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Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Second Day General Sesshin, April 21, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 

  For the practical study of Zen, you must pass the barriers set up by the masters of Zen.  

The attainment of this mysterious illumination means cutting off the workings of the ordinary mind 

completely.  If you have not done this and passed the barrier, you are a phantom among the 

undergrowth and weeds.  Now what is this barrier?  It is simply “Mu”, the Barrier of the Gate of Zen 

and this is why it is called the “Gateless Barrier of the Zen Sect.” 

  

 Yesterday I talked about sanzen.  And I think that I said simply that the practice of seeing into 

the activities of thus-going and thus-coming, seeing into the activities which we call going and 

returning, is sanzen.  We say that if you can completely  manifest both the activity of going, and 

the activity of returning then you have completely manifested the activity of residing, of making your 

home.  If you can do the activities of going and returning completely.  If you can completely 

manifest your place of residence, then you have passed through the barrier set up by the patriarchs. 

 The activity of going is the activity tatha-gata, thus-going, and the activity of returning is the 

activity of tatha-agata, thus-coming.  When you have totally done the activity of residing, or making 

your home, then you have done it completely, perfectly, and because it is a complete condition we say 

that it is the manifestation of the activity of zero.  You have finished doing the activity of zero. 
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 Tathagata Zen then asks you to very carefully ask yourself the question of Why is it that, 

although we say that the barrier set up by the patriarchs is this manifestation of zero, why do we say 

that you have passed through the barrier when you have manifested zero?  Actually when I gave 

teisho on the case of this koan, the case of Joshu’s Mu I already spoke about this in detail. 

 But I just want to add one more word to my explanation.  As I always tell you it is because you 

have done both the activities of going and returning that you can experience the entire body.  And 

doing this experiencing of the entire body the two activities, without fail, meet each other.   

 When we talk about meeting, of course it is tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus who 

meet.  And if we personify those activities we can say that it is the man and the woman who have 

met.  Over and over again I have told you that it is because these two activities are acting in one 

shared world, that although they are opposing activities, without fail they will meet each other.  And 

also as I always tell you, without breaking through that situation of meeting each other plus will never 

be able to arrive at the origin of minus, and minus also will never be able to arrive at the origin of plus.   

 The fact is that without thinking, without figuring anything out, the break through does occur.  

And plus does arrive at the origin of minus, and minus does arrive at the origin of plus.  But you have 

to contemplate this so that you really manifest the wisdom which clearly knows this principle.  

Originally plus and minus are simple, pure activities.  They have no thinking.  They have no will.  

Plus doesn’t know that he has arrived at the origin of minus, and minus doesn’t know that she has 

arrived at the origin of plus.  It is a simple activity. 

 And for those people who have been practicing zazen here a while, since I always tell you this 

same story you should already understand this, but, anyway, as I always tell you when plus and minus 

arrive at each other’s origins immediately they both begin to do a new activity which is the activity of 

returning back to their own origin. 

 Mumon is asking you to again take up this problem and contemplate it in your own zazen. 

 For people who are studying Zen, and actually trying to practice Zen it is necessary for you 
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contemplate for yourself that this “mu” spoken in this koan is an activity which has no will.  And it is 

an activity which is comprised of both the activities of plus and minus.  And those activities of plus 

and minus are acting in one shared world.  And so undoubtedly they meet each other. 

 I have been telling you up until now over and over again that plus and minus first meet each 

other, and then they break through that meeting.  And there is a result of that first breakthrough that 

is left behind.  And then plus goes on to arrive at the origin of minus, and minus goes on to arrive at 

the origin of plus.  But there has been left behind  a result.   

 When plus and minus break through each other, if they were material activities then we would 

say that this breakthrough would cause friction.  But plus and minus are absolutely completely 

invisible activities.  So I will leave it up to you modern people to decide whether these absolutely 

non-material activities of plus and minus cause friction or not when they break through each other.   

