
Teisho by Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center
General Sesshin Day One May 20, 2002 
Mumonkan Chapter Six
Translator: Giko 

                 Buddha Holds up a Flower

The  World honored One, in ancient times was on Vulture Peak.  He 
held up a flower, showing it to the assembly.  Every one was silent.  Only 
Mahakashapa broke into a smile.  The World Honored One said, “I have the
eye treasury of the correct dharma, the exquisite mind of nirvana, the true 
form of no-form, and the subtle gate of the dharma.  It does not stand upon 
words.  It is a special transmission outside of all teachings.  I now entrust 
this to Mahakasapa. 

We are told that this koan originally comes from a sutra called,and unfortunately 
the translator doesn’t know how to translate this, Non butsu ketsu gi kyo.  We are further 
told that this sutra, the Non butsu ketsu gi kyo didn’t exist in India.  Therefore, we can 
understand that this was created in China.  These sorts of sutras that were born in China 
are known as gikyo, fake sutras.  But, among these fake sutras, there are many really 
wonderful ones.  

Not just this one, particular one, but also, the one that we chant every 
morning, the part of the Lotus Sutras that we chant was also born in China. There are 
literally hundreds of sutras that were born in China. And among the sutras that were born 
in China, even though they might be called fake sutras, some of them are better than, 
superior to, the so called original sutras.  You can see how popular and how well 
developed Buddhism was in China by how many, so called fake sutras were born in 
China.  

In the same way as fake sutras were born in China, perhaps, fake sutras were also 
born in Japan.  We must give birth to our own American fake sutras.

 One way to understand the word sutra is that it means the words of Shakyamuni 
Buddha.  However, we must change this definition of sutra.  When it comes to sutras that 
are actually the words of Shakyamuni Buddha, himself, there is only one, the Agon sutra. 
But the flower ornament scripture, the lotus scripture, the heart sutra, are all fake sutras.  
Once we understand this, we can understand that it is a mistaken way of defining sutra, to
define it to be the words of Shakyamuni, himself.   

It seems as if, from the old days, everybody has said that sutras are the 
words of the Buddha.  In Tathagata Zen it is taught that any teaching can be called a 
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Buddhist teaching if it follows the meaning, the spirit, in modern terms we could even 
say, that it follows the ideology of the historical Buddha’s words.  

So, what is the Buddha’s spirit?  What is his way of thinking?  What is his 
ideology?  This is not a difficult question at all. The Buddha was so clear in his teaching 
that the question, “What was the Buddha’s ideology?” can be very simply answered.  
When Tathagata Zen went to China, we can say that it was born a new in China.  And 
one of those Tathagata Zen-ists in China, was probably the one who made this Non butsu 
ketsu gi  kyo.  

So, what is the ideology of Tathagata Zen?  It is quite simple.  It is the same as the
ideology of any Buddhism.  It is an ideology founded upon mu ga, no self.  That is to say 
that it is an ideology founded upon the idea that there is no such thing as a fixated "I am" 
self.  And putting that knowledge into practice is Buddhism. The "I am" self is not 
fixated.  If you think, however, that that means that there is no "I am" self, that also is 
false.  That is Buddhism.  The "I am" self is certainly born, but that "I am" is not the true 
self.  Everybody can understand that the "I am" is imperfect.  That "I am" grows up and 
becomes an adult, becomes a completed, perfected human being.  The self that is born 
imperfect, inevitably, grows up to become the perfect self, and Buddhism further says, 
when the perfect self manifests then the "I am" self is gone.  

That state in which the "I am" is gone, if you ask “Is that state fixated?”  The 
answer to that question, as well, is “No, that state also is not fixated.” If we understand 
the perfect self to be the condition in which the imperfect self has vanished, then that 
state of the perfect self is also not fixated.  “The perfect self is not fixated,” means that 
the perfect self will also vanish, will disappear.  Appearing, disappearing, and appearing 
again, so what is the true way of being, the true nature?  There is not even one thing that 
is fixated.  

This activity in which there is not even one fixated thing, if you want to talk about
reality, or the truth, in Buddhism this activity of “not even one thing fixated,” is the true 
nature of the self. This kind of sentence is very difficult for translators and I know that 
Giko was suffering right then.  

The Buddhism position is to say that the activity that is always acting, that never 
fixates anything, there is nothing else besides that, that is forming us and the world that 
we live in.  That activity in Buddhism is called the dharma activity. Therefore, you are 
warned that if you fixate the dharma activity, that is a mistake.  It is no good to attach to 
anything. Even if you just attach a tiny bit, even if you attach for one instant, that is 
already a violation of the dharma activity.  

