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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

August 4, 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?” 

 

 Up until yesterday I’ve been speaking about the barrier mentioned here, 

and telling you that as we walk the paths of our lives we run into two kinds of 

barriers.  But I also have been saying that although there are these two barriers 

those barriers are made by we ourselves, they are really non-barriers we 

ourselves make for ourselves.   

 One of the barriers is to break through the activity of u, being, existence.  

The other barrier we can call the barrier of no longer needing to do the activity of 

dying.  For we human beings, if we are not able to clearly know, clearly 

recognize for ourselves these two barriers, namely the barrier of no longer 

needing to do the activity of living, and as I just said the barrier of no longer 

needing to do the activity of dying, then we simply live with suffering heaped 

upon ourselves until finally we just keel over and die.   

 As I always tell you over and over again, the dharma activity is comprised of 

two mutually opposing activities that we can call plus and minus.  And there are 

two sides to the dharma activity.  There are times when the plus activity is 
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taking the lead, and there are also times when the minus activity is taking the 

lead.  But even in the times when the plus activity, in other words when the 

activity of expanding is taking the lead the minus activity is also acting, 

accompanying, freely following the plus activity.  And when the minus activity is 

taking the initiative, taking the lead, the plus activity also is acting in a more 

passive, following role, accompanying and helping the minus activity.  This is just 

a natural, normal thing, but when it comes to trying to explain it, it gets difficult. 

 Your very self has both the plus and minus activities as its content as it acts.  

And so when you yourself do the activity of living your activity of living will be 

accompanied by the minus activity until you manifest the condition of the 

complete self.  One way we can describe the condition of living is to say that in 

the condition of living the plus and minus activities are continually uniting with 

each other and contrasting to one another, facing one another, over and over 

again.   

 I’ve been telling you over and over about how the plus and minus activities, 

as they do their activity of uniting and facing over and over again, they give rise to 

a unique, special activity called jonetsu 情熱 or the heat of feeling, passion, and 

when that heat of feeling arises then plus and minus separate from each other.  

And I also told you that when this separation occurs the self appears receiving 

equally both the activities of plus and minus.  That “I am” proclaiming self 

appears.  We can call this the very beginning of any existence.  As I told you 

yesterday and the day before, when any existent being appears it does not appear 

having all of plus and minus as its content.  It only has, we can say for example, 

one trillionth of a fraction of plus and minus when it first appears.  The existent 

thing that has appeared, the self which has appeared has both plus and minus, 

but only a tiny incomplete portion of plus and minus, and so it is imperative upon 

that existent thing to then do the activity of making all of plus and minus its 

content.  And when plus and minus are completely made content then the 

complete or perfect self appears.    

 The way we teach is to say that the self is born, the self appears when it 

meets up with the activity of separation of subject and object, or the separation 
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of guest and host.  We call the plus activity the object, the guest, and the minus 

activity the subject, the host, and so when subject and object separate from each 

other the self is born.  This is extremely important.  It is not the case that the 

self simply appears in some kind of haphazard or unconditional way.  The self 

appears through a set of conditions, upon receiving both the activities of plus and 

minus, and because this born self has both plus and minus as its content we say 

that it is a very precious, valuable self.   

 The self, the existent thing, does not appear by chance, by not appear by 

some haphazard affair.  It appears because plus and minus have done the 

activity of uniting and facing, uniting and facing over and over again, and if we 

personify plus and minus is human terms we could call them mother and father, 

and we can see how much struggle, how much effort went in to the birth of any 

child, and so we can also see, because the child has both mother and father as its 

content that it is the closest thing to the dharma activity or to God, and that’s 

why we call it the most valuable thing.  When it comes to mothers and fathers I 

think it is fair to say that there are times when mothers and fathers willfully do 

the activity of creating their child, and their are times when they do the activity of 

creating their child will-lessly.  In Buddhism we say that people who have 

developed the activity of consciousness, the activity of knowing to a certain 

degree, give rise to the willful thought that they must create a child, they must 

give birth to a child, but things like birds and dogs and caterpillars down to even 

plants simply do the will-less activity of unification and facing of plus and minus, 

and will-lessly children appear.  People talk about birth control in the human 

world, but birth control must mean to, instead of giving birth to a child use will to 

not give birth to a child.   

 When the self is born it must do the activity of becoming the complete self.  

Although the child when it is born is born incomplete immediately it begins to do 

both the activities of expanding and contracting.  And then the child makes the 

relationship with both the plus and minus activities.  It’s only through that born 

child making relationship with plus and minus that we can say that child first does 

the activity of existing.  Yesterday and the day before I told you that at the 
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moment of birth the child is completely cut off from plus and minus, but that 

being cut off from plus and minus is just a momentary state, and immediately 

after that cutting off occurs relationship again takes place.   

