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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 
Day  Two General Sesshin, July 28, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One 

         Joshu and the Puppy 

 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 What is the barrier of the ancestral teachers? It is just this one character of Mu, the one barrier of our 

faith.  

 

 I told you yesterday that this koan of Mu gives birth to all the other koans.  It is the 

foundation for all koans.  In fact Zen Masters have often said this in the past.  But in India 

they didn’t have the Mu koan.  It was only when Buddhism arrived in China that the koan of 

Mu was born.  In India, in the old days, they didn’t have this weird koan, that people don’t 

really like. 

 So what about this koan of Mu that was born in China?  Is it a fake koan, or what?  

Zen Masters have always said that it isn’t a fake koan, it is actually a koan that gives birth to 

everything.  They didn’t have the word Mu in India, it was only in China where they had this 

word Mu, and therefore could have this koan of Mu.  In India they didn’t call the activity that 

gives birth to everything, and is the origin of everything Mu.  They called it the activity of 

emptiness, shunyata.  So we caution you, saying that it is simply that the language is different.  

The Indian words and the Chinese words are different.  It is a big mistake to depend on words, 

and say this or that from your perspective of being tied up by words.  In India they used the 
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word emptiness to describe, to sing about this activity which is the origin of everything, and in 

China they used the word Mu to talk about the very same thing.  So although the words are 

different, the activity they represent is the same, the essential meaning has in no way been lost.   

 And when it comes to America I don’t think we should use these words like U or Mu to 

describe this activity that is the origin of everything.  We have our own words we could use 

like, “Yes,” or “No,” or “Being,” or “Non-being.”  In Zen we say Don’t get hung up by the 

words and then say this or that from that perspective of being tied up by the words.  Instead 

you must really manifest the wisdom for yourselves that knows what the words mean. 

 The way we see it in Zen is that if you really experience the condition of the origin, if you 

catch the experience of the condition of the origin totally then you will see that it is neither 

being nor non-being.  And so also it is neither good nor evil.  It is neither U nor Mu.   

 And according to Tathagata Zen that condition is the true origin of everything, and if we 

personify that condition it is the manifestation of true love.  In Tathagata Zen we say that 

everyone, from the moment you were born all the way until today, you have been wanting to 

live love.  Everybody knows that we cannot exist without love, and so everybody has this hope 

to be able to live the life of love.   

 Who is it that can live the life of true love?  Of course it is the imperfect “I am” self.  

According to Buddhism that imperfect “I am” self is something that is capable of growing up 

completely.   

 In Tathagata Zen we teach, as I have been teaching you over and over again, that when 

the “I am” self appears it has both plus and minus, both the activity which forms man and the 

activity which forms woman, both tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its content.  And when it gets 
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down to actual practice in Zen we say that the tatha-gata is the expanding activity, and the 

tatha-agata is the contracting activity.  And in Tathagata Zen because these two activities are 

mutual opposing each other we can call the expanding activity simply plus, and the contracting 

activity simply minus.  And it is through contemplating these two opposing activities that we 

can understand how we grow.   

 The “I am” self does have both plus and minus as its content, but it does not have them 

perfectly as its content.  There never has been anything, when it is first born, that has been 

born in the perfect state.  If you look carefully at everything; at stones, at all different kinds of 

plants, or all different kinds of birds, or all different kinds of animals, or all people, you could 

never find even one thing that when it is first manifest is already perfect.  But Buddhism 

further teaches that this manifest self, this self that is born imperfectly will undoubtedly arrive 

at the place where it does have all of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, all of plus and minus as its 

content. 

 But it really is not possible in one giant leap, in one burst, to all at once become the 

perfect self.  The teaching of Buddhism says that it is only after repeating over and over and 

over again the process of a new self being born, newer and newer selves are born one after the 

next until finally truly the self that has all of plus and minus, the perfect self is manifest. 

 I tell you the same story almost every single day, over and over again, but I am 

wondering what kind of ears are you listening with?  A horse’s ears?  Bird ears?  You 

comrades in human-being-ness don’t seem to be able to give me your understanding of it. 

