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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji Los Angeles 
Sunday Teisho, August 1, 1999 

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.  

 

 

 During seichu at Mt. Baldy I have been giving teisho on this koan of Joshu’s Mu and 

I’ve been coming down here and giving teisho on the same topic.  So if you’ve been coming 

to Mt. Baldy and then coming here, you’ll end up hearing the same teisho probably.  Actually 

when it comes to teisho it’s fine to hear the same teisho over and over again, but when it 

comes  to my teisho even though I might be giving teisho on the same topic the way I explain 

it changes often so you should be careful when you listen. 

 Last Sunday when I gave teisho here I just started giving teisho on Mumon’s comment.  

And I think I spoke a little bit about the koan of Mu itself, the case of Mu itself for the benefit of 

people who were just listening for the first time.  And although there may be some new 

people here today too I’d like to not speak again about the case of this koan of Mu and get 

finally to Mumon’s comment. 

 For those of you who know Chinese history you probably already know that at the end 

of the Tang dynasty the next dynasty was the Sung dynasty, and the Sung dynasty was divided 

into the northern and southern Sung dynasties, and this was the era that Mumon lived in.  
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What happened was that the northern Sung dynasty collapsed, and the younger brother of the 

emperor of the northern Sung dynasty inherited the kingdom, but moved it to the south.  And 

the southern Sung dynasty also finally met its collapse, but about 50 years before the collapse 

of the southern Sung dynasty was when Mumon appeared on the scene.  So I suppose you can 

say that this Zen monk name Master Mumon appeared in a time of peace.  But just to talk 

about history is not talking about the true things, so I don’t want to talk very much about the 

historical time in which Mumon was living in.  But it’s important that you understand that 

Master Mumon was a person who appeared a good four or five hundred years after Master 

Rinzai.  Rinzai was a Zen monk who was living about eleven hundred years ago and Mumon 

was a monk who was living about 600 or 650 years ago in the Sung dynasty.  But to really 

listen to teisho it is necessary to grasp the intention of Master Mumon. Although 500 hundred 

years had passed since the time of Master Rinzai, you have to not let the intention of Mumon 

slip through your fingers.  The kind of Zen that we study here is called Nyorai Zen or Tathagata 

Zen.  I think these days when people simply say Zen they all think that the Zen that they are 

talking about is Tathagata Zen.  However, there are many different branches, many different 

styles within this one thing called Tathagata Zen.  And within Tathagata Zen there are 

shallower and deeper ways of understanding, so that's fine to have different branches.  But 

we can call them all Tathagata Zen. 

 People in general if you look at them, there are some deeper people and some more 

shallow people, and when it comes to Tathagata Zen it's the same way, there are some styles of 

Tathagata Zen that are deeper than others.  But what if you really see to the very bottom of 

Tathagata Zen, what kind of perspective would you have, what kind of stand point would you 

be looking at things from?  It's nothing difficult. 

 It's nothing difficult, it's simply to do the thing that I've been telling you to do here and 

at Mt. Baldy before, it's simply to take the last will and testament, the final words of the 

historical Buddha Shakyamuni and protect those words, preserve them,  practice  them.  

 So, what did he say finally?  It wasn't anything difficult that he said.  We are told that 
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he simply told his disciples to take the dharma activity as their teacher, to live with the dharma 

activity as their teacher. 

 And that sounds simple enough, but then when we ask what that dharma activity is, 

maybe it gets a little bit difficult.   

 One way of understanding the dharma activity is to understand it as the activity which 

forms us, and understanding it in that way you can see that it is pretty difficult to understand.   

 And added to that we also have to see clearly into the very way of being of our home.  

We all, at the moment we are born, already have our home.  And so to understand the 

dharma activity fully is to also understand how the dharma activity forms our home.  

 And what Buddhism says is that our way of being, our very nature is to appear and to 

disappear.  And it further says that that must be the way of being of all existences.  And that 

also must be the way of being of this great cosmos, which is our home. 

 The conclusion that Shakyamuni Buddha also reached was that there was nothing 

different about the very nature of us and the very nature of this world which we live in. 

 And so the conclusion that we reach is that our lives, the way of our being, is to see 

clearly into the dharma activity which forms us and forms our world, and to practice that 

dharma activity, to put it into practice. 

