
August 3, 1998 Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi, Mumonkan Case One 

 

1 

 

Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

August 3, 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?  

 

 Yesterday I spoke about the barrier that is spoken about here in the text.  

During our walking, as we progress, as we walk on, inevitably barriers will appear.  

The kind of barrier that is being spoken about is not the sort of material barrier 

that you think about being made in this world of ours, the kind of barrier that is 

being spoken about is the kind of barrier that you make yourself.  Without 

making it yourself there is no barrier.  In Tathagata Zen we say that it will 

inevitably come about that you will make barriers.  Although I’ve spoken over 

and over again in the past about the fact that inevitably you will make barriers, 

for most people it’s very difficult to understand. 

 Yesterday I spoke about what this barrier is, and I told you that without fail 

the self will do that activity of recognizing a self which says “I am.”  That is the 

barrier.  And up until now over and over again I have explained to you how it is 

that this “I am” self comes into being. 

 And I’ve also told you over and over again that it should go without saying 

that it is the fundamental two mutually opposing activities, the activities of u and 

mu, being and non-being, that are received in equal measure when the self 
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appears.  But no matter how many times I explain it, for people who simply 

unquestioningly, unconditionally recognize this thing that we call living, it just 

goes in one ear and out the other.  You can’t catch it.  This thing called 

appearing, being manifest, this thing called being born, it occurs when u and mu, 

when the activities of living and dying, when these two fundamental mutually 

opposing activities are simultaneously, equally received.  If you don’t have the 

kind of ears that can really hear that then it isn’t really an issue for you, you just 

think, “I don’t really care about stuff like that,” and it just goes floating past your 

ears.   

 The self which has been born initially does not have all of plus and minus, 

all of living and dying as its content, and so it always has plus and minus on its 

outside and its inside.  I think it is fair to say that nowadays psychology is very 

popular.  But from my point of view, when I look at modern psychologists it 

seems to me that they are remiss, they are negligent in their recognition of the 

fact that as long as we are incomplete we will always have plus and minus on our 

outsides and our insides.   

 Why is it that we look to the left?  In Tathagata Zen we say that we have 

to come up with the thinking that the reason why you look to the left is because 

the power of plus on your outside to the left is pulling you that way, that’s why 

you look there.  And in Zen we also teach why you look to the right.  We say 

that it is the tatha-agata, coming activity that is pulling you from the right, is 

pulling you from the inside, and therefore you look to the right.  But if you have 

all of plus and minus as your content, then there is nothing on your outside, nor 

on your inside that is in opposition or in contrast to your self.  That is when the 

complete self appears.  In Zen we teach that although people use the terms 

“Almighty,” or “The Absolute Being,” what they are really speaking about is this 

manifestation of he complete self.  People are afraid.  People are afraid that 

their self will vanish.  But what kind of people fear that?  People fear the 

vanishing of themselves when they are fixated to themselves, but if you believe 

that inevitably a new self will arise, then you will be the kind of person who is not 

at all afraid of yourself vanishing.  When you manifest the complete self there is 
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absolutely nothing to be afraid of.  This thing that we call having a nervous 

breakdown, it’s when you have these experiences over and over again of being 

terrified, of being afraid to lose your self, that finally you fall into nervous 

breakdown.  And that is when you will come to think that you want to escape 

from the world of your environment.  In your environment there are all sorts of 

different types of worlds, and if you become the kind of person that is afraid of 

those, and wishes to escape from those, then you start thinking that you want to 

go off into a mountain somewhere and become a hermit.  I guess that is one 

way of life, but as long as you are still recognizing your “I am” self even though 

you may go off and be a hermit somewhere you can never really be free, you can 

never really escape.  まして、山に隠れると一切をgiveupして、山に隠れる

というなhermitの生活と違って、まして人間の世界に居りながらそういう

自己をまさつするという考えが起こった場合に、そういう状態に自己が追

い込まれた場合に、ましてだ、人間の世界におて、そういう状態から逃れ

るということ、こりゃ出来ないことだと言っていいのである。If you don’t 

give up everything and go hide in the mountains, and instead stay in the human 

world then it is even harder to escape feeling rubbed troubled by the human 

world.  (??)  What I’m saying is that as long as you are recognizing, 

acknowledging as the real thing your “I am” self then you’ll get all kinds of 

sicknesses.  People have bodies, they have flesh and blood, and so we do get 

lots of sicknesses of the flesh.  So if you are tied up by your physical self then 

there will be no end to your suffering.  When it comes to human suffering what 

I’m trying to say is that basically as long as you are fixating your self there will be 

heaps of suffering that come upon yourself, but if you don’t fixate yourself, even 

though suffering is suffering it will not remain suffering.   

