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The Emperor asked Bodhidharma: ‘Who is standing 
there, before me?’ 

Bodhidharma replied: ‘I do not know.’ 

This reply has become the fundamental kōan that 
countless monks and nuns have studied. Did 
Bodhidharma not know who he was? Do we 
ourselves know who we truly are? To answer this 
kōan is the profound reason for our spiritual 
practice. To see and understand what our original 
nature is – ‘Who am I?’ – is the primary purpose of 
our existence, the only way to put an end to the 
blind dualism that causes us so much suffering and 
to find the luminous essence of our own heart. 

Regarding this kōan, Koun Ejo continues in the 
Kōmyōzō Zanmai: 

‘By immersing yourselves in this kōan, you can 
attain freedom, well-being and contentment. The 
whole body becomes light. The entire universe is 
nothing but light. ” 

What Koun Ejo is telling us is that absorption in 
this ‘I do not know’ kōan is no different from 
absorption in our Treasure of Light. In our zazen, 
we reach our innermost self, where this kōan 
resonates, by scrutinising what lies beyond 
language, beyond ‘I do not know’, by settling into 
the heart of silence, by listening - without grasping 
at anything - to all that bursts forth and vanishes 
within it, by feeling the vibration of every 
sensation without making it our own. 

By repeatedly asking the question ‘Who am I?’ and 
reminding ourselves of Bodhidharma’s reply ‘I do 
not know’, we are unconsciously led towards our 
true selves, into the place where no words can be 
used. We are, as it were, compelled to surrender 
and abandon any answer arising from the mind, 
because it is insufficient and cannot satisfy us.  

Everything becomes clear when we recognise that 
the space of our mind - invisible, boundless, 
omnipresent and yet devoid of characteristics, 
where the world appears and disappears in the 
very moment - is, and always has been, what we 
are.  

 

 

This understanding itself is the light that leaves 
nothing in darkness. It is the light of our own 
body-mind, One with the heart of life that 
breathes in all forms of the universe and in each 
one of our cells. 

Koun Ejo continues his discourse by quoting the 
great Master Yunmen, the 39th Patriarch after the 
Buddha: 

‘All beings possess the light,’ says Master Yunmen, 
‘but when they look at it, they do not see it. Thus it 
appears to be absent.’  

But I ask you this question: ‘What is this light within 
each of us?’  

As no one in the audience replied, he continued 
and answered his own question:  

‘The light within each of us is the communal hall, 
the dojo, the Buddha’s altar, the kitchens, the 
temple gate.’ 

Wherever we are, and wherever we go, there is 
light. We do not see it and we do not realise what 
it is. Yet it is that obviousness of Presence, which 
never leaves us, which permeates us completely, in 
which we are born and die. This light is the invisible 
at the core of our visible form. It is also called the 
field of emptiness, Primordial Consciousness, the 
buddha-nature. If it were not what we are, we 
could neither illuminate nor see anything of the 
magical world of the ten thousand things. 

So when we look at the communal hall, the dojo, 
the Buddha’s altar, the kitchens, the temple gate, 
it is our own gaze, our own light that illuminates 
them and makes them visible. This light is 
everywhere we are, everywhere our gaze falls. It is 
clear that it cannot see itself from the outside, 
since it is the sole Reality. 

So, the only thing that remains is for us to look 
within ourselves. 

And when we look with our full attention, 
everything becomes light. This light is all that 
there is. 

 

*** 
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