 Buddhism says that even a stone, as a stone, will manifest the perfect condition.  

According to Buddhism at first a plant is manifest as an imperfect plant, but without fail it will 
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come to manifest the state of perfect plant.  According to Buddhism an ant or a mosquito, as 

an ant or a mosquito will inevitably come to manifest the perfect self.  According to Buddhism 

it is the same for fish, and birds, and any kind of animal, and any kind of human being, 

undoubtedly every existence will come to manifest the perfect state.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen practice says that inevitably we who are practitioners will 

come to be able manifest the wisdom that everything unfailingly will manifest the perfect self, 

and when we stand up in this point of view then we will see clearly that in this respect all things 

are equal.  Each and every thing will manifest the perfect state, and that perfect state is zero.  

All of these states of perfection, all of these states of zero are equal, and so everything in this 

respect is equal.  But in Tathagata Zen we ask you to grasp this wisdom for yourself so that 

you really can experience it. 

 An ant as an ant, a fish as a fish, a bird as a bird all will manifest the perfect state, the 

zero condition, and so they are all equal.  But Buddhism further says that when they manifest 

that state of perfection they are in a state where they don’t need to do either living or dying.  

If you deeply contemplate this you will come to see clearly for yourself that both the living 

activity and the dying have states of perfection.   

 For right now I would like to leave aside the dying activity, and just focus on the living 

activity at first, although I’ll talk about the dying activity later.  I would like all of you to be able 

to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows first that you can do the living activity until you 

reach the point where you don’t need to do the living activity anymore.   

 I tell you this over and over again, and notice that nobody is doing me the favor of 

understanding it, and so therefore I come to the conclusion that it must be difficult to 
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understand.  But it’s funny because from my point of view it doesn’t seem at all difficult.  It 

just seems like I’m teaching this very obvious thing, without any deceit in it. 

 Every single thing from a stone to a plant, to a mosquito, and all the different sorts of 

insects, to a fish, to a bird, to an animal, all of these things are manifesting the living activity, 

and through that manifesting the perfect self.  This is the condition of no longer needing to do 

living, and we can also call this the condition where expanding, or the male activity, or the plus 

activity doesn’t need to be done anymore.  No matter what kind of a thing it is, every single 

thing will do the living activity to the point that it doesn’t need to do the living activity 

anymore.  The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to demand that you carefully contemplate this so 

that you can manifest the wisdom that knows it. 

 However, Buddhism says that if it is a stone it does the activity of stone, and is satisfied 

with that.  And a plant does the plant activity, and is satisfied with manifesting a plant.  A 

fish, a bird, an animal, a human being are all the same in that they find satisfaction through 

doing the activities of fish, bird, animal, human being.  And so when it comes to the times 

when an existent being is doing the living activity we are all different in how we do the living 

activity. 

 For example if it is a stone, when it manifests the perfect stone it doesn’t have to 

advance any further.  But a plant isn’t a stone, a plant isn’t living in a stone world, it is living in 

the plant world, and it only through manifesting this new world of the plant world that it can 

manifest its perfect self.  And the mosquito world, or the ant world are also different from 

plants.  These are different types of existences.  They must manifest a different type of new 

self to manifest themselves in this new, different world.  
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 And so Tathagata Zen asks you to carefully contemplate that the times when a self, an 

existence must do living, and the times when that existence doesn’t need to do living anymore, 

although they both are concerned with the living activity, those two states are very different 

from each other. 

 The sort of human wisdom of needing to do living, and the kind of wisdom an animal 

has when it needs to do living, and the kind of wisdom a bird has when it needs to do the 

activity of living are all very different from each other.  And the activity of a bird needing to do 

the activity of living, and the activity of a fish needing to do the activity of living are also very 

different from each other.   

 When an existence manifests the perfect state it is exactly equal to any other existence 

manifesting the perfect state, but  Buddhism says that within the condition of doing the living 

activity, whatever existence it is that is doing the activity of living, whether it is a stone, or a 

plant, or a fish, or a bird, or an animal, or a human being, the way all of these different 

existences do the activity of living is different from each other.   