 And it is here that I have to talk about a very difficult thing.  I’ve been 

telling you that the dharma activity itself does an activity where plus and minus 

are both acting together, acting in a way in which they unify and face, unify and 

contrast over and over again, but it is here that the born self must do the very 

same activity as the dharma activity, and so both plus and minus simultaneously.  

That’s why this is so difficult.  The dharma activity itself does an activity in which 

it unifies plus and minus, and then makes plus and minus contrast to each other, 

and the self, being the dharma activity itself, although it is the incomplete dharma 

activity, must also do this activity in which it divides itself in two.  The self is now 

looking at the incomplete plus activity on its outside.  And we can also say that it 

is looking at the activity of expansion on its outside, and on the same time it looks 

at the activity of contraction on its inside.  We can also say the self manifests a 

condition in which it looks at the minus activity on its outside, and the plus 

activity on its inside.  The plus activity, for example, doesn’t fixate itself in the 

standpoint of plus, it also, having arrived at the very origin, the very source of the 

activity of minus, then does the minus activity.  And as I’ve told you before, 

when the minus activity arrives at the very source of the plus activity, then it does 

the activity of turning around and doing the plus activity, returning to its own 

home. 

 What I’m telling you is that in your zazen you must contemplate for 

yourselves what kind of an activity the dharma activity does, in other words what 

kind of an activity is the activity of the complete self, different than the activity of 

the incomplete self.  This is a difficult thing to understand, and there is not any 

way you will be able to understand it unless you open up your eyes when you 

listen.  But really there is nothing difficult about it.   

 Now we have the plus activity, the activity of expanding, and it is about to 

expand, and it has as its point of departure the ultimately small universe.  If we 

say the plus activity, expansion, has the ultimately small point as its point of 
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departure we also must say that it is imperative upon that activity now to do the 

activity of manifesting the very largest universe.  And this activity, when we talk 

about the activity of expanding, is the activity of the self giving itself to the other, 

the world of the other.  We have a special term for this which is called the 

samadhi of self giving.  The man, the plus activity inevitably will take the 

initiative and give itself to the other, and we call this kind of samadhi jijuyuzanmai 

自授用三昧。(There are four terms in Tathagata Zen: 自受用三昧、自授用三

昧、他受用三昧、他授用三昧 self giving, self receiving, other giving, other 

receiving samadhis).  All of you men, in you zazen contemplate for yourself the 

samadhi of giving yourself, of actively taking the initiative and giving your self to 

the other in samadhi.  I’ve been saying the plus activity is doing the activity of 

giving itself, but it is only because the it is also doing the activity of receiving that 

it is capable of doing the activity of giving.  It is only because the world of other 

receives that it can give.   

 When the other does the activity of receiving then the plus activity can 

peacefully give itself without any worry, but when the other does the activity of 

not receiving, or not taking up the activity of plus, that is when troubles begin.  

But in the dharma activity that never happens.  In the dharma activity the 

activity of other, the activity of minus always receives, accepts the plus activity, 

embraces the plus activity at the very same moment the plus activity is giving 

itself.   

 The dharma activity within the very body of itself, within the very body of 

the dharma activity is doing these activity of samadhi.  Actually in the technical 

terms used to describe these samadhis the second character is pronounced “ju,” 

but it is sometimes written with the character which means “to give,” and 

sometimes written with the character which means “to receive,” although they 

are pronounced the same.  The dharma activity, however, does all of the 

samadhis of giving and receiving  by itself, all in one activity.  In technical 

Buddhist terms this can be very difficult and there are a lot of explanations that 

are given, but actually it is very simple.  It is just mutual samadhi.  The dharma 

activity divides itself in two, and  simply the plus activity does the activity of 
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giving itself, and the minus activity does the activity of receiving the self, are both 

doing a samadhi in which they are simultaneously giving of themselves to the 

other, and receiving from the other.  It is the one single dharma activity which is 

doing both of these samadhis.   

 When the plus activity totally gives itself to the minus activity then it arrives 

at the very origin of minus.  And oppositely the minus activity arrives at the very 

source of plus.  When we talk about the samadhis of self and other giving and 

receiving part of what we are referring to is an unerring grasping that plus does of 

the minus activity and the grasping that minus does of the plus activity.   

