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L i s te n

Case 16 of the Mumonkan

When the Bell Sounds

Ummon said, “The world is vast and wide.  Why do you put on your seven-piece robe at 
the sound of the bell?”

MUMON’S COMMENT  In studying Zen, you should not be swayed by sounds and 
form.  Even though you attain insight when hearing a voice or seeing a form, this is sim-
ply the ordinary way of things. Don’t you know that the real Zen student commands 
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sounds, control forms, is clear-sighted at every 
event and free on every occasion?

	 Granted you are free, just tell me: Does 
the sound come to the ear or does the ear go to 
the sound?  If both sound and silence die away, 
at such a juncture how could you talk of Zen?  
While listening with your ear, you cannot tell.  
When hearing with your eye, you are truly inti-
mate.

----

You might think that after reading this case, I 
am going to discuss this wonderful koan, but ac-
tually I’m not.  My focus instead is on the last 
line of Mumon’s comment:

“When hearing with your eye, you are truly inti-
mate.”

What is this type of eye, and this type of intima-
cy that he speaks of?

Let’s begin with by considering a couple of Indi-
an terms.  The first is the familiar greeting “Na-
maste,” which literally means “I bow to you.”  
But not just any old “you,” which is why it is usu-
ally rendered as “the Divine in me recognizes the 
Divine in you,” which I prefer to translate as the 
“the Beyond in me recognizes (or sees) the Be-
yond in you.”  No ordinary “seeing” here.

Consider another term as well, the Sanskrit 
“Darshana” which literally means a “glimpse of 
the Holy,” and which I would render as “I invite 
you to see the Beyond in me, so that you might 
recognize (or even better, “remember”) it in your-
self.

In the west, we use expressions such as “the eyes 
are the windows to the soul,” or refer to our 
“third eye,” or “inner eye,” as deeper seeing.

These types of seeing sound lofty and unattain-
able for most of us.  But are they really?

Let me use an encounter I had, which is likely 
similar to some that each of you have also expe-
rienced.

Some time ago, I used to run a team in Tokyo for 
a large software company.  One night, my team 
went across town to have dinner.  I stayed behind 
at the office as I had to take a call from HQ, and 
then set out to join them.  The office was close to 
Shinjuku station.  

Have you all been to Grand Central Station in 
NYC?  Shinjuku is like that.  Only worse.  This 
is where there are crowds like you can’t begin to 
imagine.  And where they have personnel (literal-
ly called “pushers”) to shove people into the train 
cars.  As I am standing on the station, having de-
cided to wait for the next train, I catch an old-
er gentleman’s eyes.  We are transfixed by each 
other.  And that look between us is not just any 
“look.”  It becomes a portal.  Deep, penetrat-
ing, transcendent.  The kind of look that con-
tains an entire lifetime, which was transmitted 
to me, with all of its joys, sorrows, hardships, 
achievements, heartbreak and wisdom.  But as I 
looked deeper, it wasn’t just this man’s life and 
mine I was seeing.  But rather the lives of every-
one.  All of those who have been, are, and will 
be.   All births, deaths, tragedies, happiness, mu-
sic, dance, youth, and old age. All contained in 
one 45 second gaze.  One beyond the reach of 
the ego driven “I,” but clearly discernable by the 
Cosmic “Eye.”  

ON SEEING AND INSIGHT (CONTINUED)
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ON SEEING AND INSIGHT (CONTINUED)

A portal to eternity.  A gate to forever.   The lives 
and experiences of everyone flashing before me.  
That kind of look!

Why did it happen there and then?  I don’t know.  
Why did we pick each other?  I don’t know.  But 
I can confirm this was no mere gaze or acci-
dent.  There was intention and recognition, even 
though we were technically strangers.  We re-
membered ourselves in each other, and into each 
other.  We couldn’t take our eyes off one anoth-
er.  And as he pulled away there was a melanchol-
ic joy in both of us.  I felt his, and he apparent-
ly felt mine, confirmed by a forlorn smile.  And 
while on multiple levels he is long gone by now, 
yet he will never leave me.

Which brings up Mumon’s conjoined concept, 
intimacy.  We saw each other with an intimacy 
that transcended the kind we might have with 
our partners, children, or beloved friends.  Some-
thing that runs much deeper even than that.  
Forever in a long, penetrating look.

And isn’t that the point of our practice as spiritu-
al companions?

Consider the look the Buddha and Mahākāśya-
pa exchanged in the well know Buddhist Flower 
Sermon, which details the origin story of Ch’an 
(or Zen) Buddhism, also the subject of Case 6 of 
the Mumonkan.  The Buddha holds up a flow-
er, everyone in the assembly falls silent, and only 
Mahākāśyapa smiles in recognition.  But consid-
er that this is not really a sermon about a flower!  
Instead, it’s a story about the look that the Bud-
dha and Kāśyapa exchanged.  It’s that look that 
seals the transmission of forever, not the flower!
With all of this said, why then do we go about 
our daily lives not staring at each other through 
our Cosmic Eyes?