 And Buddhism, Tathagata Zen says that both the activities of plus and minus have strength, 

have power.  The word “rikiyo 力用??” which Buddhism uses to name this strength is a technical, 

unique sort of word, and difficult to really understand, but anyway, they both have power or strength, 

and they have an equal amount of that.  And when they break through their place of opposing each 

other they both sacrifice, or give an equal amount, an infinitesimal portion of that power.  They both 

give, shall we say, 0.00000001 of themselves, and through that giving form an imperfect state, an 

imperfect space between them.  And then they go on to arrive at each other’s origins.   

 Of course when we put together 0.001 of plus and 0.001 of minus (the two infinitesimal 

portions given to give rise to the imperfect space) then we get zero.   

 Plus, (originally) does the pure activity of plus.  And minus is manifesting the pure activity of 

minus.  But when plus and minus completely unify with each other then that condition which is 

manifest is the perfect condition.  That is zero.  The perfect zero.   

 What Tathagata Zen asks you to carefully contemplate for yourself is that this condition which I 

now just described, in which 0.0001 of plus and minus are both given to this imperfect space, in this 
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condition that imperfect space is not perfect, it is not complete.  The entire situation is incomplete. 

 Even though this situation is imperfect plus has arrived at the origin of minus, and minus has 

arrived at the origin of plus.  This exact condition is the one that I want you to carefully contemplate 

in your zazen. 

 When we say the perfect condition we mean this great cosmos itself.  The great cosmos is the 

activity of zero.  And it is the activities of plus and minus which are manifesting this great cosmos.  

Plus and minus act and manifest this great cosmos.   

 But we ask you to not forget that, when we ask, “Who is it who does this practice?  Who is 

that is doing zazen, and contemplating this?”  It is the “I am” self.  It is the self.  It is the ego.  It is 

the atman, you could say, who is doing the practice.  It is that very “I am” saying self who does the 

practice of the activity of plus breaking through and arriving at the origin of minus, and the activity of 

minus breaking through and arriving at the origin of plus.   

 You have to very carefully think for yourself that it is the plus and minus activities who are 

doing the activity of meeting each other  and breaking through over and over, but it is the self that 

makes  an object of that activity, and practices making an object of that activity.   

 What I am saying is that when plus and minus break through each other then they give 0.0001 

of themselves, and through that giving of that infinitesimal part of themselves they give rise to an 

imperfect universe, they give rise to imperfect space in between them.  The way of practicing in 

Tathagata Zen, its special characteristic is to  make a distinction between perfect space and imperfect 

space.  Perfect space is the complete, perfect condition.  But this space which has been formed 

through plus and minus giving their infinitesimal parts of themselves is imperfect, incomplete space.   

 The explanation I am giving now is the way Tathagata Zen explains how the self is born, because 

this imperfect space which has been manifest is the very foundation of the self, is the very beginning of 

the manifestation of any self.  Buddhism says that even a plant, even a stone has an “I am” self.  

Although those “I am” selves are imperfect they have an “I am” self.  And this manifestation of the 
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imperfect space, the incomplete universe is the beginning of the manifestation of those “I am” selves.   

 And Tathagata Zen says that the “I am” self is manifesting itself as the present moment, that 

this imperfect space is the very beginning of the manifestation of the present moment.   

 What it means to be an existent being, what an “I am” self is, is to have the present the 

moment as its content. 

 And so we say that when the imperfect “I am” self is manifest at the same time plus and minus 

also become imperfect.   

 When the self is manifest, at that time, plus is standing up at the origin of minus, and minus is 

standing up at the origin of plus.   

 This is pretty difficult to understand.  If your zazen hasn’t developed to a pretty good degree 

there is no way that you will be able to understand it.  But the reason why Tathagata Zen teaches it, 

even though it is difficult, is because we must teach about the condition of your origin. 

 The beginning of Tathagata Zen’s teaching is to say that in this situation, when the imperfect 

self has been manifest, because the minus activity has arrived at the origin of plus you are being 

embraced from the inside by the minus activity.  And because the plus activity has arrived at the 

origin of minus you are being embraced from the outside by the plus activity.  You are being 

simultaneously embraced by plus from the outside, and minus from the inside.   

