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Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

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 com-

pletely 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 tradi-

tion.

In the previous teisho I spoke about marvelous or subtle enlightenment, 

this activity of enlightenment, which you cannot compare to anything. There are 

many books piled up, stacked up in bookstores, which speak about this question 

of what enlightenment is. But you can search outside, in something other than 

yourself forever and you will never find what enlightenment is. Inside of a book 

you cannot find this thing which is enlightenment.

Mumon here is very kindly explaining to you what satori really is. This ac-

tivity which forms the self, which forms all existent things, whether it’s a stone or 

a mosquito, and in Buddhism I’ve been telling you, we personify this activity, at 

least as a temporary way of teaching, as the activity of mind. All of you have this 

activity of mind, and also a dog, of course has this activity of mind, or a bird, or 

even a stone or a plant also have this same activity of mind.

We also teach you that if you analyze this activity of mind, you will under-

stand clearly for yourself that it is comprised of the plus activity and the minus ac-

tivity. The plus activity is the activity of expanding, of living, of existing. The mi-

nus activity is the activity of contracting, of not existing, of dying. This activity 

that we call the activity of mind is made of these two activities. I’ve been telling 

you that in Buddhism we also call this activity of mind the dharma activity in 

Buddhism.

If you ask, what is zen, the answer is that zen is the activity of mind. If 

you are looking from the point of view of scholarship and someone asks you, 
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from the point of view of thinking, and someone asks you, what is zen, then you 

have to answer, it’s the activity of mind.

If you ask, what about a practitioner? What about someone who is really 

practicing zen? We have to say that sometimes there are cases where you manifest

your self through the plus activity, and sometimes there are cases when you mani-

fest your self through the minus activity. But, if you fixate upon the activity of 

plus which formed you as a man, or the activity of minus which formed you as a 

woman, then you become an absolutely not-free person.

That’s why we tell you that you can’t be lop-sided toward plus or lop-

sided toward minus. But, if you don’t lean, or be lop-sided toward man or woman,

then what happens to the human world? The human world wouldn’t appear. I 

think that the human world is able to appear in an unmistaken way because people

are able to stand up and say, ”I’m a man,” or, “I’m a woman.”

People talk simply about the activity of mind, but the way you really have 

to think is that sometimes you take up the plus activity and manifest that. Some-

times you take up the minus activity and manifest that, and also sometimes you 

manifest both. So you can see that the more you investigate the subtle details of 

the activity of mind, the more difficult it gets.

Anyway, the activity of mind is made up of the plus and minus activities. 

When the activity of mind manifests the plus activity, of course the minus activity

is in opposition to that plus activity. I think you should easily be able to under-

stand this.

When plus and minus actually separate from one another, then in between 

plus and minus, in a completely equal way, the incomplete activities of plus and 

minus appear within this space between plus and minus. People who have actually

experienced it have taught us in this way. But to contemplate this is very difficult. 

But if anyone really investigates it, then they’ll find that it isn’t at all difficult, that

anyone can understand it.

This state, this condition which appears, having received completely 

equally from plus and minus, can neither be called the self nor the other. This ex-

istent being which has appeared is neither plus nor minus. Or we could say, it’s 

both plus and minus.

Because it has appeared with both plus and minus as its content, it is not 

lop-sided toward plus or minus. But if we ask if it is the perfect, complete activity 

of mind, or the perfect activity of dharma, it isn’t. It is a thing appearing as the in-

complete activity of mind, the incomplete activities of plus and minus. When this 

incomplete existent thing appears, it looks upon the incomplete activity of plus 
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outside of itself as an object.

In Tathagata Zen we teach in great detail that this incomplete plus activity 

appearing on the outside is, in terms of time, the activity of future, and we can 

also call it father. In contradistinction to that, on the inside of this existent thing 

that has appeared is the incomplete activity of minus. It goes without saying that 

this world of the inside which is brought into being by the activity of minus is 

now appearing as the past.

The way I teach is to say that if you are a student of zen, then if you sim-

ply unquestioningly, unconditionally accept the existence of past or future, it 

doesn’t matter how many tens of thousands of years pass, you’ll never get it. This 

existent thing that is in opposition to both past and future is being embraced by 

future from the outside and past from the inside is the self, and is what we call the

present moment. So you can see that the self is the child of the activity of time.

When this self, which is the existent being appears, simultaneously to the 

appearance of that, the pure activities of plus and minus have become past and fu-

ture, or we could say, have become mother and father, and because they have 

given of themselves to give birth to the child, they are old mother and father, they 

are an aged mother and father. You have to really carefully contemplate this for 

yourself.

But in comparison to these old worlds, you, yourself are young and full of 

energy. That is the present moment. This is very important for you to contemplate:

that when the self appears, simultaneously to this appearance, mother and father 

also appear. However, these mother and father are an aged, old mother and father 

that appear.

In our modern world however, no matter where you go, there are no coun-

tries where you can find this kind of education. There don’t seem to be any people

that are thinking in this way. The way of life of modern people seems to be simply

to enjoy leisure time. That’s why this kind of Buddhist education can’t be found in

schools. No one even turns their ears in the direction of Buddhist teaching. No 

one even tries to teach Buddhist teaching. Everyone thinks, “Oh, that smells, 

stinky of the past.”