 In China where Tathagata Zen appeared they called the dharma activity which is our 

nature, the Zen activity.  They didn't have the word Zen in India. 

 In India of course they had the meaning of Zen, but they didn't have the word.  It was 

only in China that they had the word Zen.  Of course actually in China they didn't say this word 

Zen as Zen, the Chinese character was the same, but they didn't pronounce it Zen, they 

pronounced it Ch’an.  So, the pronunciation Zen was born in Japan. 

 And the word that was used in India was dhyana.  And in China they simply took the 

sound of the word dhyana and pronounced it in their Chinese way as Ch'an.  And in China they 

translated the word dhyana  with two characters, the character for Cha and the character for 

Na.  But then they threw out the Na part and they simply used the word Ch'an or Zen.  But it 
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was only when that word arrived in Japan that they started pronouncing it Zen. 

 In India even before the birth of Buddhism there was a special kind of training, a special 

kind of way to train our minds, to train our hearts, to train our spirits.  We all every one of us 

have a mind or heart.  There's nobody that doesn't have a heart.   

 And in the summertime, for example when it gets really hot, our minds don't want to 

think about anything, our hearts also don't want to do any work, we just are completely 

exhausted.  And India is in particular a very hot and very humid country, and when the 

weather gets really hot and humid nobody can do anything.  And we're told that the sages of 

the past in India came up with this special way of training which they called dhyana that took 

the disturbed mind, that had become disturbed through the very difficult weather that it had to 

endure, and unified that disturbed mind. 

 And when we do this training, and unify the disturbed mind, then we're able to think 

correctly, and we're also able to do our work.  And in the old days they knew that when it was 

really hot the best place to sit was in the shade of a tree on a rock, because the rock was 

cooled, and so the coolest place to sit was on a rock under a tree. 

 Zen scholars have said that this is the very beginning of the practice of dhyana:people 

picking a cool rock under the shade of a tree and sitting there on a hot day.  I think we can 

fairly say that this practice of dhyana this practice of quieting the mind in a particular way using 

a particular method is a very old practice.   

 We're told that the time Shakyamuni Buddha was alive was about 2,600 hundred years 

ago, but this practice of dhyana  was probably much older than that, 3, 4, or even 5 thousand 

years ago people in India were already doing dhyana  practice.  The practice of dhyana is an 

activity, it's the activity of unifying the disturbed mind, but Shakyamuni Buddha came on the 

scene and came up with a new dhyana, a new Zen, and he said that the true nature of the mind 

is not simply to unify the mind. The true activity of mind has to include unifying the mind, but 

also the activity of distributing that mind back out, of scattering that mind back out.   

 To say it simply Shakyamuni Buddha taught people that the true nature of mind is an 
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activity in which mind itself unifies itself, and mind or heart itself then scatters itself out.  And 

so the true practice of dhyana, the new Zen that Shakyamuni taught, told us that we must do 

both of those activities, we must ourselves do the activity of unifying the mind and distributing 

the mind. 

 And these two activities of unifying and scattering are opposite activities, and we're told 

that Shakyamuni Buddha called these activities tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and 

thus-coming.  I don't know if those words already existed when he was born, but he did use 

them when he taught. 

 All of you are studying Tathagata Zen.  That means that you are studying yourself, and 

the point of view of Tathagata Zen is to say that you have to develop a way of thinking that 

understands that the self that you are studying is comprised of these two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities.  We can call them plus and minus,  and we could call them the activity 

which forms man and the activity which forms woman.  And when you do zazen you have to 

know that your content is comprised of these two activities. 

 These days in America the word "Zen" seems very popular and so that might make you 

think that Zen itself is also very popular.  But when you look at all the different Zens being 

practiced in America it's up to you to reflect very sharply and think very carefully for yourselves 

whether these Zens are really Tathagata Zen or something different.  Maybe it can be said 

that almost all the Zen in America is something utterly different than Tathagata Zen.  What's 

different between them?  I don't know if you can really notice this or realize this for 

yourselves, but from my point of view when I look at all the different sorts of Zens that are 

being taught in America it seems to me that without understanding the principle of the birth of 

the "I am self,"  and without understanding the principle of why the "I am self" then 

disappears, simply uncritically acknowledging as valid that "I am self," and then from that point 

of view learning all sorts of different things, to me that is what popular Zen in America is. 