Because we are not attached to anything, we can freely, always manifest a new 
self.  The way that we are, every single day, able to laugh and enjoy ourselves, is because
we aren’t attached to anything.  Therefore, one thing at a time, one thing after the next, 
we can make relationship with all things.  

The self according to Buddhism, reality according to Buddhism, is that neither of 
these things are fixated things.  Now we have to ask, “Who is it, what people are they, 
who teach, who talk about this?”  It might sound difficult, but Buddhism says there is no 
fixed answer.  There is no one other than the 'I am" self who can teach about it.  If you 
manifest the wisdom that understands the principle of how the 'I am" comes to be born 
and how the 'I am" comes to disappear, then you will also know the principle that there is 
no one except for true 'I am" who can know.  
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Where is the self born from?  And when it disappears, where does the self go?  
The self is born and then it grows up and thinks all sorts of things.  And those selves who 
think all sorts of thins are the kind of selves who comes here to learn zazen. So, the first 
thing that you are asked when you come here to learn zazen is, “Where does it come 
from?” Therefore, it should now be clear that the Non butsu ketsu gi kyo, which I, myself 
have actually never read, so I don’t know what is really in it.  But, it must say, because it 
is Buddhism, is that it is only the self that grows up and develops that can know the 
dharma activity . 

When Shakyamuni Buddha was about to die, what were his final words to his 
disciples?  What he said was,” Just look up to the dharma activity , itself, as your teacher.
Just believe in the dharma activity.  If you forget about the dharma activity and start 
saying this and that, if you forget about the dharma activity, no matter how much you try 
to study what is good, and avoid what is evil, that is no longer being a student of Zen.  
Every student of Buddhism, every student of Zen is a student of the dharma activity.  
What, therefore, is that dharma activity?  As I just said, I have not read the Non butsu 
ketsu gi kyo  , but that is the question that that sutra must be addressing.  

Now we are back to the same thing that we always talk about.   The dharma 
activity is made of tatha-gata and tatha-agata plus and minus. You must carefully grasp 
for yourself that the dharma activity has, as its content, both plus and minus.  It is made 
up of both plus and minus activities.

The dharma activity is comprised of the plus and minus activities.  And what the 
dharma activity manifests is the result of that activity of the dharma and that is what is 
called the body of the dharma.  When the two opposing forces become completly one, 
there is nobody to that, there is no body to avoid that, to reject that.  This is a difficult 
thing to understand.  So, it is necessary to try to use easy to understand language in order 
to try to explain it.  

   If we say that the plus activity is the subject and the minus activity is the object, 
then what we are talking about is the unification of subject and object.  When subject and 
object completely unify there is nothing outside of that.  

Some of you might say, “We’ll I'm here.  I'm outside of it.  Here I am.”  But, you 
have to really think carefully about this.  When plus and minus totally unify with each 
other, then that 'I am" has disappeared into that unification.  That 'I am," when plus and 
minus totally unify with each other, has disappeared into that unification.  That is the 
teaching of Buddhism.  

There is nothing to be compared.  There is nothing to compare.  This is called the 
condition of the dharma activity, itself.  This state, which is absolutely unique, absolutely 
the one and only condition, is also, in Buddhism called the condition of the origin.  That 
means the condition that forms, gives birth to everything. 

When we really ask the question, “ What is the condition?  What is the origin of 
the origin?  What is the origin of everything?”  That is a really difficult question, so 
naturally it is difficult to explain. 

Buddhism teaches, at least as one expedient means, that the plus activity is the 
expanding activity and the minus activity is the contracting activity, and those two are 
acting will-lessly.  There are no other activities, except for the expanding and contracting 
activities that form this world.  The tatha-gata, expanding activity, according to 
Buddhism, unceasingly expands itself.  Similarly, the minus contracting activity 
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unceasingly contracts until the state of complete contraction is manifest.  It is an 
acceptable, useful way to think, that the contracting activity, therefore, manifests a world 
of contraction and the expanding activity manifests a world of expansion. 

 If you wonder if those two worlds are separate from each other? Buddhism says 
that they are not.  Buddhism teaches that it is obvious that they are not separate from each
other because every one has seen, everyone has experienced for themselves, that the 
worlds of expanding and contracting meet each other.  

   Plus and minus according to Buddhism, are certainly opposite from each other.  
The Plus activity is manifesting in order to manifest a perfect expansion, and the minus 
activity is manifesting in order to manifest the perfect contraction.  However, they do 
meet each other.  Therefore, it is certain that they are acting in one share home.

