion.  Everyday I cause myself and others unintentional harm.  Everyday, every 
hour, I find myself bogged down in grasping and aversion, of anxiety and uncertainty, 
of indifference and indecisiveness.  Everyday I fail to uphold my vows fully, despite my 
best efforts.  Yet, I try to have compassion for myself, to let go of my past mistakes 
having done my best to learn from them, and to settle back into the present moment, 
re-dedicating myself to my bodhisattva vows, to my Zen practice.  Fortunately for us 
all, it is always true that there is never a better time to begin this work than now.
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