 Buddhism asks you to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the principle of equality 

and the principle of distinctions.  And Tathagata Zen asks you to put that wisdom into 

practice.   

 Please be careful.  If you think that, without understanding these fundamental 

principles of equality and distinctions, to simply hop around and jump around in sanzen is the 

truth, is the absolute; maybe that is an okay way to teach Zen, but it certainly is not the 

complete, true Zen.   

 And so the self does come to manifest the state where it does not need to do living 
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anymore, and that is the manifestation of the perfect self, that is the manifestation of the self 

that absolutely doesn’t need to think.  That self doesn’t need to think the thought anymore, “I 

must do living.”    

 And Buddhism further says that the plus activity must be helped by the minus activity in 

order to reach that condition of no longer needing to do living.  Plus and minus are opposing, 

opposite activities, but Buddhism says that if plus and minus remain in a state of opposition to 

each other there is no way that the condition of no longer needing to do living will be reached.  

The minus activity must help the plus activity in order for the plus activity to reach the ultimate 

condition of not needing to do plus anymore.   

 On the one hand this might seem to be a very difficult thing, but on the other hand we 

human beings are already putting this principle into practice, and so it shouldn’t be difficult.  

We all are manifesting love without knowing the principle of love.  Being unaware of the 

principle behind love we end up in those situations where we must cry.  And so Tathagata Zen 

says Now while you still have the strength manifest the wisdom that knows the principle of true 

love. 

 And the self arrives at the condition of not needing to do living anymore and then it can 

rest.  It doesn’t need to do living anymore, and so it can stop doing the living activity and rest.  

But then the minus activity who has been helping the plus activity, who has been freely 

following the plus activity, at the moment plus rests, she now, the minus activity now opens up 

her eyes and takes the lead.   

 And when that happens the plus activity cannot remain in a state of rest.  He also has 

to wake up and follow the minus activity.  In Tathagata Zen we teach that in this condition of 
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no longer needing to do living, in this world of not needing to do living anymore, it is the minus 

activity who is now taking the lead, being followed by the plus activity.  And in Tathagata Zen 

we say that if you want to you can call that condition heaven.  So don’t forget when you are in 

heaven you are in a world in which the woman are taking the lead in the action. 

 But don’t forget that according to Tathagata Zen this kind of state, this state of not 

needing to do living anymore is only manifest when the self who must do living, when the self 

who needs to do living has completely been dissolved.  This condition of no longer needing to 

do living is a condition where both plus and minus are acting totally without will.  Minus is 

taking the lead, but that activity of taking the lead is will-less.  And plus is will-lessly following 

her.   And because this state is a totally will-less state that is why we are told in tradition of 

the transmission of Tathagata Zen that the Enlightened One called this the activity of emptiness 

when he was teaching his disciples.  So you can see clearly, according to Tathagata Zen, that 

the activity of emptiness is an activity in which U and Mu, being and non-being are making 

relationship with each other without will.  And we are told in Tathagata Zen that the historical 

Buddha, the Enlightened One called this activity in another way: the Buddha activity.  I think 

that a good translation of this into English would be the activity of One True Nature.  When 

man and woman, when plus and minus, when U and Mu, when being and non-being are making 

relationship with each other without will then in Tathagata Zen we call that activity the activity 

of One Buddha Nature.  Of course this is the manifestation of heaven.   

 And as I told you before when we personify this activity of heaven we can call it the 

manifestation of true love.   

 But what I need from you is for each one of you to manifest the wisdom which clearly 
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knows that when the “I am” self is gone, when the “I am” self is completely dissolved that is the 

activity of U and Mu, being and non-being acting without will which is activity of emptiness. 

 But another part of the transmission within Tathagata Zen is to say that historical 

Buddha taught that although this condition is without will, although this activity is totally 

will-less it does come to be pregnant with absolutely everything.  U and Mu, or we can simply 

say plus and minus are acting totally without will: unifying with each other, and then becoming 

distinct from each other, unifying and facing, over and over again.  And through this repetitive 

activity they come to manifest the state of being pregnant with everything, and then the next 

state they manifest is to again actually separate from each other.   

