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THE TRUTH OF THIS MOMENT 
 

Yun Men’s Bright Light, Blue Cliff Record, Case 86 

 
Yun Men gave instruction, saying, ‘Everyone has their own light. If you want to see it, you 

can’t. The darkness is dark, dark. Now what is your light?’ 

He himself answered, 

‘The storeroom. The gate.’ 

Again he said,  

‘It would be better to have nothing than to have something good.’1 

 

Yunmen lived from 864 to 949, just at the tail end of the T’ang dynasty. He came to 

awakening under Master Muzhou who was known for his uncompromising work with his 

students. It is said that Mu-chou quit monastic life in order to look after his aged mother. He 

lived in a modest cottage and secretly fashioned straw sandals, leaving them at the roadside 

so that weary travelers could replace their worn footgear. Here is a record of Yunmen 

meeting Muzhou for the first time: 

 The moment Muzhou saw Yunmen approach, he shut the door. Thereupon Yunmen 

knocked at the door, and Muzhou asked: 

‘Who is it?’ 

Yunmen replied, ‘It’s me!’ 

Muzhou asked, ‘What are you here for?’ 

Yunmen said, ‘I am not yet clear about myself. Please, Master, give me guidance!’ 

Muzhou opened the door, cast one glance, shut it again, and withdrew. 

In this manner Yunmen went to knock at the door on three consecutive days. On the third 

day, when Muzhou set out to open the door, Yunmen forced his way in. Muzhou seized him 

and said: ‘Say it, say it!’ 

Yunmen hesitated. 

Muzhou pushed him out, saying, ‘Utterly useless stuff’ and slammed the door. (BANG!) 
Through this Yunmen attained awakening.2 
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Later, Muzhou sent Yunmen to Master Xuefeng to continue his training. Xuefeng came to 

maturity late: for twenty years he traipsed from teacher to teacher, trying to make head or tail 

of the teachings. He was often branded as a black lacquer bucket – shorthand for dimwit. But 

he finally came to awakening, and became a marvelous teacher who raised sixty-five 

talented successors, including Yunmen. He compiled the Blue Cliff Record , the collection of 

koans from which today’s case is taken. 

 

Yunmen forbid his students to record his teachings, but one of his students secretly wore a 

paper gown under his robe and jotted down the master’s words. And what forceful words they 

were! Listen to this:  One day Yunmen entered the hall to address the monks, saying, ‘Why 

are you all aimlessly coming her looking for something? I only know how to eat and shit. 

What is the use of explaining anything else?3   

 In the koan I take up today, Yunmen harks back to Shitou’s poem Merging of 

Difference and Identity that was written a hundred years earlier. It says: 

  Just within this light there is darkness 

  But don’t confront it as darkness. 

  And within darkness there is light 

  But don’t meet it as light.4 

What is the light that Yunmen and Shitou speak of?  In his commentary to this koan, Hsueh 

Tou says: To begin to understand, you must cut off knowing and seeing, forget gain and loss, 

and become purified, naked, and perfectly at ease; each and everyone must investigate on 

their own.5  

 To cut off knowing and seeing, forget gain and loss means letting go of all concepts 

about the world and ourselves.  It means opening to the moment, just as it is, without 

perceiving it through a filter of desire and dislike. This filter through which we see the world is 

formed by our layers of conditioning. What are these layers? What is the function of 

conditioning? How can we cut off knowing and seeing?  In asking these questions, we follow 

the road map of practice as handed down to us by the great Master Dogen.  He said:  

 To study the Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To forget 

the self is to be enlightened by the Ten Thousand Things. 
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 From earliest childhood we are conditioned to learn from others, to emulate others, 

and to adapt to what others think of us and of the world. In all of this adaptation something 

very important gets lost: the ability to inquire deeply without being hampered by faith, fear, 

hope, compliance, or rebellion. When we follow someone else’s light, instead of being a lamp 

unto ourselves, we become, in the words of Krishnamurti, second-hand people.6  

 And all the while we spin a cocoon of concepts about ourselves and about the world. 

This is the process of conditioning. Now, what is its function? The function of conditioning is 

to keep fear at bay. After all, fear is, as Krishnamurti pointed out, the movement from 

certainty to uncertainty.7 We construct a fixed belief system that we call the ‘self’ to protect 

ourselves from uncertainty. If you want to know what your belief system is, just list everything 

that you identify yourself as: ‘I am a woman; I am a man, I am old, young, intelligent, stupid, a 

writer, a postman, an athlete, a Zen student and so on.’ To uphold a fixed concept of self 

takes a tremendous lot of energy. After all, the problem is that life is ephemeral – yesterday’s 

athlete is today’s guy in the wheelchair and the once intelligent woman now nods away her 

days in a dementia ward. So, to maintain the illusion of a fixed self, we need to constantly 

reframe the past and dream up the future. Our mind is kept busy editing the ‘self’. This is the 

act of conditioning. 