   Plus and minus do inevitably, meet each other, therefore, in Buddhism you are 
commanded to find some way to perceive that they are acting in one shared world.  

Now I am talking about the meeting of plus and minus, and in Buddhism it says 
that there can be no manifestation of one true nature outside of plus and minus meeting 
each other.  

I am always experiencing this myself.  I am a man.  And when I meet a woman, I 
manifest one true nature.  I manifest the one that has second.  As I tell you over and over 
again, Buddhism simply does not recognize the fixation of anything, therefore, this 
meeting, as well, is not fixated.  This meeting is broken through. This is difficult 
question, this question of how plus and minus break through each other, because plus and
minus are opposite from each other.  

 Some people will say that plus and minus are invisible activities, but if they were 
material, it would be very difficult for them to break through each other. Buddhism 
cautions us to think in this way about plus and minus.  Buddhism teaches that the plus 
and minus activities, the man and the woman, and when we say man, we must understand
it to be the male activity making man, and woman means the female activity making 
woman. 

 Buddhism says that these two opposing activities of plus and minus are neither 
manifest as material nor are they non-material.  When you sit zazen, this is how I want to 
you think: The plus activity has a source and that source of the plus activity is smaller 
than the smallest thing. The origin of minus is taking all of these infinitesimal, smaller 
than the smallest things, and gathering them together to manifest the ultimately large, and
the plus activity starts at this smaller than the smallest, and then expands to manifest this 
entire world.  The important thing here is that neither is material nor is it non-material.

Plus does plus in order manifest the state of completion and as it does its 
expanding, between one infinitesimal and another infinitesimal, just as you would expect,
an infinitesimal distance has been manifest.  Plus also, just a s you would expect, between
each atom of minus, between each infinitesimal part of minus, there is an infinitesimal 
distance separating them.

So, the distances are manifestations of emptiness. The time is running out, so I 
can’t get into all the precise details of all of this, but when the plus activities and the 
minus activities meet each other, then these crevices, these cracks, this space, these 
intervals of emptiness that are between the atoms, passing through those, they pass 
through each other.  
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Even children can understand this fundamental principle.  For example, if you put
a bottle of water on a heater, then the heat from the heater passes through the bottle and 
heats up the water that is inside of it.  These days, everybody understands that although 
the bottle is a hard thing, it might be pottery, it might be metal, it has cracks in it and it is 
passing through those cracks that the heat passes through and heats up the water.  In the 
same way, the cracks in the world of plus and minus are what are passed through when 
they break through their meeting.  Having been taught that, then all of you, the men and 
the women will think, “Well ,“I’d like to try that. I’d like to try passing into that kind of a
world.”  And it is just like this.  We can experience the plus male activity and minus 
female activity passing through each other, like this.  That is neither good nor evil.  This 
activity which is neither good nor evil is, in Buddhism, is called the activity of Ri, the 
activity of the reason of nature, the laws of nature.  At least as one way of explaining it in
Buddhism, the meeting is called one Buddha nature.  But, if one Buddha nature stops in 
one Buddha nature, then it is not the real one Buddha nature.  This is difficult.  One 
Buddha nature manifests, but if it is attached to it is no longer one Buddha nature 

Both pass through the meeting, so the meeting is gone.  The meeting is broken 
through and then plus goes on to arrive at the very source of minus, and minus arrives at 
the source of plus.   Breaking through each other and then arriving at each other’s 
sources. Because they did, in fact, get to the source of the other, it is natural, for at least a 
moment of rest to occur.  If we posit the activity of wisdom or knowing upon the plus and
minus activities in this instance, then they would think, “Ahhhh, that was wonderful!” 

However, Buddhism teaches that this is not the true state of peace of mind.  Why?
I have told you this many, many times.  The reason why this is not true peace of mind is 
because plus is at the source of minus, minus is at the source of plus.  They are not at 
their own sources.  They are not at the real place of their “I am’s.”  Therefore, Buddhism 
teaches that this is the manifestation of the imperfect self, the manifestation of imperfect 
love.  The 'I am" is asserted here, but it is an imperfect 'I am."  

Therefore Buddhism teaches that inevitably, absolutely without fail, in this 
situation, plus and minus will now have to do the further activity of returning to their own
native lands. Therefore, without fail, the plus activity will take on the form of minus and 
minus will take on the form of plus, in order to return to their own sources.

 
In the teachings of Buddhism, therefore, it is said that it is the very nature of plus 

and minus to do this activity of bakeru, to phantom or ghost, or take the form of the 
opposite.  