One answer is that we are so intensely preoccu-
pied with the hubbub of our daily lives that we 
literally lose sight of one another.  As well as our-
selves!  Our egos can easily run rampant, narrow-
ing our field.  And yet some part of us recognizes 
the incongruity and disharmony of doing this, so 
we scurry about yelling “I am blind!  I am blind!  
I can’t see!”

Why not open our eyes then?
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Perhaps because we fear what we might see.  We don’t 
want to witness the death of our egos, and don’t want to 
embrace our own mortality. We dread losing ourselves 
into the endless expanse of an abyss, and recoil at the pros-
pect of finding our being untethered and unmoored, slid-
ing into oblivion.

Well, I have a news for you.  We are each but one speck 
out of eight billion human specks.  On a planet that con-
tains millions of species.  In a tiny solar system.  Part of a 
small galaxy.  And the latest computer estimates put the 
number of galaxies in the Trillions! 

(Don’t ask me how they came up with that number, but 
rest assured that it is almost certainly wrong, and that sen-
tient beings in the future will look back on us with a mea-
sure of disdain for our positively primitive beliefs.) 

But the point is that we are already hurtling through space, 
one seemingly without any boundaries that we can truly 
grasp or define.  So why are we so worried?  We already are 
what we fear!  The tiniest of specks in a wide expanse be-
yond our comprehension.

Of course in Zen, “not knowing” is at the heart of our 
practice.  But our awareness that we cannot ultimate-
ly know anything is something we can experience, deeply 
and truly.  Groundlessness and impermanence are the only 
truly solid things in the Universe.

So it is that we need not fear the intimacy of eternity, as it 
is always with us. 

We have but to look in each other’s eyes to see it.

ON SEEING AND INSIGHT (CONTINUED)
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We became aware of Cole Arthur Riley’s work last year 
when we reviewed her first book: https://www.spiritual-
ityandpractice.com/book-reviews/view/29324/this-here-
flesh. We even awarded it as one of our “Best Books of 2023.”

Riley has done it again, creating an essential text to sup-
port embodiment and a spirituality of rage, lament, and jus-
tice. In a very personal introduction, she tells a story of be-
ing distanced from religious talk, and yet drawn to it at the 
same time. Suffering from depression as a young woman, 
she entered an Episcopal church for the first time “with an 
overwhelmingly desire to die.” The hymns, the liturgy, and 
prayer became her buoy. 

“How strange this landed on the senses,” she writes. “Litur-
gy can feel eerie, especially to those of us who know what 
it is to have a mob chant words in unison, not for beauty or 
mystery, but for destruction…. Liturgy, I found, was a kind 
of rest.”

Several years ago, Riley started a project called Black Litur-

gies, that integrates spiritual practice with Black emotion, 
Black literature, and the Black body. This has now come full 
circle into the pages of this resource. What began in 2020 
as a kind of “moral allegiance” when the whole world was 
suddenly aware of “the terror of whiteness armed against 
Black bodies,” where Black people could join together to re-
new “gratitude for spiritual spaces capable of holding their 
grief and hope,” is now a rich book of prayer, public and pri-
vate.

Riley organizes this rich body of Black liturgy with two 
large Parts, the first organizes material “By Story.” These 
are presented in literary prose, poetry, and spiritual prac-
tice suggestions. The second Part organizes “By Time,” full 
of liturgies with prayers, scriptures, blessings, call-and-re-
sponse, and questions for contemplation. 

Chapter 1 in Part One is “Dignity,” and includes stories, po-
ems, and prayers. Prayers have titles such as “For Worth,” 
“For Those Who Dare Degrade,” and “For Trans and Non-
binary Lives.” After the prayers comes a spiritual practice 
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Gregory Kennedy works as a spiritual director and retreat facilitator at 
the Ignatius Jesuit Centre, in Guelph, Ontario, where ecology and ec-
clesiology converge.  His most recent books are three volumes of Re-
upholstered Psalms (Novalis Press).
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P S A L M  O F  L A M E N T
Holy One			 
Hear my cry!
What have we done?
To our rivers,
Our oceans,
To our streams,
Our ponds,
And our lakes?
Our grandchildren will 
Inherit this devastation.

The little ones
Who delight in
Butterflies & frogs,
Fireflies & lizards
Will be left with none.
The teenagers
Will not know
Swimming wild.

Holy One
Awaken your people
To this theft of
Beauty & Vitality
Fertility & Pleasure
That is your creation.
Let us become 
The stewards of 
Your flowing waters 
For the sake of
Our precious children.
	 Amen

Jeanne M. Schul, PhD earned her doctorate at Pacifi-
ca Graduate Institute where she has taught for the last ten 
years in the Depth Psychology programs, specializing in 
Somatics, Dreamwork, and Creativity. She holds an MA in 
Dance from Texas Woman’s University. She was Artistic 
Director of the Berry College Dance Company for 24 years.
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“At the bottom of great doubt,
lies great awakening.
If you doubt fully,
you will awaken fully.”

Hakuin Ekaku
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The Home of Spiritual Companionship
3800 Aurora Ave North, #120, Seattle, WA 98103, USA

Listen is an outreach publication of SDI - The Home of Spiritual Companionship. When 
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