 And so you must have as your faith the belief in a life in which you are 

always dissolving the self and manifesting a new self.  If you don’t have this as 

your foundation then you will be tied up by the “I am” self, and suffer because of 

this.  Human suffering begins with the fixation of the “I am” self.  If you don’t 

fixate the “I am” self, and from this not fixated standpoint strive to live love, live 

the life of love, then you will never fall into being hurt from lost love.  You will 
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never catch love sickness.   

 The perspective of Zen is to teach that when we talk about dissolving the 

self what we are talking about is that inevitably the self will make a new activity of 

plus and minus its content, and therefore manifest a new self.  This is the true 

way of life which can be called “Living love.  Living a loving life.”  To manifest 

love is to live love.  When you manifest a new love then of course you will 

manifest a new self.  But if we fixate ourselves and strive to mutually love each 

other’s fixated self, and think that is living the life of love that’s a mistake.  In 

fact that is not possible.  What I want you to contemplate carefully here is that 

to strive to love each other’s fixated selves and to think that is the way of life of 

love is a mistake.  It’s actually what we would call being attached to love.   

 And as I’ve been telling you, the self which is born is incomplete, and so 

inevitably it will grow, it will develop.  And when the self does grow, does 

evolve, it grows through doing an activity of making plus and minus both, equally 

its content.  And doing that activity it is necessary for the self to dissolve itself 

and manifest a new self.  But the reality is that although a person maybe actually 

doing that activity of growing and developing, being fixated to their “I am” selves 

they don’t realize that they are manifesting a new self.  If we fixate ourselves 

then we fixate the plus and minus activities which is our content as well, and the 

world of evolution becomes somethings outside or apart from ourselves.  Even 

within this thing we call Zen practice there is a big difference between the people 

who are facing Zen practice through the perspective of growing and evolving, and 

the people who are facing their Zen practice through the fixation of the self.  

Roshi knows these things.  Roshi knows which practitioners are striving sincerely 

to live the life of true love, and those practitioners who are stuck, attached to 

love, and so the Roshi thinks, “Oh, this person is doing okay, but this person is just 

a bunch of trouble.”   

 And yesterday I spoke about how those people who are living their lives 

fixating their “I am” selves, those are the ones that are making barriers for 

themselves.  But for those people who do not fixate themselves, but instead are 

constantly manifesting fresh plus and fresh minus activities, those people aren’t 
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making barriers for themselves, conversely they are bursting through barriers.  

The world of you yourself making barriers for yourself by fixating your “I am” self 

is called the self centered world, the world of your self centered perspective, the 

way of the ego.  If you do not attach to your self, if you do the practice of 

dissolving your self, and freshly manifesting plus and minus over and over again, 

then we call that muganojissen 無我の実践, the practice of no self, walking the 

path of no-self.  I hope therefore that now, having heard this, you can 

understand the difference between living a life attached to the self, living a life 

fixating the self, and on the other hand living the life of no-self, walking the path 

of the Way of no-self.  There are a lot of problems that come up concerning this.  

For example if you are attached to and fixating your “I am” self, and something 

comes and crashes into that “I am” self, something other than yourself then you 

get angry and say, “I’m gonna call the cops on you!”  But the policeman is not 

really a policeman, but instead the deeply compassionate father, then there 

won’t be any trouble.  Policemen only appear in the world of the fixated the 

self.  If you are walking the path of no-self, if you’re in the world of no-self even 

though a so-called policeman might appear he’s not a policeman, he’s your 

compassionate father.      

 But even this activity of attaching to your self has to be thought of as simply 

a mistaken by-product of the dharma activity.  The reason for this is that 

Tathagata Zen insists that there are absolutely no other activities other than the 

dharma activity.  Whether we are talking about the activity of growing, 

advancing, or the activity of dissolving the self, all of these activities are the 

dharma activities.  The activity of fixating the self, and the activity of dissolving 

the self and the self evolving and progressing, both of those are in the same way 

the dharma activity.   

 When we talk about the dharma activity, sometimes the dharma activity 

does the activity of the plus activity taking the lead, and being accompanied by 

the minus activity it completes itself.  Without getting the help of the minus 

activity it is not possible for the plus activity to reach completion, it’s not possible 

for the plus activity to manifest itself with both plus and minus equally as its 
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content.  But there probably I guess, also are times in which men think, “Well, I 

don’t need anything like a woman,” or women think “I don’t need men.”  But 

the dharma activity isn’t like that.  In the dharma activity inevitably it will be the 

case that for the plus activity to complete himself he needs the help of the minus 

activity.  And the same is true of the minus activity.  When she is taking the 

lead, without obtaining the help of the plus activity it isn’t possible for her to 

complete the minus activity.  The dharma activity never stagnates or stops.  It 

is either doing the activity of progressing and evolving, or oppositely doing the 

minus activity. The reality is that there really is no such thing as fixating the self 

and fixating God, fixating the world of the human and fixating the world of God.  