 And in this situation, although we are using the words plus and minus don’t forget that plus and 

minus in this case are not the pure activities of plus and minus.  They both have become the impure 

activities of plus and minus.   

 People like to talk about the material world, and also, in contrast to the material world we 

usually say there is a completely non-material world called the spiritual world.  But in Tathagata Zen 

we say that this thing that is called the material world only first appears when the plus and minus 

activities have become their imperfect, impure manifestations.   

 And what about that “I am” self who is in between the activities of plus and minus?  That self 
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has both plus and minus as its content, but it has the impure, imperfect amounts of plus and minus as 

its content, so, in the end, of course it also is manifesting itself as this condition which is called material 

or matter.   

 And who is it who can know about things like this?  Of course it is the imperfect material self 

who, as it grows, and develops, and matures comes to be able to know about these things.  This is 

what Mumon is so kindly and carefully explaining here. 

 When we talk about the birth of the self, it is from the condition of the source, the condition of 

the origin, that the self is born.  That condition is perfect.  That is why we call it zero.  Within the 

condition of the origin, within the condition of zero the “I am” self has not yet appeared.  The 

condition of the origin is an activity of plus and minus facing each other, and unifying with each other 

over and over, but there is absolutely no “I am” self in it.   

 The moment a material “I am” proclaiming self is manifest plus and minus also are manifest 

materially.   

 We say that here it is very important that you contemplate for yourself that the perfect 

condition of zero, the perfect condition of the origin never stops, never fixates itself.  It always does 

an activity whose purpose is to manifest a new zero.  The only way that the condition of zero, the 

perfect zero can manifest a new condition of the origin, a new zero is by an activity which we call 

dividing, or separating itself.  Without doing this activity of division the first condition of zero can 

never manifests a completely new condition of zero.   

 What I am saying is that without fail the material world will be manifest.  And that material 

world is made up of the material “I am” proclaiming self, and the imperfect plus activity, which we can 

call father, and the imperfect minus activity which we can call mother.  That which is manifesting the 

world of zero is just plus and minus.  But the teaching of Tathagata Zen says that when plus and 

minus actually separate from each other that is when for the first time the world of past, present, and 

future, the world of mother, child and father, the material world is manifest right within the world of 
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zero, right within the Tathagata world.   

 And this world of past, present, and future, this material world which is manifest right in the 

body of zero is of course the sentient world, the world of sentient beings.  The world of humans, and 

animals, and plants.   

 And I have told you before that when plus and minus have arrived at each other’s origins they 

are at each other’s origins, not their own origins, and so they must do the activity of returning, going 

back to their own origin.  And here is when there are a lot of problems; a lot of questions come up.  

Plus has arrived at the origin of minus, and of course he cannot return to his own origin doing the plus 

activity.  And minus, as well, having arrived at the origin of plus, she cannot return to her home town 

by doing the minus activity.  As I always tell you the minus activity is the contracting activity, and the 

plus activity is the expanding activity.  So this contracting activity of minus has arrived at the very 

origin of the expanding activity of plus, but there she is, and there is no more place for her to contract 

into.  The world of contraction has been completely experienced.  There is no more place for her to 

go doing the contracting activity.  And so the minus activity must somehow do the plus activity or she 

will never be able to do the activity of returning.  That is why we always say that when minus  has 

arrived at the origin of plus, in order to return to her own origin, the source of contracting, she has to 

incarnate herself into the plus activity.  She has to disguise herself as the plus activity in order to go 

back.  When it comes to plus, he had arrived at the origin of minus through doing the plus, expanding 

activity.  Through expanding he arrived at the origin of minus.  But he cannot keep doing the plus 

activity if he is ever going to return to his own origin.  He has to incarnate himself, disguise himself as 

the minus activity if he ever is going to return.   

 When plus and minus together, both, do the activity of incarnating themselves into each other 

that is when they can both do the activity of returning. 

