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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

August 2, 1998 

Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 

 “For the practice of Zen it is imperative that you pass through the barriers set up by the ancestral 

teachers. For marvelous enlightenment, you must completely cut off the mind road. If you do not pass the barrier 

of the ancestors and have not cut off the mind road, then you are a ghost clinging to bushes and grasses. What is 

the barrier of the ancestral teachers? It is just this one character of Mu, the one barrier of our faith. We call it the 

gateless barrier of the Zen tradition.  Those who pass through this barrier not only meet Joshu intimately, but 

also walk hand in hand with all the Ancestral Teachers in the successive generation of our lineage, your eyebrows 

connected, seeing with the same eyes, hearing with the same ears.  Could there be anything more wonderful?  

Isn’t there anyone who wants to pass this barrier?  So, then, make your whole body a mass of doubt, and with 

your three hundred and sixty bones and joints, and your eighty four thousand pores concentrate on this one 

character ‘mu.’”  

 

 I think that I’ve given teisho on this koan of Joshu’s Mu over three or four 

days in a row in the past sometime. We are told that Mumon, the compiler of the 

Mumonkan, worked, suffered through working on this koan for six years and then 

finally after six years he passed it. Having struggled with this koan for six years, 

you can feel that struggle in the strength of the comment Mumon gives in this 

first case of the Mumonkan. From the old days it has always been said that if you 

are a person listening to this comment of Mumon’s you shouldn’t listen with your 

ears, you should listen with your belly. In other words, using your entire body 

listen to this koan of  “mu”. I think that the last time I gave teisho I only got to 

the part where it says, “What is the barrier of the ancestral teachers? It is just this 

one character Mu, the barrier of our faith.”  It doesn’t really matter what your 

listening to, but especially when your coming to listen to a lecture or a teisho on 

the koan of Joshu’s Mu, listen with your entire body.  

 We can use the words zen shin 全身, entire body, total body, but what do 

we really mean when we say that? According to Tathagata Zen all of us, every one 
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of us are born having the place that we live in, having our house, having our home 

that we live in already. There isn’t even one thing that is not born already 

possessing its home. And, at least as a temporary way of explaining it, we say that 

if you can clearly experience your home for yourself then you will see that there is 

no other place, there is no other kind of place outside of, apart from your home. 

Whether you look to the left or the right, whether you look up to the heaven or 

down to the earth, everywhere you look you will see your home, and you will see 

that there is nothing apart from that looking which is your home.  If you can 

clearly manifest yourself, if you can clearly manifest your home, then you will 

know for yourself that your true home is this entire cosmos. If you can completely 

experience your home then you will understand clearly that there is nothing 

which is not yourself. 

  And we clearly teach here that there are two positions of being a human 

being: the position of completely experiencing your home, and also the position 

of taking your home as an object. What I’m saying is open up your ears, listen 

with your belly button and  grasp this principle that for people  there is the 

standpoint of completely experiencing, and also the standpoint of knowing, both 

of these.  When the self totally experiences its home then it manifests the self 

which doesn’t need to do the activity of thinking. When we talk about the Great 

Universe, what we mean is that there is absolutely nothing outside of that Great 

Universe, there are no other universes outside of the Great Universe. And one 

way that we teach in a very kind and easy to understand way is to say that to 

experience this Great Cosmos which is the home of yourself means to totally melt 

yourself into the Great Cosmos. When the thinking self completely melts itself 

into the Great Cosmos then we can say that you have experienced the Great 

Cosmos for yourself, although there will probably be a lot of people who have 

their own opinions about what this means, that is how we teach it. And the 

condition of having melted into the universe is the condition in which the thinking 

self has vanished, a condition in which there is neither the position of the subject 

nor the position of the object. Both subject and object have been melted into the 

Great Universe. It isn’t as if subject and object are ultimately gone, they have 
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simply melted themselves into the Great Universe. 

 The activity according to Buddhism which forms this entire cosmos is called 

dharma-ta, the dharma nature, the dharma activity.  And we also say that, 

therefore, when you manifest your true self you are manifesting the complete 

dharma activity, the perfect dharma activity.  And when we analyze the dharma 

activity we see that it is comprised of the tatha-gata and tatha-agata activities, 

the plus activity and the minus activity.  When plus and minus become one that 

is the complete condition.  When that condition of oneness occurs that means 

the thinking self has melted into the dharma-ta, the dharma activity. 

