
During the practice intensive, we worked with five koans, in discussion and interactive exercises. This koan 

was the last  one we encountered. 

The Case

A non-Buddhist in all earnestness asked the World-Honored One, “I do not ask about words, I do not ask 

about no-words.” The World-Honored One just sat still. The non-Buddhist praised him, saying, “The World-

Honored One in his great benevolence and great mercy has opened the clouds of my delusion and enabled 

me to enter the Way.” Then, bowing, he took his leave. Ananda asked Buddha, “What did the non-Buddhist 

realize that made him praise you so much?” The World-Honored One replied, “He is just like a fine horse 

that runs even at the shadow of a whip.”  

Mumon’s Commentary

Ananda is Buddha’s disciple, but his realization is less than the non-Buddhist’s. Now tell me, how far is the 

distance between the non-Buddhist and Buddha’s disciple?

The Verse

Walking on the edge of a sword, 

Running over a ridge of jagged ice;

Not using steps or ladders,

Jumping from the cliff with hands free.

As you read this case, think about yourself, inhabiting these roles:

The Non-Buddhist: the outsider, asking the deep question of the Buddha: what is this 
stuff all about, anyway? What can you really show me of your teaching, of this path? I am not 
asking for philosophy or dogma or reasoning or sermons or pieties. What is the truth of the 
matter?

The World Honored One: how do you respond to the non-Buddhist? How do you 
exemplify the way? What happens for you when someone who has no frame of reference for it 
asks you about your practice or your path? When someone asks you, show me what you have 
learned in your time spent in meditation? 

Ananda, the faithful disciple: Trying to understand what he has witnessed. He is like 
someone watching inquiry, and asking: what just happened there?
Discussion.
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I was teaching a summer class on Zen rhetoric. None of the students had any 
experience with Zen teachings or practice, and in the class was a young mother of three. At the 
start of each class we had ten minutes of meditation, and once a week we did inquiry together. 
Around the third class, this young mother had a massive awakening experience. Her world was 
completely turned inside out, and she was utterly transformed. In inquiry she was laughing and 
crying at the same time, so filled with brilliant light. She was like the non-Buddhist—she actually 
was a non-Buddhist— like the non-Buddhist, she was intensely moved and grateful, and like the 
non-Buddhist she left. 

Thousands and thousands of earnest, sincere practitioners sitting in Zazen night and 
day for years, studying the teachings for decades in monasteries and Zen centers without a 
glimpse of what she realized after a total of 30 minutes of sitting, in a chair, in a classroom, in 
the middle of a busy university. Where is the justice in that? And yet, could there be anything 
more encouraging?

I’m not going to say much about the first part of this koan. By now you have all 
experienced a taste of Buddha mind, the mind of the Way, the mind of Appamada, and in any 
event there is nothing to add to that perfect expression and responsive function of the Buddha in 
meeting the non-Buddhist’s question. You encounter impossible questions like this every day—it 
starts on the playground with “Are you going to fight, or are you a chicken?”

I recall once I was in an intensive led by Roko Osho, a Zen teacher from the Syracuse 
Zen center, who was the first woman in the U.S. to receive dharma transmission in the Rinzai 
tradition. She was giving a dharma talk when a young man gave a great shout and demanded, 
“what is Buddha?” She picked up her cup and calmly took a sip of tea. He shouted, “Give me an 
answer!” She replied. “I just did.” 

Later I said to her, listening to your talk was like water pouring into water. She just 
smiled. And I asked her the question that was burning in me at that time, “what is it that is 
transmitted?” She penetrated me with a laser gaze and whispered with a force that could have 
toppled trees, “nothing.” The echo of that “nothing” still rings in my ears.

Already too much talking. 

But I will say something about the Buddha describing the non-Buddhist as “like a fine 
horse that runs at the shadow of the whip.” 
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As Koun Yamada notes in The Gateless Gate, this expression also comes up in one of 
the Buddhist sutras, in the Anguttara Nikaya,  The Buddha compares people to four kinds of 
horses. The first are those that start even at the shadow of the whip and immediately perform 
the will of the horseman. They are like those who feel the impermanence of the world when they  
hear of the death of someone in another village. 

The second kind are those that start when their hair is touched by the whip. They are like 
those people who feel the impermanence of the world only when they hear of the death of 
someone they know in their own village. 

The third kind starts when its hide is touched by the whip. They are like those who feel 
the impermanence of the world only when they are faced with a death in the family. 

The fourth kind are those that start only when the whip reaches their bones! They are 
like those people who do not feel the impermanence of the world until personally faced with 
death. 

Yamada remarks:  These similes are meant to indicate the depth of each individual’s 
causal relation to the Dharma and also the degree of aspiration on the part of the student. Those 
unconcerned with the Dharma are totally outside the four classes of horses. Shakyamuni was 
praising the non-Buddhist highly when he rated him with the first class. At the same time, he was 
also prodding and encouraging Ananda by presenting the essential reality itself.

