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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji Los Angeles 
Sunday , July 25, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

Mumon’s Comment 

 In studying Zen one must pass the barrier set up by Ancient Zen Masters.  For the attainment 
of incomparable satori one has to cast away the discriminating mind.  Those who have not passed the 
barrier, and have not cast away the discriminating mind are all phantoms, haunting trees and plants. 
 

 We cam simply call this koan the “Mu” koan.  And today we have read part of Mumon’s 

comment on this Mu koan.  If you don’t understand the principle of Mu, and then try to study this 

comment, you will get all confused.   

 People want to become rich, or they want to become great, famous people, and human beings 

have very deep and strong desires, so I suppose those kind of desires are okay too.  And everyone 

says that we can’t live without love, and so to want to live love, to want to live the life of love is also a 

good thing.  But according to Buddhism if you are pursuing wealth, or fame, or greatness, or love not 

following the natural principle of things, then that is when you end up having fights, and getting sad, 

and having wars, and also having your human joys.   

 The fact that in this world there is no end to war is a problem for all of us.  I think it is fair to 

say that it is not an acceptable thing when politicians follow their self centered ambitions, and wage 

war, sending young people off to die, sending children who each was loving birthed by its mother off to 

die, calmly, as if it were a usual thing.  This kind of activity people in politically powerful positions do 

is wrong.   
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 We are told that the founder of Buddhism was called Siddhartha in his youth, and later 

Shakyamuni Buddha, to honor him, by his disciples, but what did he teach?  What did he teach the 

truth is?  What did he teach reality is?  What did he teach the path of truth is?   We are told that 

he taught his disciples, just to say it simply, that the truth is an activity that is neither lopsided towards 

being nor non-being.  Reality is an activity not lopsided towards U nor Mu.  That the truth is an 

activity of these two fundamental activities of U and Mu unifying and becoming distinct from each 

other over and over.  There is no truth or reality apart from that activity. 

 And so, he also taught, as least as one temporary, expedient way of teaching, that those things 

that appear as being, as U, and those things that appear as non-being, as Mu, are both not the true 

things.  But, if from this you think that things appearing in the states of being or non-being are simply 

pure fabrications, pure lies, that is also not correct, because there is no doubt that things do appear, 

and they do disappear.  The Buddha taught his disciples that this thing we call the truth, reality, will 

manifest itself as the truth.  And he also taught his disciples in a simple way, as an expedient way to 

teach  that reality, that truth sometimes appears in the condition of being, and sometimes appears in 

the condition of non-being.  But he further taught that anything, whether it is something appearing in 

the condition of being or non-being, in the condition of U or Mu, nothing is ever fixated.  Everything, 

no matter what condition it appears in will go on to manifest the condition in which being and 

non-being have become one.  In other words the condition nobody can see, nobody can grasp.   

 And the founder of Buddhism, the historical Buddha further taught that when we personify the 

state of being and non-being unified, of U and Mu unified, then we can call it the state of muni.  Muni 

is a Sanskrit word that means the activity of sacredness, or the activity of no-thinking.  But if we ask if 

that condition of sacredness or no-thinking is fixated, we have to be very clear that is also not a fixated 

activity or condition. 

 We are told the Buddha taught his disciples that U and Mu will become one, but just as 

inevitably they will again manifest a condition in which they are distinct from each other, in which they 
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are two.  When U and Mu, being and non-being, are distinct from each other, are facing each other, 

or opposing each other, we can say there are two worlds in opposition to each other.   

 And Siddhartha, Shakyamuni Buddha further taught his disciples that as the two activities of U 

and Mu do their activity of being distinct and unifying, and being distinct and unifying, facing and 

unifying over and over, eventually they will manifest another condition in which they actually separate 

from each other.   

 The condition in which U and Mu are distinct from each other but not separate is a condition 

that nobody can see, and nobody can know.   

 So who is it who can know these two mutually opposing activities?  In Tathagata Zen we say it 

is no one other than you who can know these two activities. 