 When the situation of the separation of guest and host, the separation of subject and 

object, the separation of plus and minus again is manifest, then again, right within this world of 

the Dharma activity past, present, and future are manifest.  This principle of the manifestation 

of the three worlds is the teaching of Buddhism, and the practice of Tathagata Zen is the 

practice of actually manifesting the wisdom for yourself that grasps this principle clearly. 

 And here the “I am” self also again is manifest.  That is the present moment.  But the 

teaching of Buddhism says that the activity that revealed this “I am” self, present moment-self 

was an activity in which the minus, the contracting, the dying activity was taking the lead, and 

so this self, being influenced by that, is a self who must do the activity of dying.   

 The plus activity is the living activity, and so of course the minus activity is the dying 

activity. 

 This present moment self must do the activity of dying.  It is always doing the dying 

activity, and through the dying activity making relationship with the plus activity and the minus 
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activity, until finally it will arrive at the state where it doesn’t need to do dying anymore.  But I 

think it is fair to say that this doesn’t happen in one jump, in one time.  It is not possible for 

the self to immediately make plus and minus it content completely.  死する働きをする必要

のない世界を無量無数に現前して、しかる後に死する働きを完全にする必要がありませ

んという、そういう限界の死する働きの限界に到達して、死する働きをする必要の無い

自己を現前するようになるのである.  The state of not needing to do dying is manifest over 

and over, innumerable times, until finally the limit of dying is reached; the true state of no 

longer needing to do dying is the limit of this activity of dying.  When this limit is reached the 

self who truly no longer needs to die is manifest.   

 And here minus, in the same way as plus did earlier, no longer needs to do dying, so she 

can rest.  And now it is the plus activity who takes the initiative in the process of the activity of 

the world of not needing to do dying anymore, and when he wakes up and takes the lead in this 

activity it isn’t possible for the minus activity to remain sleeping, she also must wake up and 

follow the plus activity.   

 And in Tathagata Zen we further name these two conditions:  the condition of no 

longer needing to do living is the ultimately large condition, and the condition of no longer 

needing to do dying is the ultimately small condition.  The ultimately small condition is the 

root source, the root origin of everything.  And from the ultimately small condition, through 

the plus activity taking the lead, again the world of living is manifest.   

 The teaching of Buddhism teaches that this world we live in, and all of us who live in it, 

both, have the activities of plus and minus as our content, and do this activity.  And to put that 

teaching into practice is the practice of Tathagata Zen. 
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 It would be expected that if you are person who is really practicing as if your life 

depended on it to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the very nature of your self you 

should be able to manifest the wisdom that knows the very nature of yourself, but how about 

it?  Did you manifest this wisdom?  This is the question Master Mumon is asking now.   

 The transmission of Tathagata Zen says that the Buddha first named the activity that 

forms this world and all of us the activity of The Tathagata, and later he named that same 

activity the Dharma activity.  This is the question Master Mumon is asking you.  He asks, “So, 

at this point, have you been able to manifest the wisdom that knows the Dharma activity, or 

have you not been able to manifest this wisdom?”   

 If you are contemplating the Dharma activity, if you are contemplating the nature of this 

world, then you should be able to now manifest the wisdom that knows that the origin of this 

world is the ultimately small, and from that ultimately small the expanding activity takes the 

lead and manifests the ultimately large.  And when the ultimately large is manifest then the 

dying activity takes the lead and begins to act.   

 From contemplating this process you should be able to manifest the wisdom which 

clearly knows  by what principle the “I am” self is manifest, and knows that it is always, 

inevitably manifest.  And should be able to also manifest the wisdom that will lead you to the 

experience of dissolving the “I am” self, and through that, manifesting the state of perfection.   

 I know it is difficult, but I need you to really listen carefully.  You need to listen 

carefully because, even though you might say you have been practicing zazen for five or ten 

years, if you cannot manifest the wisdom which clearly knows this principle your actual state of 

practice is less than one year. 
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 I think you can see that Master Mumon’s question is really a question that is asking you 

to be able to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows that in this process of the Dharma 

activity manifesting the ultimately large and ultimately small the imperfect self will be manifest.  