Isn’t it true, that those people who are mothers and fathers, really have come to 
understand this principle of phantoming or taking on the form of the other? The truth of it
is, that even though they are doing this activity of mutually ghosting into each other, they 
aren’t aware that they are doing it.  Tathagata Zen teaches that each time necessarily, 
when the activity of returning to ones own source is done, that is done through taking on 
the form, or phantoming oneself into the opposite.  

As I have told you so many times, when plus and minus are in their ghosted 
versions doing their opposite activity, now they will meet, what can be called their child, 
the dharma child.  When the transformed versions of plus and minus arrive back at their 
own native land, then at once they are no longer their transformed versions, they have 
stopped doing that and they have returned to their original versions.
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When, for instance, the minus activity, the activity that was doing minus returns 
to the source of plus, at once, it stops doing the minus activity and totally manifests its 
own plus nature, its own plus home. In general, the existence of the dharma child is not 
known and so this second meeting is broken through without knowing that there is a 
dharma child there.  

However, the teaching of Buddhism says that in reality, this breakthrough never 
happens unconditionally, the dharma child never, unconditionally, gets beaten to death.  
The particular way that this breakthrough must happen is that for, instance, the activity 
that is now doing plus, that was originally minus, takes back, steals back the minus part 
of the dharma child. The moment that happens, the state of being transformed is 
dissolved and the activity returns to its original minus nature.   The opposite activity is 
the same.  The activity that is now doing minus, that was originally plus, when it meets 
the dharma child, it steals back the plus portion of that child, and at once, it has returned 
to being it’s original plus nature.  

This condition is manifest by plus and minus without will. Buddhism 
acknowledges this will-less activity of plus and minus, expanding and contracting.  

I really need to explain more precisely these activities, but this is probably good 
enough for now.  When the dharma child is completely stolen up by plus and minus, and 
plus and minus have returned to their own sources, that is called, at least as one expedient
teaching, the manifestation of true love, the manifestation of the perfect self.   

When this condition is manifest, plus and minus, for the first time, manifest the 
consciousness which knows, “ We are holding our one shared home, together.” If we call 
the condition of the origin one, finally, this is when a new of the origin has been manifest.
When true love is manifest the true self is manifest.  When imperfect love is manifest, 
then the imperfect self is manifest.  Sit zazen and carefully contemplate this.  

The first meeting is the manifestation of one Buddha nature, but if it is attached  
to, then it is no longer one Buddha nature .  When plus and minus arrive at each other’s 
sources, it is a moment of peace, but if the activity stops there, then that is not the 
manifestation of one Buddha nature.  

So what is one Buddha nature?  One Buddha nature is the manifestation of true 
love, of the true self, when a new condition of the origin is manifest.  If you really throw 
yourself into contemplating, “ What is, which one of these conditions is the real 
manifestation of one Buddha nature, the real manifestation of true love?  Inevitably, the 
wisdom that knows this will be manifest.

It is time to stop, so I should be winding up this teisho. What I said today, in a 
nutshell, is that when plus and minus meet each other, that is one Buddha nature, that is 
love, but if you come to think that simply that is the whole story, then that is a big 
mistake.  

In the manifestation of true love within the process of manifesting true love, 
many, many by-products are manifest.  If you get tied up by any of those by-products, 
then true love gets lost. Simply put, if you attach to the   manifestation of imperfect love, 
then you won’t be able to do true love.  This is how the condition of attaching to 
imperfect love and then sadly looking upon perfect love comes to be.  

The koan that we read today is asking you to carefully look upon and carefully 
study the difference between imperfect love, and true love. So, the birth of this koan, the 

6



origin of the birth of this koan is to teach the difference between imperfect kensho and 
true kensho.  

In the world of the separation of the subjective and the objective, happiness 
cannot be found, as I always tell you. True happiness only manifests when subject and 
object become one.  That is true kensho.  Whenever you attach to imperfect love and then
look upon perfect love, you’ll end up weeping and wailing.  

Imperfect love will inevitably, appear.  So, be careful.  That is why will tell you to
be careful.  Because imperfect love inevitably, appears, we must love imperfect love.  
But, it is important to not attach to it, but to transcend it.
That is what I meant when I just said that the purpose of this koan is to teach the 
difference between imperfect kensho and true kensho, perfect kensho.  

You’re in a good situation, because you came on a day when not many people 
came, and so I can really take my time and talk at length.  I’ll stop here.  

7


	Teisho by Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi
	Bodhi Manda Zen Center