 In Tathagata Zen the transmission in our tradition is to say that the Buddha further taught his 

disciples that as U and Mu do their activity of being distinct and unifying over and over, then, as I just 

said, eventually they will actually separate from each other.  And in that activity of separating from 

each other they form in between them a unique, new activity called jonetsu, or the heat of feeling, or 

passion.  And this is when, for the first time, past, present, and future are manifest.   

 And it is the present moment aspect of time that is the very beginning of all we “I am” selves.  

Any self that comes to say “I am” has as its home the present moment.   

 Then we have to see where the present moment came from.  The activities of being and 

non-being, we can simply call them the activities of plus and minus, these two mutually opposing 

activities are received, in equal amounts, and the condition called the present is manifest.  We are 

told this is how the Buddha taught his students.   

 But you have to carefully contemplate this activity for yourself. 

 Before the birth of the self there was no self.  Before the birth of the self it was simply an 

activity that has no self, of plus and minus, of being and non-being, of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, 

thus-going and thus-coming.  These two activities alone were acting.  We are told this is what the 
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Buddha taught his students over and over again.   

 According to Buddhism when any “I am” self is manifest, that is to say that when any existence 

comes into appearance, and that could be a pebble or a mosquito, all of these things are “I am” selves, 

when anything is manifest, at that very moment, that is when mother and father also are for the first 

time manifest.  That is when the worlds of plus and minus are for the first time revealed.  Before the 

birth of the “I am” self it was just plus and minus, it was just being and non-being acting alone.   

 Shakyamuni Buddha taught his students that when “I am” self, when any present moment self 

is born, it is born through receiving an infinitesimal amount of plus and minus, or being and non-being.  

We could say it receives one trillionth of each of these activities in equal amounts.  But you have to 

carefully contemplate this for yourself.   

 Before the birth of the self it was just being and non-being acting alone.  And those activities 

are neither father nor mother, nor your self.  They are actually activities that cannot be named.  

Although now I am calling them being and non-being, in reality they cannot have a name attached to 

them.  Both the activities of being and non-being cannot be called anything, truly.   

 And we say that when a self receives a trillionth of both plus and minus, both being and 

non-being, that is the very beginning of any “I am” self.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen asks you to, 

when you do zazen,  very carefully contemplate this activity, and you will see that when being and 

non-being, plus and minus give of themselves in order to birth the “I am” self they at once are no 

longer the pure activities of plus and minus, because they have given part of themselves, they are now 

manifesting themselves imperfectly.  This is a very difficult point to actually contemplate without 

mistake yourself, that is why I tell you this over and over. 

 Before you were born your mother and father also had not been manifest.  Of course, you, 

also were absolutely not there.  You have to carefully contemplate this for yourself.  This is the 

teaching of Tathagata Zen.  Before the self is manifest mother and father also are not manifest.  The 

only things that are there are the pure activities of plus and minus working together.    
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 The plus activity gives one trillionth of himself, and the minus activity sacrifices an equal 

amount, one trillionth of herself.  She gives forth that amount, and through that they give birth to 

their child.  In Tathagata Zen we say that the practice of Tathagata Zen is to carefully contemplate for 

yourself that when the present moment self, when the “I am” self is manifest simultaneously, right 

then, is when for the first time the activities of past and future also are manifest.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen asks you to carefully contemplate for yourselves that when the 

“I am” present moment self is manifest simultaneously that is when mother and father are also first 

manifest.  And so you can see that the parents of the child, and the parents of mother, and the 

parents of father are all the same.  That is to say the parents of all three are the activities of plus and 

minus.  As the self grows up more and more it will come to understand, it will come to know that its 

mother and father have the same parents as it does.  It will come to know clearly they also have the 

activities of plus and minus as their parents.  It is when the “I am” self grows up, it is through the 

process of development that it will come to understand, it will come to think that its parents are plus 

and minus, and mother and father’s parents also are plus and minus. 