And just as inevitably the imperfect “I am” self will dissolve and manifest the perfect self.  

When the perfect self of the ultimately large is manifest, then the imperfect self that must do 

dying is manifest from that.  But Master Mumon’s question is asking you if you have really 

manifested that wisdom or not? 

 The “I am” self is manifest, but it is never fixated.  At once it again dissolves.  The 

imperfect self isn’t fixated, but also the condition of true love, the condition of One Buddha 

Nature, the condition of  the true God is not fixated either.  It is possible for you to 

experience being right together with God, but that experience is also not fixated.  Master 

Mumon is asking you here, “Have you manifested the wisdom that sees that?”  When you 

manifest true love that is One Buddha Nature, that is experiencing God. 

 And it is mysterious, when that experience of god, or One Buddha Nature bursts open 

then again the world of the separation of subject and object is manifest.  When you are 

manifesting true love together there is no need to think about anything.  There is no doubt, 

you are simply manifesting the experience of God.  That is the state of having transcended the 

world of words.  That is when you are manifesting the wisdom that has transcended the need 

for thinking.  That is the manifestation of true love.  And we can also call that the 

manifestation of the True God. 

 But when that breaks open what do you think happens?  That is when One Buddha 

Nature, One God nature divides into subject and object.   



Second Day  General Sesshin, July 28 1999  Teisho by  Kyozan Joshu Roshi on Mumon’s Comment on Mu 

 

 

 

13 

 One way to look at it is if you are the man you are willingly manifesting yourself in the 

position of the subject, and the woman is manifesting herself as the object.  And this is why 

we have the koan, “When true love breaks open, where does God go?”  It is a very difficult 

koan.  If you can really answer clearly, one after the next, koans like this, then you will come 

to really manifest the wisdom which knows true love. 

 The teaching of Buddhism says that the Dharma activity is always acting.  It is always 

manifesting a process of going from the ultimately small to the ultimately large and back again, 

over and over again, and within that process the various states of existence are manifest, but 

they are never fixated.  The manifestation of God, and the manifestation of the imperfect, are 

both manifest over and over.  

 And Buddhism further says that if you attach to anything; if you attach to the perfect 

self, God, Buddha, or if you attach to the imperfect “I am” self, at once that becomes a barrier 

that you cannot break through.  The teaching of Buddhism says that the moment you attach 

to anything, whether the imperfect “I am” self attaches to itself, or attaches to the condition of 

perfection, the condition of God,  the moment you attach you have made an impassable 

barrier for yourself, and you yourselves are causing yourselves to suffer.   

 The Dharma activity, the Buddha activity never attaches to anything, never attaches to 

the “I am” self, never attaches to the perfect self either.  Always it is moving on and on, 

further on.  The repetitive activity of ultimately small and ultimately large is always 

happening.  It is always moving further on, and further on.  This activity is an activity that has 

no self.  It acts without a self.  That is why Buddhism calls it the activity of emptiness. 

 When Buddhism arrives in china, so that it would be easier for the Chinese people to 
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understand it, they started using the word Mu, nothingness, to describe this activity of 

shunyata, of emptiness.  So Tathagata Zen became Mu Zen.  But if you attach to Mu it isn’t 

Mu anymore.  And if you attach to emptiness it isn’t emptiness it isn’t emptiness anymore.  

But if you don’t attach then this world really becomes a world that has no barriers.  The 

moment you attach to anything, the moment you attach to man or woman, good or evil, 

beautiful or ugly, God or the devil at once you have tied yourself up, and are causing yourself to 

suffer and be confused.   

 Mumon is saying that in the world of Zen there are barriers, but those barriers only 

appear when we attach to our “I am” selves, if there is no attachment to the “I am” self then no 

matter what kind of barrier comes up you already have a passport and you can just freely pass 

through.  And that is why Mumon, very clearly and kindly, in an easy to understand way, says 

that in Tathagata Zen the barrier is non barrier, the barrier has no gate.   

 

終 

the end 