In the end  we have to say that to fixate the self is a mistaken way of thinking.  

It’s simply a way of knowing, a way of consciousness, a way of discriminating that 

isn’t capable yet of really seeing the total dharma activity.  This kind of study, 

this kind of investigation that investigates how it is that the “I am” self fixates 

itself, and not only fixates itself, but then attaches to that fixated self, is also a 

very important kind of investigation.  Everybody has an “I am” self, everybody 

fixates their selves, and to love that “I am” self is the most important thing.  But 

to love that “I am” self in a attached, fixated way is nothing more than a 

by-product of a by-product of the dharma activity.  We highly value this kind of 

investigation, this kind of practice of discovering how it is that the “I am” self 

fixates, and how it is that the “I am” self attaches.   

 Before this I spoke about how the self appears as an incomplete self with 

plus and minus both as its content, because it has an incomplete portion of plus 

and minus as its content plus and minus also appear out and inside of it.   

 In Tathagata Zen we teach that when this self is born having both and plus 

and minus equally as its content, that self is free, released from plus and minus.   

It is completely NOT in relationship with, not connected to the plus and minus out 

and in side of it.  If it were the case that the “I am” self were continually being 

tugged at by plus and minus in opposite directions, continually connected and 

relating to plus and minus, then it would never be able to truly be born.  When 

the self is manifest, when the self appears it totally cuts off the connection is has 
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to plus and minus, to u and mu, being and non-being.  It becomes independent; 

one self by itself.  The self appears when plus and minus separate from each 

other, that is when it first is born.  Up until then it was in relationship with plus 

and minus, so you can see that this splitting apart, this separation is wrought with 

suffering.  I’m not a woman so I’ve never been a mother, but I think I can 

understand the struggle, the suffering that any woman goes through when she’s 

pregnant until the time that she actually gives birth.  The child appears within 

the very body of the mother, and within the body of the mother the child is 

receiving both plus and minus activities equally.  In Zen we say that even after 

you are born you are still within the body of your mother, and we say that with 

the birth of the self the plus and minus activities also are born.   

 So in Zen we say that without this separation birth will never occur, without 

plus and minus separating the child will always be in the womb of the mother, 

and that will cause the mother to suffer, not being able to give birth to the child.  

It’s only when the child is finally born that the mother can think, “Ahh, 

wonderful!”  And when the child is born, that is when the child is completely 

liberated from both plus and minus, from both mother and father. 

 In Tathagata Zen we explain it like this: all of us up until now have lived in 

various kinds of ways, and there probably are for everyone times when you think, 

“The world is just a hassle.  The world is just noisy.  The plus activity and minus 

activity are both just noisy, and I’m tired of having to be controlled by them, and I 

want to just be by myself,” but that reason you have that feeling is because you 

already had that experience of being totally by your self, totally cut off, at the 

very moment of your birth.  I think everybody has had the thought at least once 

of “I just want to be left alone.”  The reason why you have that thought is 

because you had that experience already at the moment of your birth. 

 But then Zen demands of the practitioner, asks the practitioner, “Okay, we 

have this self which has cut itself off from plus and minus, mother and father at 

the moment of its birth, but is it possible for that self to exist without making 

relationship with plus and minus, or not, which?”  When you were born it is 

definitely the case that plus and minus separated from each other and completely 
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cut off their connection to you.  But that cutting off that occurs at birth is not an 

ultimate, final cutting off, immediately plus and minus both will manifest their 

activities of plus and minus.  Immediately the plus will do that plus activity, and 

the minus will do the minus activity, and face the child doing those activities, and 

approach the child doing those activities, and make relationship with the child.  

This making of connection, this making of relationship occurs coming from the 

outside and coming from the inside.  The plus comes and thinks, “This is my 

child,” and the minus also approaches thinking, “This is my child.”  Although the 

child might think, “These parents are pretty obnoxious and noisy,” it is actually 

not possible for the child to stay by itself.  The child must make relationship with 

plus and minus.   

 This is an appearance of a barrier.  The barrier that appears here is the 

need for the child to make relationship with both mother and father 

simultaneously here.  How is it that you can break through that barrier?  What 

I’m saying is that when you do pass through this barrier for the first time you will 

experience true evolution.  We’ll stop here for today because it is time.   