 But in general the way people tend to think is that their mother and father had their own 

mothers and fathers, and those grandmothers and grandfathers had their own mothers and fathers.  

And so people think of their ancestors as an array of people extending uncountably into the past.  

And these days even some Buddhist scholars say this same sort of thing.  But in Tathagata Zen we 

very firmly assert that way of thinking is a mistaken way of thinking.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that the origin of every single thing is the same.  Your 

origin, and mother’s origin, and father’s origin is the same.  It is simply this activity of plus and minus.  

And we call the activity of plus and minus, when they are simply working alone with no self, when 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming have become one and are acting alone, the 

activity of The Tathagata.  The activity of The Tathagata includes when tatha-gata and tatha-agata are 

one, and when tatha-gata and tatha-agata are distinct from each other without separating.  And we 
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say everything has this same origin of The Tathagata, of the world of the condition of the origin.  And 

when that world breaks open then past, present, and future are first manifest, then mother, father, 

and child are first manifest.   

 Because you fixate your “I am” self, that is why you come to think in this mistaken way.  You 

fixate your “I am” self, and you fixate your mother and father, and then you come to think that mother 

and father were existing before you were born, and that they had mothers and fathers existing before 

they were born, and on and on.  But if you can stand up in a way of thinking that does not fixate 

yourself then you will clearly come to know that your mother, your father, and your self have the same 

one parent, The Tathagata.  And likewise we can say that you have the same parents; the activities of 

plus and minus, the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  This is the kind of teaching we 

emphasize in Tathagata Zen. 

 If you can get the teaching of Tathagata Zen that emphasizes that the “I am” self is not fixated, 

then you will also clearly see for yourself that mother and father are not fixated.  And so, if this 

sounds as if the teaching negates mother and father, well, this is true.  In Tathagata Zen the “I am” 

self is negated, and in the same way mother and father also are negated.  But this way of negating 

the self and negating mother and father that we do in Zen is nothing like what you think of when you 

think of negation.   

 When you arrive at being able to think that the “I am” self truly is not fixated then you will be 

doing the activity of wisdom that clearly sees that you are mother and father, that there is no mother 

or father apart from you, and that conversely there is no you apart from mother and father.  Mothers 

and fathers when they see their child they all think, “This is me.”  I don’t think there are any mothers 

or fathers who don’t think, “This is me” when they see their child.  And in fact mothers and fathers 

think that so strongly that they fight each other, both thinking that the child is themselves.  These 

days, legally, there seems to be some places where the laws say that the child belongs to father but not 

mother,  and other places where the laws say the child belongs to the mother but not the father.  
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But in Buddhism we have always said the child belongs to both mother and father.   

 And the teaching of Buddhism, that is to say the teaching of Tathagata Zen furthers says that 

from the standpoint of the child, the child also inevitably will come to manifest the wisdom that sees 

mother as itself, and father also as itself.   

 According to Buddhism it is when you fixate yourself that you give rise to mistaken thinking, 

and you start to think that mother is not yourself, and father is also not yourself.  But when you can 

manifest the true activity of wisdom then you clearly will see unmistakenly that mother and father are 

both you.   

 And as you practice more and more deeply, as you contemplate more and more deeply you will 

come to see that the activity of being is you, and the activity of non-being is also you.  Inevitably this 

kind of thinking will arise.  This is the teaching of Tathagata Zen.  And the teaching of Buddhism says 

that when you finally arrive at the condition of the origin itself where being and non-being, U and Mu, 

plus and minus, father and mother have become one, then that is a state that has gone beyond all 

comparisons. 

 And we are told in Tathagata Zen that the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni taught his disciples 

that the state in which being and non-being, plus and minus have become one, which is beyond all 

comparisons, is an activity.  And he called it the activity of emptiness. 

 And when you finally attain this wisdom, then you will see for yourself, according to Tathagata 

Zen, that the way of thinking about your origin in which you think you have a mother and a father who 

existed before you, and they have mothers and fathers who existed before them, and then they had 

mothers and fathers, your great grandparents, who existed even before them, is absolutely wrong.  