 And I think I have explained to you before that when the dharma activity 

manifests the condition in which plus and minus have arrived at each other’s 

sources this is the time that there is no more room, there is no more space, there 

is no more place for plus and minus to move into, and so there is nothing for 

them to do but to do an about face, turn around, and the plus activity standing up 

at the source of minus now faces its own source, and returns to that source, and 

the minus activity standing up on the source of plus turns around, faces its own 

source, and returns to its own source.  And this is when for the first time the 

plus activity can be said to have caught the experience for itself of having done 

both the plus and the minus activities, and the minus activity can also for the first 

time truly be said to have experienced both the world of minus and the world of 

plus.   

 What I’m talking about here is the very activity of the origin, the activity of 

the dharma, the activity of the complete self, and that activity does repetitively, 

unification and facing over and over, and doing that activity it brings the condition 

of the source in to being.  And as a result of that activity the child is born.  And 

as I’ve said over and over again in the past the plus activity gives 0.00001 and the 

minus activity gives the same, and giving that activity they give birth to the child.  

And when that happens the plus and minus activities are completely surrounding 

the born child from the inside and from the outside.    

 But, when this happens the plus and minus activities don’t freeze, they 

don’t stagnate, immediately they act, they do their respective activities of plus 
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and minus, and in that doing they make relationship with the child.   

 If at this point I described in detail how this activity describes the activity of 

love, and the opposite of love, and the activity we call hate it would become clear 

to you, but it’s really not necessary to get into all that now, so I won’t.  People 

are different than animals, having the developed activity of consciousness, and 

from the position of this developed activity of consciousness people comment on 

and criticize the dharma activity, which is why they end up doing such tyrannical, 

high handed, oppressing, arbitrary unreasonable things.   

 To say it right out in an extreme way, in the human world people selfishly 

and arbitrarily just decide whether it is necessary or not necessary to give birth to 

a child.  Of course there are times that through the natural function of the 

dharma activity a child will die in the mother’s womb and a miscarriage will occur.  

There are also, however, times when people wilfully have abortions, and then the 

child must suffer.  If it is a dog or a cat of course they never wilfully violate the 

dharma activity and decide that they don’t want to give birth to their offspring, 

they always, without thought or will follow the dharma activity.  Following the 

dharma activity dogs and cats raise up their children.  But after four or five 

months if it is a dog or a cat the parent child relationship is ended and they go 

their separate ways.  Because they haven’t developed the activity of 

consciousness that is how their lives go.  And this is a way in which also humans 

are opposite from animals; dogs and cats will-lessly follow the dharma activity 

and give birth to their offspring while people sometimes willfully have abortions, 

oppositely people, once they have a child, will continue to nurture and help that 

child lovingly forever, while animals don’t continue this kind of relationship.   

 People have all kinds of ways of thinking and figuring things out, what with 

their highly developed civilizations and all.  They get tied up by their culture, by 

politics and economics, or they get tied up by human systems of morality, and 

sometimes, thinking they won’t be able to properly care for their children they 

decide it is better not to have them.  So maybe for poor people it is a good idea 

to wilfully not give birth to their children.  But if we start speaking of poverty 

and wealth it gets quite complicated and there are lots of different question and 
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problems that must be thought about. 

 Anyway, the self that has been born makes relationship with the plus 

activity and the minus activity.  The dharma activity has split itself in to two and 

has manifest both plus and minus, and in the same way this born self makes 

relationship with both plus and minus.  It is the dharma activity itself which the 

self is making relationship.  And when the self makes relationship with the plus 

simultaneously it is making relationship with the minus.   

 The self, being incomplete must become complete, and in order to do this it 

must make the plus activity its content.  And in the same way it must make the 

minus activity its content.  So when the self makes relationship with the plus 

activity it gives the plus activity its activity of expanding.  That is what we mean 

by giving.  This is plus giving to plus so without any doubt or thinking this can 

occur.  The minus self also gives the minus activity and so without any complaint 

the self is able to give minus activity.  The plus self gives itself to the activity of 

plus, and the minus self gives itself to minus, and so simultaneously the plus 

activity receives plus and the minus activity takes up minus.  So this is the same 

as the samadhis of self and other giving and receiving which occurs in the 

condition of the origin.  And through this activity the self dissolves itself, and 

through that dissolution, simultaneously the self experiences the complete plus 

and minus activities.  That is when the pure plus and minus activities face each 

other alone.  When there is a child man and woman, husband and wife cannot 

purely put their faces together and become completely one, so maybe that is why 

they think it is better not to have a child.  But actually the child can be made 

completely the content of mother and father, can vanish completely in to both 

plus and minus, and so then plus and minus can freely relate to each other.   

 It is about time to stop, and I think it has been a difficult talk, but really 

there isn’t anything difficult about it, all I’ve been speaking about is what love 

really is. 