 But the one who is contemplating this situation is the “I am” self.  And the mistake that we “I 

am” selves always seem to make is to say, for example,  “I am a man so I cannot do that kind of thing.  
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I can’t disguise myself as a woman.”  Or  “I am a woman.  I cannot incarnate myself into a man.”  

But if we start thinking in that way it is a big mistake.  Tathagata Zen very carefully warns you that the 

true nature of the self is to never fixate itself.  The moment the plus activity has been done, then 

always that very same self does the minus activity.  And the moment the minus activity has been 

finished inevitably that very same self does the plus activity.  One self does both of these opposing 

activities. 

 Everybody does zazen, likes to talk about zazen, or meditation, but to really do zazen is very 

difficult, and I don’t actually expect you to understand this kind of thing right from the beginning.  But 

if you are going to contemplate your foundation, the condition of your origin then you have to have 

this kind of feeling, you have to have some sense for what I am talking about in order to do that kind of 

contemplation.   

 So here we are: minus has arrived at the origin of plus, and incarnates herself into plus, and is 

returning to her origin, and plus, having arrived at the origin of minus, incarnates himself into minus, 

and now is beginning to return to his origin.  And here, again, in the middle plus and minus meet each 

other.   

 But remember that there is that child there, that child, that imperfect space that has both plus 

and minus as its content in between, and so the activities of plus and minus are obstructed from 

breaking through this place of meeting each other.  

 The minus activity who is disguised as plus and doing plus, when she meets the child, at once, 

she steals back the minus activity that she had given to birth the child, and becomes the pure minus 

activity.  And the plus activity, who has incarnated himself into minus, and is doing minus, when he 

meets up with the child, he too is exactly the same, he immediately steals back the plus activity he had 

given, and now is again the pure activity of plus.   

 It is these pure activities of plus and minus who then go on to arrive at their own origins.  It is 

the pure activity of plus who arrives back at the origin of plus, and the pure activity of minus who 
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arrives back at the origin of minus.  So we say, although we talk about the origin of plus and minus, 

those things are not fixated things. 

 And what happened to the child?  The child is now completely gone.  Some people will 

probably say, “A mother or father would never do such a cruel, brutal thing as to make the child 

vanish.”  But we teach very carefully that in this situation that I am describing, the activities which are 

occurring are the activities of simply appearing and hiding.  They aren’t the activities of living and 

dying.  There is nothing like feeling sorry for somebody, or having pity, or sadness, or happiness.  

The child will be born, and just as inevitably it will disappear. 

 And when the child disappears that is when the pure activities again are manifest.  And this 

manifestation of the entire sphere, the entire body is the manifestation of a new zero.  A level two 

zero.   

 Within the process of the first condition of the origin manifesting a new second condition of the 

origin undoubtedly an imperfect zero, an imperfect child is manifest, but just as inevitably that 

imperfect child dissolves.  Manifest existent beings, in other words selves, are never fixated things.  

From the perspective of the self that is born, undoubtedly that self will do the activity of no-self, the 

activity of dissolving itself.  Without the self doing the activity of self dissolution a new self, a new 

world cannot be manifest.  

 And the teaching of Tathagata Zen says that when we talk about the condition of the origin 

then we say that there is a first, level one condition of the origin, but that is never fixated.  It always 

goes on to manifest a new level two condition of the origin. 

 And in this process of one zero condition manifesting a new zero condition the activities of a 

self being born, and that self dissolving itself, vanishing, inevitably occur.  And that is what Mumon 

says is the barrier that has been set up by the Masters of Zen. 

 But who is it who can know this?  Of course it is the “I am” self who has been born, and then 

develops its function of consciousness until it has a function of consciousness that can know this.   
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 And that kind of activity of wisdom, that kind of activity of knowing which clearly knows that 

the condition of the origin will undoubtedly manifest a new condition of the origin, the kind of wisdom 

which knows about this principle, is what Mumon calls exquisite enlightenment, subtle illumination, 

“myogo 妙悟.”     

 But we have come to the end of our time, so I hope you will allow me to continue talking about 

this subtle illumination tomorrow. 

 

終 

the end 