I think when we hear such teachings, we begin to imagine that we are this kind of horse 
or that kind of horse, that we wish we could be a better horse in some way, faster, more 
sensitive, more responsive, more brilliant. Probably Ananda felt some of that too. He was the 
Buddha’s cousin. Year after year he had followed the Buddha faithfully, memorizing every word 
the Buddha spoke, and serving his needs. He was always by the Buddha’s side, yet he knew 
that he still lacked great enlightenment. And here was some stranger, never seen before, who 
rudely addresses the Buddha with some impossible demand, and yet earns the highest praise 
from the Buddha. Hearing the Buddha’s words, Ananda might have felt like a donkey, slow, dull, 
hapless and small. 

As it happens, I have some experience with horses. As a young child, I was crazy about 
them, probably obsessed. I think today they might have medicated me, you know? All I could 
talk about or think about was horses from the time I was about 2 years old. I rode the arm of the 
sofa ragged, and galloped around on broomsticks, and drew and colored horses all day long. I 
read about them and talked about them constantly and every year I had only one thing on my 
Christmas list: a horse. 

Case 32: A Non-Buddhist Questions Buddha  •  3



Finally, my parents despaired of mollifying me with a stuffed horse, a model stable, a 
horse paint-by-numbers kit, a puppy, a pony ride, and when I was about 9 years old they 
actually got me a real, live horse for Christmas. I was so excited! He was a retired cowpony, and 
I guess he was probably like the fourth horse. He was completely set in his ways. If he didn’t 
want to do something, he simply planted himself, and well, an 1100 pound horse against a tiny 
9-year old girl is not much of a match. If I tried to catch him, he ran away. This went on for hours 
and hours. I couldn’t believe he wasn’t as delighted to be with me as I was to be with him! 
Sometimes we would have a rodeo, with me running after him trying to tire him out, until I was 
the one exhausted. Sometimes I would try to move toward him slowly so that he wouldn’t be 
frightened, and he would stand perfectly still until I was just in reach of him, and then effortlessly  
slip away.  If he was caught, he would not let us put a bridle in his mouth. He clenched his teeth 
and shook his head. What to do? This was a very difficult situation. On the one hand, I was 
deliriously happy to finally have my horse, and yet, he was impossible! Maybe you too have 
encountered situations in your life like this?

But I was determined, in the way only a 9-year-old girl can be. I studied him and thought 
about how his mind worked. He was wily, but not very bright, and he was good-hearted. Why 
couldn’t I get him to do what I wanted? Finally, I had a brainstorm, that maybe I could get him to 
do what I wanted by connecting it to what he wanted. I went into the paddock when it was 
supper time and sat right down with the bucket of oats in my lap. After a few hours of this, he 
became curious and came over to me and began to eat. For a long time I would simply bring 
him some treat and do nothing at all, until he began to come to me all by himself. Finally, he 
forgot about the treat and came to me on his own, and from that point I could do nearly anything 
with him. 

But still he would not take the bridle, and I knew I could not fight with him. So one day I 
stroked his nose, slathering it with molasses. Then I poured molasses on the bit of the bridle 
and simply put it up to his lips. In that way, he soon learned to look forward to the bridle and our 
outings together. So that was how I learned from that fourth kind of horse. I learned to watch, to 
be patient, to try to understand how he was thinking, to meet him on his own terms, and to invite 
him to enjoy something he thought was unpleasant. It wasn’t a matter of exerting my will over 
his, it was a process of bringing our two minds into alignment. We had many happy hours 
together galloping through the pine forests of Massachusetts. I think this first horse of mine was 
a little like some Zen students who are fixed in their ideas about practice, loyal to their 
conditioning, and wedded to their own views, which creates a great resistance and struggle in 
their path. But with care and kindness they can sometimes learn to relinquish some of those 
hardened views and open to the possibility that what they had been resisting could lead to 
freedom.
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My next horse was very young when I got her, only about a year old. So I hoped I would 
be able to avoid the habits that my first horse had developed from being handled badly. She 
was a lot like the third horse in the Buddha’s story. Because she was young, she was more 
energetic, but she was not very bright, and she was actually quite lazy. And her participation and 
attention were intermittent. Sometimes she would willingly do what I asked her to do, and 
sometimes she would rebel, or sulk or just withdraw in refusal. She could be a bit mean, and 
when I worked with her, sometimes she tried to kick or bite me in her ignorance, so I had to be 
quite firm with her. She did not think she should be asked to work, but I knew that was the only 
way that she could learn. And even horses are happiest when they are working and learning. 

Maybe you’ve been in situations like this, too with an unreliable, unpredictable, or 
untrustworthy element to it? How do you keep things going forward in a healthy way?  I took a 
steady, friendly approach, and day after day just worked with whatever frame of mind she was 
in. 

Where I was boarding her, there were some experienced riders who fancied themselves 
cowboys. (in Wisconsin!). They laughed at my slow, gradual approach. They favored the bronc-
busting method. “Just throw a saddle on her and get it over with! Are you scared?” But day after 
day I slowly got her accustomed to the saddle and bridle, without ever getting on her back. 
When the day finally came to ride her, the fence was lined young guys in their cowboy boots 
and big hats gleefully waiting for the fireworks. They were taking bets about how long I would 
last before getting tossed. But I simply stepped into the stirrups, swung on to her back, and 
without any fuss we moved off. She still didn’t like to work that much, and she had her good 
days and bad days, but we had become a team. I think this horse is like some Zen students who 
are kind of intermittent in their practice. At times they are alert and engaged, and then again at 
other times they feel lazy and disconnected from their practice. Or they have a bout of 
resistance and balk at what the teacher asks them to do. They may back off or even tear into 
the teacher, but with patience and skill, they too find their way on the path. 