 In Tathagata Zen, as I’ve taught you many times before in the past, when 

we talk about the appearance of the thinking self it is not the case that only the 

thinking self appears by itself: whenever the thinking self appears, together with 

the appearance of the thinking self past and future also appear.  This is what we 

call the appearance of the world of past, present, and future.  And we call these 

worlds the three worlds, and when we talk about the disappearance of the three 

worlds what we mean by the three worlds vanishing is that they all melt 

themselves in to the dharma activity.  The condition which occurs when past, 

present, and future vanish is a condition which includes absolutely everything, it is 

a condition we also call the condition of the source.   

 But then we cross examine you, and we ask you, what about it?  What 

about the tatha-gata and tatha-agata activities?  What about the activities of 

plus and minus?  When they have manifested this condition of the source, when 

they have manifested the condition in which past, present, and future have 

disappeared, can they stay in that condition?  Can they fixate that condition or 

not?  If it were the case that the dharma activity could fixate the condition of the 

source then the human world, this world, would never appear.  The fact is that 

the dharma activity does not fixate the condition of the origin, the dharma activity 

which creates this dharma world then does an activity of dividing its very self in 

two.   

 When the dharma activity does the activity of dividing itself in two, then, 

right in the midst of the dharma world the three worlds of past, present, and 
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future appear.  And as I’ve told you many times in the past, the present moment 

is that which appears having both plus and minus as its content.  And in contrast 

to that, the thing which appears only having the plus activity as its content is the 

activity of the future.  And of course the one that appears with only the minus 

activity as its content is the activity which brings past into being.  I want you to 

contemplate this for yourselves.   

 Every existence appears with both plus and minus as its content.  And 

every existent thing is manifesting itself as the present moment, and so every 

present-moment-existent-thing appears having received, in order to appear, both 

the plus and the minus activities.  As I said before, when the present moment, 

when any existence appears together with that appearance past and future also 

appear, and as I also said before the future is only the plus activity, but it is not 

the complete plus activity.  And in the same way the world of the past has the 

minus activity only as its content, but also it doesn’t have the complete minus 

activity as its content.  The activity that we call future is not he complete 

tatha-gata, thus-going activity, and also the activity we call past in not the 

complete tatha-agata, thus-coming activity.   

 We teach in great detail about this and say that the tatha-gata, thus-going 

activity is manifest incompletely to become the future activity, and in the same 

way the past activity is not the complete activity of tatha-agata, it is the 

incomplete tatha-agata activity.  Then in our teaching we ask you “Why?” 

 The reason why is because the, for example, tatha-gata activity in order 

form the present moment, has given some of itself in on order to form the 

present moment.  It has given maybe one trillionth of itself in order to form the 

present moment.  The past is the same, the past does not have the complete 

tatha-agata activity as its contented when it appears. 

 In other words in order to give birth to the present moment the activity  

of tatha-agata has given of her self one tiny fraction of herself, one trillionth of 

herself, we could say, in order to form the present moment, she offers herself.   

 If we ask “Who is it who thinks about all this stuff?”  We have to say that 

it is the self, it is the self which has appeared as the present moment which then 
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thinks about these things.  At the moment of our birth we don’t have the 

complete conscious functioning.  We can’t say that there is no conscious 

functioning at all, but at the moment of our birth the function of consciousness 

has not developed to the point that we can call it consciousness yet.  We can’t 

do the complete activity of consciousness at the moment of our birth, we can’t 

even do a satisfying activity of consciousness, we can’t even do an activity of 

consciousness which does the activity of discriminating, no less the complete 

activity of consciousness.  This is difficult to understand, but the present 

moment self which appears, appears having received both plus and minus as its 

content. You can see that the present moment is also incomplete in the same way 

as future and past are the incomplete activities of plus and minus, the present is 

an incomplete present, the present also has only incomplete portions of plus and 

minus as its content so all three are incomplete. But the present will inevitably 

grow and develop in order to make all of plus and minus its content. It is not the 

case ever that the existent thing that has appeared here as the present moment 

will stagnate and stop in its incomplete manifestation. And when the present 

moment does make all of plus and all of minus its content then we call it the 

complete present moment and that present moment has no need to look at past 

or future. In Tathagata Zen we call this condition the complete perfect condition 

or the dharmakaya. 