But, Buddhism teaches that this condition of birth that I’ve described is 

never fixated. The present moment, the self inevitably will do the process of 

growing. This is the time where I should really explain the condition of the unifi-

cation of subject and object, but since I’ve talked about it so many times, I won’t.

Everyone will arrive at this point of limitation, where they have appeared 

with both plus and minus activities as their content. In the world which we call the
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world of past, present and future, the self which is the present will have times 

where it’s happy, and times where it is sad and suffering. It’s natural, because ev-

erybody thinks about happy times, that everybody thinks that they want to stay 

forever within this world of past, present and future.

Why is it that this condition that we call happiness appears? Why do con-

ditions of suffering appear? It’s because these activities of future and past are al-

ways facing the present moment and making relationship with the present mo-

ment that conditions that we call happiness and sadness appear.

When father makes relationship with the child, he makes it through ex-

panding. When mother makes relationship with the child, she makes it through 

contracting. When the present moment self goes toward the world of the future, it 

is pulled back, oppositely by the world of the past, saying, “Don’t go over there,” 

or when the self is going toward the world of the past, it is oppositely yanked by 

the world of the future. So that’s why conditions that we can call convenient to the

self disappear, and everything becomes troublesome and inconvenient to the self.

Also, this self can sometimes shake off, become free of the past activity, 

and fly into heaven, and that would be happy, I guess. In Buddhism, what we’re 

talking about in this kind of condition, are conditions in the world, such as when 

one thinks, “Well, I guess I don’t have to make relationship with the past. I can 

just shake off the past and become rich, or conquer something, or do some kind of

activity that will make me happy.”

Certainly there are some people who succeed in the human world by not 

rejecting the past, but it seems like the more common thing is for people to suc-

ceed by rejecting the past. No matter what religion you look at, there are no reli-

gions that don’t talk about guilt or sin. If we take guilt to mean refusing some-

thing, or rejecting something, then everybody is guilty. Everybody has sin. Every-

body that is succeeding and making money and being successful in the world is 

guilty.

But there you are, having succeeded, having made your money, and then 

you look back and think, “Oh, I rejected mother. She must be lonely and sad,” or, 

“What about my lover from the past,” or, “That’s an unforgivable thing that I 

did.” That’s when these successful people start thinking that they’d better be phil-

anthropic, they’d better help all these people that they rejected in the past.

But we have to say, “You’re too late. You’re too late.” That kind of think-

ing is not the true kind of thinking, because in that way of thinking, without be-

coming rich, without becoming successful, one cannot really do philanthropic 

work. According to Buddhism, we say that truly, there never is the activity of re-
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jecting. Every one of you thinks that you have rejected things, or that rejection is 

possible, but actually, it doesn’t exist.

The true nature of the activity of mind, according to Buddhism, is that al-

ways, when division happens, it happens simultaneously, and together. When uni-

fication happens, it happens simultaneously and together. There is no such thing 

as simply following your own convenience, and appearing independently, or hid-

ing independently. That’s why you can see how important it is to manifest the wis-

dom for yourself that understands this principle of simultaneously appearing and 

simultaneously hiding, simultaneously being born and simultaneously dying.

In zen, from the very start, when you even just begin your study of zen, I 

teach you, “I’m appearing together with you. I am hiding, simultaneously together

with you,” and that’s why it’s so difficult for you. When you’re doing your zazen, 

what I want you to do, from the very beginning, is to understand that when plus 

and minus activities, when object and subject activities separate, then the present 

moment, the self appears with both object and subject as its content.

But what you have to really carefully think about here is that this present 

moment, this self that has appeared here, this existence that has appeared here, 

can it remain here? Just as all of you have experienced for yourself, everything 

that appears, eventually disappears. This is something that everyone must ac-

knowledge and recognize. Human beings, when they think about this, they debate 

and argue about this, and people take the standpoint of this or that way of thinking

or logic. But no matter what you say, you will disappear. Things will disappear.

As I have always been telling you, over and over again, when this exis-

tence, when this present self disappears, that is when it will experience for itself, 

simultaneously, past and future. This experience of past and future, at the very 

same time, is what we call doing the activity of zero. To experience the inside of 

the world of future, and the inside of the world of past for yourself is what we call

doing the activity of dissolving the self, doing the activity of no self. But if you 

detest, dislike this whole idea of dissolving yourself, if you’d rather just fixate 

yourself, then in zen we say it doesn’t matter how much time passes. You will 

never be able to experience past and future, experience mother and father for 

yourself.

This condition of dissolving the self is the condition of the self hiding it-

self. What kind of a world is it that one hides in? It’s the world of zero. Of course 

that is the perfect world. It’s the complete activity of mind. But that condition of 

completion also cannot be fixated. Again plus and minus will separate, and the 

manifestation of the separation of plus and minus occurs.
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Again the self appears. But, the way we teach is to say that this self, which

now appears, is a self which has experienced twice this condition of completion, 

and so it has matured. When this self appears, mother and father have appeared in 

an even older, more feeble condition. With each step that the self grows and ma-

tures through levels two, three, four, five, six, with every one of these steps 

mother and father become even older.