 In Tathagata Zen we teach that the "I am self," the self that we call "I am,"  is 

comprised of the fundamental mutually opposing activities of plus and minus, and so it is not 
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possible to ever escape from these activities.  For people who unquestioningly acknowledge 

the validity of the existence of the "I am self,"  fixate that "I am self," and affirm it, and then 

make efforts to do this and that, they might be able to obtain some kind of happiness, but they 

never will be able to escape these activities of plus and minus. 

 Everybody should be able to understand the obvious thing that no matter what we do 

none of us can escape the activities of living and dying.  Although it's utterly impossible for us 

to ever escape from the fundamental activities of living and dying, human beings have come up 

with their unique ideology, we can say their unique way of thinking which tells us that if we can 

only do good things, and avoid doing all bad things then we will be happy. 

 But if you do follow that advice, and if through following that advice you do gain some 

happiness you still will be in the exact same position as everybody else.  You still will be in the 

position of not being able to escape the activities of living and dying. 

 What I'm saying is that the people who go around teaching “Just do good and avoid evil 

and then you'll be happy” have no idea what good and evil really are.  They don't have the 

wisdom that knows where good and evil come from.  And so the talks of those sorts of people 

are nothing more than being given alcohol, they're pouring alcohol down your throats in order 

for you to feel good. 

 Going to churches or temples like that, and hearing these talks which are like drinking 

alcohol, and getting drunk from that kind of talk, and thinking that you're saved, it's exactly the 

same thing as going out and drinking some alcohol and thinking that you've found some 

salvation.  But as you know when the saké wears off then the opposite effect happens, it 

backfires, and your desire becomes even greater. Your need to fulfill your desires becomes 

even greater.  What I'm saying is if you enter the beer world, or the saké world, or the whiskey 

world, or the vodka world you'll never be able to find salvation in those worlds.   

 Then what is true salvation?  What is true satisfaction?  These two fundamental 

opposing activities, we can call them plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus going 

and thus coming, or the activity that makes man and the activity that makes woman, or the 
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living activity and the dying activity: making them completely, both, together, your content that 

manifests the perfect self.  And the manifestation of the perfect self is where true salvation, 

true satisfaction is found.  The person that first taught that was Shakyamuni Buddha. 

 Plus and minus, living and dying, when we make them both our content at the same 

time that is true happiness, is true satisfaction, is true salvation.  And the activity of making 

them together your content, the activity of unifying plus and minus in Tathagata Zen is called 

the manifestation of true love. 

 Of course, it was Shakyamuni Buddha who originally taught this, who originally taught 

that true love is making plus and minus together at the same time your content.   

 So please be careful to understand that when most people say “love” according to 

Buddhism that means selfish love, or greedy love, or thirsty love.  And when we say true love 

that means great compassion. 

 When true love is manifest it can only be manifest when the "I am" is gone, when the "I 

am" has totally disappeared that is when true love is manifest.   

 Don't you think that we imperfect selves, who love the living activity, think that we must 

do the plus activity, we must do the living activity?  And so we muster a very strong will to do 

the plus living activity.   But if you do this, even if you are a very strong person with a very 

strong will to do living when it comes to making the activity of death your content you will 

think, “Oh no!  Yuck!”  and reject the dying activity.   

 And this is why we human beings, we who have such deeply rooted desires, we who 

love to do living only, come to think that it is impossible to make both the two mutually 

opposing activities of living and dying simultaneously our content.  This is the reason why we 

naturally think it is so difficult.  And that is why true Buddhism is not popular with people who 

have these kind of strong, deeply rooted desires.  Buddhism isn’t popular with people who 

deeply desire to become rich, or to avoid poverty, or to only live and avoid death.  But those 

people who are sincerely studying Buddhism have been raised up to have the wisdom that 

knows that true happiness can only be won if we make both plus and minus, both living and 
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dying together our content.  Because there is no way to manifest true love other than that.  

But I guess most people think that Buddhism or Zen is very difficult, and just something with a 

rather displeasing taste to it.  Of course, if you are thinking in a certain way Buddhist talks will 

sound disagreeable to your ears. 