  The self which says “I am” , the self which is the present moment, has as 

its content this activity of time which is the present moment. In the west they say 

that the activity of time is an arrow, but we say in Tathagata Zen that when you 

personify this activity of time which is the content of the self it is the activity of 

kokoro, the activity of heart or mind. Neither the incomplete condition nor the 

complete condition are ever fixated. We say that both the complete condition 

and the incomplete condition simply appear within the process of the dharma 

activity acting.  And of course what we call the incomplete condition is the 

thinking condition, is the condition of being in the incomplete human world. But 

that incomplete condition inevitably will disappear and the complete activity of 

heart will appear. And that is the manifestation of complete time, the 
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manifestation of the complete present. That is the condition in which past, 

present, and future have vanished and the total complete activity of time is 

manifest.  Although the self which is born is always born incomplete it also 

inevitably will manifest for itself the complete activity of time. And as I said before 

the complete condition, which is also called the complete activity of mind or the 

complete activity of heart doesn’t fixate. Again the dharma activity acts and that 

complete condition divides in two and the world of past, present, and future, in 

other words the human world, again appears. The dharma activity which forms 

everything manifests itself sometimes as the incomplete world of past, present, 

and future and then that same activity will manifest the complete condition in 

which past, present, and future are dissolved and in Buddhism we call that 

complete condition the dharmakaya or the manifestation of the Cosmic Buddha, 

and that is equivalent to what in other religions is called the state of God or God. 

The thing that we call in Buddhism the dharmakaya is a complete condition and 

also that thing which in other religions is called God is also a complete condition.  

 So you might ask, “Isn’t Buddhism just the same as other religions?”   But 

we say that Buddhism isn’t the same. The reason that we say that the standpoint 

of Buddhism is different than other religions is because in Buddhism we insist that 

the condition of the dharmakaya isn’t fixated, that the condition of the 

dharmakaya inevitably again divides itself in two and gives birth to the worlds of 

past, present, and future. The reason why we say that the position of Buddhism is 

different is that in other religions the concept of God is fixated. In other religions 

God is thought of as eternal. In Buddhism we do say that the dharma activity is 

always manifesting the dharmakaya. Buddhism says that this very same dharma 

activity acts in order to give birth to the worlds of past, present, and future right 

in the middle of the dharma world and then also acts to melt those worlds of 

past, present, and future back into the dharma world over and over again.  

 The activity which forms the dharma world is the activity of mind. We can 

also say that the activity of mind always is manifesting the body of mind. When 

the activity of mind does the complete activity of mind that is when it completely 

melts into the dharma world, that is when it has no need to see the dharma 
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world. But when the activity of dharma manifests itself in an incomplete way then 

it is always looking at the worlds of past, present, and future. But those worlds of 

past, present, and future are also appearing right in the dharma world and so we 

can see that the dharma world itself neither disappears nor is it born completely 

new. This “I am” self will inevitably be hidden within the dharma world. But the 

dharma world itself is never lost.  

 All of us inevitably will dissolve ourselves, this thing that we call the self, 

and manifest the complete self, the dharma world. But when the worlds of past, 

present, and future do appear, then the self stands up and starts thinking about 

whether the world is “U”, existence, or “Mu”, non-existence. That is the position 

of the human. But when the self is dissolved then the complete universe, the one 

and only unique position which has no need to think appears. In Buddhism, 

therefore, we say that to fixate the self and then to conceive of the dharmakaya 

or God as an eternal existence is simply the oppressive, arrogant human way of 

thinking. Everybody always says that God is always together with us, but it is only 

when you dissolve that us , that “I am” claiming self, that you can truly know that 

you are together with the Absolute God.  It’s only when you dissolve yourself 

that you can experience becoming one with the absolute, becoming one with the 

complete body of the dharma. If you fixate the self and then affirm that fixated 

self and then from that position of the affirmed, fixated self say that God is always 

together with you, that’s what I mean when I say that kind of thinking is the 

arrogant, oppressive human kind of thinking.  

 This is the context of the problem that is brought forth here. Always in the 

human world the incomplete “I am” claiming self will appear. And together with 

that appearance past and future appear. We can say that father is residing in the 

world of the future and mother is residing in the world of the past. All fathers are 

residing in the future and all mothers, all of them, are residing in the past. And we 

can sat that all of your friends, all of your brothers and sisters, are living together 

with you in the present moment. And as I’ve been telling you from way back 

when and as I’ve said also today, when the self appears, exactly simultaneous to 

that appearance of the self past, present, and future all appear. The teaching of 
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Buddhism is the teaching which asks you to think carefully for yourself that if you 

are a person who thinks that they want to manifest the complete self, who thinks 

that they want to manifest the almighty self, then you have to remember that in 

just the same way as past, present, and future appear simultaneously, if you want 

to manifest the almighty self you have to do the activity yourself of dissolving 

past, present, and future all together simultaneously. It seems that relatively 

speaking it’s easy to understand this idea that past, present, and future all are 