 When we sit in zazen we can get a clear view of the process. Our mind is constantly at 

work, reworking our memories of the past and creating stories of the future. When we 

investigate our thought patterns thoroughly, we can see that we spend a significant amount 

of time reframing memories which are connected to feelings of anger or shame, because the 

experiences that lie at the bottom of such emotions temporarily damage our concept of self. 

That makes us feel uncertain about who and what we are.  

 When we observe our mind in action, we can see that we also spend a lot of time 

planning and rehearsing the future. We do this to counteract anxiety and fear. The future is a 

scary place because it is unknowable. With all our planning and rehearsals we try and create 

a veneer of certainty in our mind where there can actually be none at all.  

 How then can we work skilfully with this process of conditioning? How can we ‘cut 

through seeing and knowing?’ The two great tools of Zen practice are enquiry and 

awareness. When we ask: ‘What is the truth of this moment?’ we can see into our stories 

and, as they fall away, the moment itself emerges filled with the song of the Bush Warbler, 
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the roiling anger in the belly, and the cool autumn breeze. And with this we are perfect just as 

we are—with nothing to ad and nothing to take away. 

  When we let go of all concepts and truly enter the place of not-knowing, there is 

nothing to hang on to and no path to follow. As the poet Antonio Machado says8: 

 

You walking, your footprints are 

the road, and nothing else; 

there is no road, walker,  

you make the road by walking. 

by walking you make the road, 

and when you look backward, 

you see the path that you 

will never step on again. 

Walker, there is no road, 

  only wind-trails in the sea. 

 

 Letting go of all concept of ‘self’ is scary but it is imperative if we want to awaken to 

freedom. As Master Wumen says: For subtle realization it is of the utmost importance that 

you cut off the mind road.9 But somehow we still want to hang on to some ideas that give us 

a sense of comfort and an illusion of wisdom. Maybe these are lofty thoughts about the 

meaning of life, or maybe they are insights we have seemingly gained in our spiritual 

practice. Do we really have to discard everything? Yunmen gives us a clear answer, he says, 

‘It would be better to have nothing, than to have something good.’ And St John of the Cross 

echoes this caution across time and religions when he says: 

 The soul that is attached to anything, however much good there may be in it, will not 

arrive at the liberty of the divine. 

This liberty, this great freedom appears when we forget the self. At that moment we are, as 

Hsueh Tou says, ‘… purified, naked, and perfectly at ease’. There is nothing at all to hang on 

to – no thought of failure or attainment. There is no road and no mirror. The Buddha exhorted 

his students as he lay dying and said: Be a lamp unto yourselves. Only take refuge in the 

Truth. What is the truth?  
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 Right now, what is the truth of this moment?  

Here is a poem by Dogen that describes the truth he found in a moment of pilgrimage: 

 

This slowly drifting cloud is pitiful; 

 What dreamwalkers we become. 

 awakened, I hear the only true thing – 

 Black rain on the roof of Fukakusa temple.10 

 

 When we open to the truth of the moment, just as it is, our innate light shines.  As 

Master Yunmen says:11  

 ‘All of you – right where you stand, each and every one of you has a beam of light 

shining continuously, now as of old, far removed from seeing or knowing. Though it’s a light, 

when you’re asked about it you don’t understand – isn’t it dark and dim?’ 12 

 But why can we not see our own light? Why is there only darkness when we want to 

perceive our light? Well, the sun cannot see the sun; the eye cannot see the eye. This is 

what Lao Tzu calls darkness within darkness; the gate to all mystery.13 How then can we 

walk in this darkness within darkness? Listen to Wendell Berry’s poem To Know the Dark: 

 To go in the dark with a light is to know the light. 

 To know the dark, go dark.  Go without sight, 

 and find that the dark, too, blooms and sings, 

 and is travelled by dark feet and dark wings.14 

 

In the midst of this darkness, ‘self’ and ‘other’ is forgotten, and all concepts of ‘light’ and ‘dark’ 

are erased. In the following poem, the poet Bassho shows what remains when all concepts 

are brushed aside:15 

 The sea darkens: 

  Voices of the wild ducks 

   Are dim and white. 

 

Now, what is your light? Yunmen himself answers joyfully: ‘The storeroom. The Gate.’  When 

you look deeply, you will see that the myriad beings, the ‘ten-thousand things’, shine with 
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your own light. Right now, you are sitting here, high up in the mountains, lapped by  the 

distant sound of the river, caressed by the feel of air on your skin, touched by the ache in 

your knees, bathed in the fragrant wind wafting up the hillside.  

 At this moment, what is your light?  

 

 Boundless wind and moon – the eye within eyes, 

 Inexhaustible heaven and earth – the light beyond light, 

 The willow dark, the flower bright – ten thousand houses; 

 Knock at any door – there’s one who will respond.16  

…………………………………….. 

© Mary Jaksch 2004 
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