If you’re a child and you’re really sharp, you’re really smart, and you’ve 

been educated in a good way, then you will notice for yourself, and you’ll feel for 

yourself, that as you’re getting more mature, your parents are getting feebler and 

older. But in Buddhism we say that everybody will come to be able to manifest 

the wisdom that, together with their maturation and growth, their parents are get-

ting older and weaker. But if you receive the really boring, stupid kinds of educa-

tion, then you’re not able to have this other kind of wisdom that would naturally 

occur as you mature and develop.

Religion is very important, and people take their religion very seriously, 

and they love their own religion, and unfortunately this causes a lot of happiness, 

kind of in an opposite way. Although religion is supposed to cause you happiness, 

it causes you unhappiness, because this natural principle can be in opposition to 

what you’re taught by your religion.

Finally, at the end of this process, the self will appear as a self which has 

totally made plus and minus, mother and father, past and future, its content, and 

so it no longer needs to see past and future. According to Buddhism, everybody, if

it’s a child, as a child; a teenager, a teenager; an adult as an adult; an old person as

an old person; all people, at all stages of life will experience these conditions of 

not needing to look upon past or future.

Even a plant, if we posit that the plant has consciousness, we can say that 

even a plant will have conditions where it’s manifesting the perfect plant, the 

complete plant. Every single existence, whether it’s a mosquito or a fish or a 

shellfish, or a beast, or of course a human being, all things will manifest them-

selves as the perfect self.

This condition is the condition in which the self has manifest itself in the 

condition of having reached the ultimate point of expanding, the place where it 

makes plus and minus totally its content, at this extreme point of the plus activity, 

the expanding activity. That’s what Mumon is talking about when he talks about 

completely to cut off the mind road. I wonder if you understand. Of course Mu-

mon Osho also knows this, so I won’t criticize him at all for having left it out. I 

know he knows it, but of course this condition of completion cannot be fixated.
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As I always have been telling you, the activity of expanding is the activity 

of man. When you manifest the complete condition through doing the activity of 

expanding, that is when the man can rest. And that’s when the female activity 

opens her eyes and takes the initiative in the process. That’s what I’ve told you of-

ten.

Then again the separation of subject and object occurs. This time, the fe-

male activity, the activity of contraction is taking the lead, and through this activ-

ity of contraction, the worlds of past, present and future will again appear. The ex-

istence, the self that appears in this instance, appears being influenced by the lead-

ing role of the female activity, the activity of contracting, and so this self mani-

fests the wisdom that it must do the activity of dying, it must do the activity of 

contracting.

Then the self takes up the future activity of expanding, and takes up the 

past activity of contracting, and again manifests itself in the condition of unifica-

tion. The self goes through this kind of activity many times, numberless times, 

countless times, until finally it reaches the condition in which it no longer needs 

to do dying, no longer needs to do contracting any more.

This is the condition that we call the source, the condition where subject 

and object, past, present and future have become completely one, and the perfect 

self is manifest. This is when the minus activity can rest, and the plus activity, op-

positely, raises his head up and acts.

So please think carefully, without mistake about what’s being said here. 

Mumon is talking about the mind road, and the ultimate place of the mind road, 

the ultimate point where the mind road goes, but please be careful. This is never a 

fixated thing. Always the activity of mind will do its activity again.

According to Tathagata Zen, the way we teach is that everybody will man-

ifest the wisdom that sees that the plus activity and the minus activity are eternal. 

There is no beginning and end to their activities. They will continue to function 

eternally.

When you look at mother and father, you see that the child that comes 

from mother and father comes from the mother and father actually giving a part of

their very bodies, and making the child. It isn’t until mothers and fathers have a 

child that they realize that their existence can continue on eternally.

But men tend to have this tendency of jumping up and running off and es-

caping the situation. The mothers, on the other hand, don’t. They hang around and

take care of the child. That’s why it’s much easier for women, for mothers to have

this clear realization, that their existence continues eternally, much easier than for 
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the men.

It’s natural for mothers to feel really sad when their children mess up, 

when their children do something that they shouldn’t do, because they have this 

feeling that their children are carrying their eternal existence. In Tathagata Zen 

then, we say, have children. Try having children for yourself. That is when you 

will learn true compassion. That is when you will have the clear realization of the 

eternal existence of the self. But, on the other hand, if you have children, it’s a lot 

of suffering.

Anyway, what we say is that, “Manifest for yourself the wisdom which re-

ally knows what it means to be a human being.” If you are truly able to manifest 

the wisdom for yourself of what it means to be a human being, what the true na-

ture of a human being is, then you will see that it is beginningless and endless, or 

in other words you will see that the beginning is absolutely clear, and the end is 

also absolutely clear, and these beginnings and ends repeat themselves without 

end. So let’s say that we’ve gotten to the end of our talk here about the activity of 

mind.
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