born together. But it seems like manifesting the complete self, manifesting the 

complete tatha-gata, and in order to do that manifesting the activity yourself of 

dissolving all of the three worlds of past, present, and future together 

simultaneously is the difficult thing. But in Tathagata Zen we remind you that this 

dissolution of the worlds of past, present, and future simultaneous with the 

dissolution of the self simply happens through the dharma activity. Because the 

dharma activity already is doing that, it isn’t a difficult thing, it’s not an impossible 

thing, it’s something that is possible for all of you to do.  No matter how difficult 

it is, it isn’t an impossible thing, it is a possible thing.  The reason for this is that 

it isn’t a mistaken way of thinking.  It becomes impossible when you fixate the 

self. When you fixate the self then it isn’t possible for the self to disappear with 

the disappearance of past, present, and future, that’s why you think it’s so 

difficult. Even difficult things are possible, even really not difficult things can 

become impossible. This thing of dissolving the self, it is possible because it occurs 

through simply following the natural principle of the dharma activity.  

 When the self appears, past and future, father and mother, also appear. 

When the self does dissolve itself then it does the opposite activity, it divides 

itself in two and returns to father that which it had received from father and 

returns to mother that which it had received from mother. I know that this is 

difficult, but inevitably that is what occurs when the self dissolves. And that is 

when the condition appears in which only the plus and the minus activity are 

acting. And when this condition of only the plus and minus activity, the complete 

plus and minus activities acting appears, then they are acting completely without 

will, completely without thought, simply alternately uniting with each other and 
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facing each other over and over.   

 Now it should be clear: the self dissolves itself and returns to mother that 

which it has received from mother, and returns to father that which it has 

received from father, that condition is what is meant by the gate, the barrier.  

Inevitably when you pass through that barrier then the self is gone, then the self 

vanishes, and the self simply is manifesting the complete activities of plus and 

minus.  When the self is divided in two and returns to mother that which it has 

received from mother, and returns to father that which it has received from 

father, and this barrier, this gate is passed through, the condition which appears 

when this barrier is passed through is the condition of the complete self looking 

upon the complete self; plus looks upon minus and recognizes minus as itself, 

minus sees plus and recognizes plus as herself, and so this is why we call the 

passing through of this barrier the activity of muga 無我, no-self, the activity of 

negating the self.  When you do the activity of muga, the activity of negating the 

self, when you do the activity of passing through this barrier, then for the first 

time you will experience for yourself the pure activities of plus and minus, the 

pure activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  I hope now, I expect now, having 

heard all this that you will understand what is meant by the passing through this 

barrier of mu 無, this gate of mu, which is the foundation of the Mumonkan.   

 And then Mumon goes on to say that when you pass through this barrier of 

mu then you intimately will know the plus activity and intimately will know the 

minus activity; intimately know the complete activities of plus and minus, and he 

speaks of it in the same way as the incomplete self meeting something, as if it is 

the incomplete self meeting something, and says that there is nothing as 

enjoyable, as wonderful as this meeting, this manifestation.   

 I should go on to speak more about this condition which has no self, this 

condition of no-self, and explain why this condition of no-self is a condition that 

cannot be described in words.  It is a world which is different than the world of 

words.  But if you unquestioningly fixate the world of God then it becomes 

difficult to understand.  For example, in the world of words when you say, “It is 

fine today, today the weather is good” when you say that same phrase in 
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Japanese or Chinese it isn’t necessary to use the words “it is.”  The reason for 

this is because there is no God.  But this subject is very difficult to get into; for 

people who have been raised learning English or German, learning these 

languages that seem to need subjects and predicates it’s very difficult to 

understand.  Even if you read the words of this koan of Joshu’s Mu in the 

Mumonkan and you try to interpret it, immediately I think you’ll want to know 

what is the subject, what is the predicate, and because you aren’t clear about 

these sorts of things you can’t really get at the heart of the Mumonkan; Zen talks 

are hard for you to understand.  It seems as if for some reason or another the 

grammatical subject is necessary for all of you.  But according to Buddhism in 

the world of truth, in the world of reality there are neither subjects nor 

predicates.  That is the point of view of no self.  We also call it the 

manifestation of true love.  You know that it’s true that in manifesting true love, 

in the state of true love there is neither subject nor predicate.  But without 

really understanding this true love, and going around saying, “Love, love, love,” 

you will only end up being led astray by that love. 

 But anyway, I hope that from hearing all this you now understand this 

Mumonkan; you understand what is meant by this gateless gate, this gate without 

a gate.   

 

 

 

 