I moved on, to a little farm in Wisconsin where I could finally have a horse right on the 
property, and I went looking for something special. With my budget, that meant, again, an 
untrained colt, but I found a lovely young mare who was half Arabian. She was much more 
refined than any horse I had owned, and she was very intelligent and whole-hearted. I was 
taking lessons and she was a solid, willing learner. In everything I asked her to do, she was 
consistent and cooperative. This made our time together a real pleasure. Maybe you too have 
been in some situations that were like this, marked with mutual trust and cooperation. How do 
you keep those situations healthy and energized? This mare was like some Zen students, 
earnest and sincere in their practice, who intelligently apply the teachings and work steadily and 
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persistently with the teacher. They are consistent in their approach to their path and the 
teacher’s role is one of support and encouragement. That horse picked things up quickly, and 
we learned a lot together beginning to practice the exacting art of dressage. 

The aim of dressage is to train the horse and rider to such a level of intimate 
communication and exquisite attunement, that the horse will instantly move in any direction at 
any speed with only the suggestion of a cue from the rider. In fact, the horse will actually 
respond to the intention of the rider, which creates an almost imperceptible shift in weight. It 
becomes an elegant kind of dance. In other words, dressage is about producing what the 
Buddha described as the first kind of horse. In a funny kind of parallel, at a national meeting of 
Zen teachers a few years back, I heard one well-known Zen master remark to another, “you can 
always tell a senior Zen student. They can turn on a dime.”

As my skills improved we began looking for a competition horse, and as a gift, my 
husband bought me a thoroughbred filly. She was exquisitely beautiful. Her lineage on one side 
included Man O’ War, and on the other side, Citation, two of the most famous racehorses that 
ever lived. And you could tell. Everything about her was a kind of quivering readiness to run. 
When I began to train her I had to take a completely different approach from any other horse I 
had ever worked with. She would lift her head up and her nostrils would flare, and she would get 
a faraway gleam in her eye. Every movement was a ballet. It was almost as if she had no skin: 
her senses were far more keen than mine, and she was incredibly responsive.  Perhaps you’ve 
found yourself in situations like this, with keenly sensitive people of the highest caliber. This 
high-powered filly didn’t need to be pushed, she needed to be contained. I knew I had to pay 
absolute attention; the price of a moment of mindlessness or distraction was to suddenly find 
myself sitting in the dust, with no horse at all under me. There was no meanness in it, not a bit 
of resistance or ill will. She would circle back around and look at me so puzzled, as if to say, 
what are you doing down there? For her, no whip was needed.

Some Zen students have this kind of vitality and bright aliveness, and you can sense 
their readiness to run with the teachings. In such students the teacher’s role is to help the 
student contain that energy so that instead of spraying it all about like a fountain, it can be 
focused and directed at will with the force of a fire hose. Such students sometimes become 
impatient with the discipline of Zen practice, but ultimately, it serves them well in cultivating their 
powerful potential and their vow.

Of course the Buddha seemed to praise the horse that runs at the shadow of the whip, 
but in reality, that same horse will run at the shadow of a branch, an airplane, a cloud, or a 
whim. It can be a pretty wild ride! The truth is I loved each of these horses just exactly as they 
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were; each presented a new set of challenges and learning experiences for me, and each one 
was generous in accepting my fumbling and awkward attempts to teach them, to work with 
them, and to learn more about them. 

Of course, Zen students are not really horses, and Zen teachers are not horse trainers, 
or even horse whisperers, are they? At best they are co-conspirators in a great prison break. So 
what is this path about? It can’t be conveyed in words, and it can’t be conveyed in no-words 
either, can it. So how do you respond, when life makes its impossible, impenetrable demands? 
Are you going to fight or are you chicken?

Now you understand, at least a little bit, the baffling, paradoxical, illogical, and infuriating 
language of the Zen ancestors. You have tasted the intoxicating wine of Zen koans, and 
perhaps seen why they continue to fascinate us even after a thousand years. They are ageless 
and deathless, because they continue to speak to us in precisely the lives we are leading right 
now. They crack us open to pure joy, the ground of life. So I would ask you the question that 
sometimes Joko would ask me, “how is your real-life koan going?”

So let’s do just a bit more exploring. You might want to do this in writing.

1. Read out loud this koan and the commentary, and consider the question raised in it. 
How do the non-Buddhist and the disciple differ?

2. Read the koan and commentary out loud once more and then the verse. Describe a 
situation in your life in which you are “walking on the edge of a sword,” or running over a ridge of 
jagged ice.” What would it mean to “jump from the cliff with hands free?”

3. Read the koan, commentary, and verse out loud each morning for a week. What 
happens?
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