 But if you do want to somehow escape from the dying activity what I am telling you is 

that there is no way to do anything like escaping from the dying activity other than totally 

making it your content through an extremely deep kind of love.  There is no true satisfaction 

apart from this.  To grasp up the dying activity you must actually give the “I am” self to the 

dying activity.   

 And to grasp the living activity is done in the same way.  To catch the living activity you 

also must give yourself.  Whether it is giving yourself to the dying activity or giving yourself 

through the living activity, through that activity of giving your self your self completely 

dissolves, and you become the perfect activity of living or the perfect activity of dying.  

Anyone who does this activity of giving the self away to living or dying will experience self 

dissolution and the manifestation of the perfect living or dying self.  This is the teaching of the 

historical Buddha, the big boss of Buddhism who started this teaching.  

 What I am asking you to do is to look very carefully at the very nature of your self.   

 In order to live probably all of you ate breakfast this morning.  And Buddhism says that 

the activity of eating breakfast is an activity of you giving your self to your bread and milk.  

And through giving your self totally to your milk and bread, then finally the perfect living 

activity is manifest, the perfect living self is manifest.   

 And how about at the end of your working day?  You go home at the end of a hard 

day’s work, and you take a shower, and then you can peacefully sleep.  And Buddhism says 

that in the same way as you give your self in order to eat, you must also throw your “I am” self 

away in order to sleep peacefully.  It is only through throwing your “I am” self away that true 

peaceful sleep can be manifest.   

 And when you are working the same principle applies.   Without giving your “I am” 
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self it is not possible to really get your work done.  It is because you are giving your self that 

undoubtedly your work does get done.   

 But when your work is over then you have to tidy up after work.  You cannot return 

home without cleaning up after your work.  Within the activity of cleaning up after work you 

also have to throw away your “I am” self.  It is only because you do throw your self away that 

you can complete tidying up, and then be able to go home.   

 Tathagata Zen says that although it might sound difficult when we ask you to make both 

living and dying totally your content actually, every single day, already, in your daily activities of 

every single day you are already experiencing both living and dying, both U and Mu, both being 

and non-being. 

 According to Buddhism the reason why making living and dying, making being and 

non-being both your content becomes difficult is because you attach to your “I am.”  But if 

you don’t attach to your “I am” then without fail you will be able to make living and dying, you 

will be able to make U and Mu at the exact same time, simultaneously, both your content. 

 So this is where the U and Mu appear as a koan.  In one single day the manifestation of 

U and Mu both occur.   

 And when it comes to breathing, of course without breathing we cannot survive.  And 

Tathagata Zen says that just in the same way as living and dying can completely be made 

content simultaneously in and out breathing also can completely be done simultaneously to 

manifest the perfect activity of breathing.  When you breath in the activity of out breathing 

unfailingly will do the action of receiving the in breath.  It is because the out-breath is already 

there doing the activity of receiving that in-breathing is possible. 

 The bell rang to it is getting time to stop this talk, but, in the end, when it comes to 

teaching Tathagata Zen, what I finally want you all to clearly understand and really take to heart 

is that true breathing is the kind of breathing in which in and out breathing are occurring 

simultaneously.   It seems as if most people think that it is only after the in-breath is finished 

that the out-breath occurs, and only after the out-breath is finished that is in-breath comes.  
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There are many different popular styles of Zen these days.  Many different teachings all called 

Zen or Buddhism teach how to breath, but these days they all seem to be based on the 

instruction to breath out only after you have finished breathing in, and vice versa.  But from 

the perspective of correct Tathagata Zen that is a mistaken way of teaching.  Always, when we 

do in-breathing, simultaneously the world of the out-breath is already waiting, standing up 

waiting, ready to let the in-breath in, ready to receive the in-breath.  When the man appears, 

the woman who makes it possible for him to appear also simultaneously appears.  It is only 

because of her that he can be manifest.  And in the same way, when the woman is manifest 

the thing called man unfailingly will also, simultaneously, appear.  This is the position of 

Buddhism.   

 But when you fixate your “I am” self after it appears, then the possibility of grasping this 

simultaneous activity, simultaneous functioning is lost, and you only can see things from the 

perspective of your fixated “I am” self in terms of things being in opposition to each other. 

 But this has gotten to be a long talk, so we should stop for today. 

 

終 

the end 