And that is why we teach in Tathagata Zen that every single existence is the child of The Tathagata, the 

child of the dharmakaya. 

 Every single existent being that is manifest will inevitably then disappear.  And what happens 

when an existence disappears?  What state is it then in?  It is then in the state of the unification of 
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being and non-being, the activity of emptiness, or as I first said today, the activity of muni.  This 

activity is both the activity that births the self, and also the activity that dissolves the self.  This is the 

teaching of Tathagata Zen.   

 And when the self is dissolved then that is the perfect condition when being and non-being are 

one.  That is the manifestation of the activity of emptiness.  And that condition of perfection, that 

activity of emptiness that belongs neither to U or Mu, but has both as its content, is also called in 

Tathagata Zen the manifestation of zero.   

 The teaching of Buddhism says that the activity of zero is the activity of The Tathagata, in other 

words it is the activity that has as its content the working of the two mutually opposing activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.   

 The conclusion, then, that Buddhism reaches is that when it comes to the very way of being of 

all of us, and the very way of being of this world that is our home, there is no aspect of those that is 

not included in the activities of plus and minus either being unified with each other, being distinct from 

each other and facing each other, or being separate from each other.  And when we personify that 

activity we call it the dharmakaya or the Cosmic Buddha.  And the historical Buddha, as his teaching 

progressed throughout his life, although in the beginning he called this activity that forms our world 

and all of us the activity of The Tathagata, later on, because it was such a popular term at that time, he 

came to call this activity the Dharma activity. 

 The conclusion of Tathagata Zen is that every aspect of your study of Zen concerns the Dharma 

activity.  Whether you are studying Zen or practicing Zen, what you are studying or practicing is the  

Dharma activity.  You study the principle of the activity of Dharma, and then you appeal to actual 

practice, so that you can realize the Dharma activity, so that you can really grasp the experience of the 

Dharma activity for yourself.   

 And that was the bell so it means we are supposed to stop, but, when Shakyamuni Buddha died 

what were his final words?  What was his last will and testament?  What did he tell his disciples to 
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do before he entered the nirvana world?  You must carefully contemplate this.  He told his disciples, 

“Make the Dharma activity your teacher.  The Dharma activity is the only teacher you need.  Then 

obey the Dharma activity.  Follow the Dharma activity.”  And then he died.  The biography of the 

founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha, Shakyamuni says that he told his disciples, “Make the Dharma 

activity your teacher.  Take the Dharma activity as your teacher; that activity that forms this entire 

universe that is our home, and all of us.  Walk your life following that activity.  There are no teachers 

apart from the Dharma activity.”  And then he died.   

 It seems to me as if many people who are studying Buddhism don’t know really what they are 

studying, but what you are studying is the Dharma activity that forms your self.  In other words what 

you are studying is your self.   

 In order to understand Mumon’s comment on the koan Mu you first have to understand that 

he is marching firmly on the activity of the Dharma.  He is taking the Dharma activity as his stage, and 

standing up straight right on it.  You have to first understand that if you are going to understand his 

comment. 

 When I first came to America if I had, right away, started telling people that their mothers and 

fathers did not exist before they did, that they only came into being right at the same time as 

themselves, nobody would have taken it as true, and many would have opposed me, so I didn’t talk 

about it much at first.  But now I have been here for thirty seven years, and sometimes I think it is 

about time that I should just be able to tell it like it is, I should just be able to say what I want to say, 

but apparently it is not true, because even now there are still so many people who will oppose me 

when I talk about the true thing, and so still I must be very discreet and cautious about what I say.  

It’s really a hassle.   

 To walk the path of truth, to walk the path of reality means to follow the Dharma activity.  I’m 

ninety two, and in another half year I will be ninety three, and so I have decided from here on out I am 

going to follow the last will and testament of the Buddha, and just tell the truth, no matter what 
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people say.  So please understand that and treat me with kindness.  Thank you. 

 

終 

the end 


