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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. 

 

 Starting from today, we will begin this five week Kessei training period.  To call this training 

that we do kessei,  has a special, distinct meaning.  Just to hear the word kessei,  even for me, even 

now, gives me the feeling of the awesomeness of it, the difficulty.  It makes my ears tremble.  But 

you, not knowing what kessei really means,  say it all the time.  You use the word over and over,  

and say it in a light way.   But saying kessei in a superficial, light way, harms Zen practice.  But 

probably there is at least one person among you who has the correct spirit of kessei, and is coming to 

really throw themselves into kessei.  So I also have put myself in that kind of attitude, and am doing a 

kessei like way of thinking and practicing with everybody. 

 I remember that last time during the previous Rohatsu Dai-Sesshin we did here I gave teisho on 

Joshu’s Mu.  But I also remember that the teisho on Joshu’s Mu is far from being complete.  When I 

listened to a tape from last year’s teisho I noticed that although I might have superficially have gotten 
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to the end of it, I didn’t actually get to the end of it.  We actually gave teisho through chapter nine of 

the Mumonkan, Joshu’s Mu being chapter one, so I thought maybe I should start with chapter ten.  

Actually, I came and I got a paper, the paper right in front of me, and it commanded me to give teisho 

again on Joshu’s Mu.  I would have to investigate carefully the previous teishos to see exactly how far 

I got in my previous teishos on Joshu’s Mu, but I know that we didn’t get to the end of it.  But looking 

at this paper it seems as if we should start with Mumon’s comment.  So I will begin giving teisho on 

Mumon’s comment here. 

 For those of you who were here and listened to the previous teishos on Joshu’s Mu, you 

probably got what Zen is, I spoke on what is Zen, so you probably now understand that.  I would 

expect that people who have heard my teishos before would know that the point of view of a Zen 

person, and the point of view of a Buddhist scholar, are completely different from each other.  

Knowing what teisho is, what is the Mu koan?  Of course the Mu koan is the activity of Zen.  Most 

people think of Mu as being the opposite of U.  I think there’s no doubt that whether it is a Buddhist 

scholar or a Zen scholar, whether it’s a sutra studier or a Zen studier, most of them think that Mu’s 

non-being is the Mu which is opposite to U, being.  I think I spoke in some detail about how Zen 

people interpret this.  What is Zen?  I think I gave a very simple teisho before which explains that 

Zen is the Dharma activity.  I think I gave teisho explaining that simply speaking what we talk about in 

Zen is the Dharma activity , and in Chinese Buddhism,  it was simply called Ho-Sho,  or Dharma 

nature. 

 So what is the Dharma activity?  In Tathagata Zen, this style of Zen that we practice,  what we 

tell you over and over again, what I always tell you,  is that the place that we live is this great earth.  

But actually it isn’t limited to this great earth, we say that our home is this entire great universe.  

When I talk about all existing things, which I often talk about, I mean everything from a stone, to a 

caterpillar, to everything.  And in order to make it easy for people to understand, when we talk about 

an existence which has appeared, an existence which has been manifest, we often say that it has been 



First Day Dai-sesshin, April 12, 1999    Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumonakn One 

 

 

   

  3 

manifest because it has met up with the activity of living.  In Tathagata Zen we say, all of you having 

met up with the living activity have been manifest here.  Asking the question, can we who have 

appeared fixate our state of having appeared, we cannot fixate.  So everything that has been manifest 

will then disappear.  That is the teaching of Buddhism, which is to say that is the teaching of 

Tathagata Zen.  And I think previously I also spoke in detail about the fact that the Dharma activity 

therefore is comprised of both of these activities, the activity of living and the activity of dying. 

 When we talk about an existing thing, whether we are talking about a human self or a plant self,  

the fact that all existences have a self is unchanging, the fact that we all have selves is the same.  This 

teaching that we call the teaching of Buddhism is the teaching which says that all, from a human self, 

to a animal self, to a bird self, to a mosquito self, all the way down to a rock self, all existent things 

have an I-am-self.  Everybody can understand that a mosquito has an I-am-self, but Buddhism digs 

alot more deeply into it and says that every single existent thing has an I-am-self.  And every single 

I-am-self, which is manifest, when it does appear, it already has a place of residence.  There isn't even 

one thing which has ever appeared without already having its home.  But then the teaching of 

Buddhism asks, when we appear do we appear with our perfect, complete home?  And the answer is 

that, nothing, when it first appears, ever appears, with their perfect, complete home.  From a person 

to an animal, to a bird, to a fish, all these various existences, down to a plant, or a stone, Buddhism 

says that all these existences are equal, in that, they all,   we all , have a home with us when we are 

manifest.  Buddhism says that it is the Dharma activity which causes us to be manifest.  But we all, 

who are studying Buddhism, must come to study in a way that we have the question, what kind of 

activity does the Dharma activity do when it manifests us? 

 The teaching of Buddhism says that everything is equal in that,  even a human being, even an 

animal, even a bird , even a dog,  when we first are manifest a human being is not a human being, a 

dog is not a dog, a bird is not a bird, we are all manifest equally in an imperfect state.  But I was 

talking about a home before, and I was saying that everything, all existences,  already have a home 
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when they are first manifest.  And Buddhism also says that this imperfect state which we are first 

born into, this imperfect place of residence which you first have, means that we have the Dharma 

activity imperfectly as our content.  But what     I’m saying is that for we who are studying Zen, for 

we who are studying Buddhism, we have to come to have a serious doubt, a serious question as to 

what activity the Dharma activity does, in order to bring about this imperfect condition, in order to 

bring about this condition in which we have our homes imperfectly.  This is where as a teacher we say 

you should be very careful, we hope, we wish that you are very careful about this.  What  I’m saying 

is that we have to give rise to a very deep and strong doubt, or question, as to what activity the 

Dharma activity does, when it brings any I-am-proclaiming-self, whether it’s a human being or a plant 

or even a stone, into existence.  So then we have to ask this more basic problem (question), what is 

the Dharma activity?  And in response to the simple question of what the Dharma activity has as its 

content, Buddhism can answer in a simple way.   

 The teaching of Buddhism teaches that the Dharma activity is comprised of two mutually 

opposing activities, which we call tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  We use 

these words tatha-gata, thus-going, and tatha-agata, thus-coming, and then we further define 

tatha-gata, the thus-going activity, to be the activity which affirms the self, the expanding activity,  

and the tatha-agata, thus-coming activity, to be the activity which contracts, which negates the self.  

Everybody’s going to say now, “Roshi, you have told us that so many times I already understand that.”  

But you come to sanzen and I can see for myself clearly that you don’t understand at all!  I’ve been 

here, in America, for over thirty-five years, practicing zazen with everyone, and now that I’m this 

tottering, senile, old man,  finally I’m thinking to myself, what have I been doing all these years?  For 

what reason have I been sitting with everybody?  And finally I really know the meaning of regret 

(laughter).  Now, more and more, I’m worrying, it would be okay if it was just one person, but will 

anyone ever appear, but will anyone ever be born into my life, who really can manifest the wisdom 

that really understands Zen or not. 
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 When it comes to we human beings, our lives, there are a lot of different sadnesses that we 

have, having to separate from our friends, or our husbands  or wives, or our parents, all these are sad.  

They are all sad, and sometimes I want to just say, “But   they don’t matter!  I don’t care about  

those kind of things.”  But all of you are suffering and being sad because of these kind of things.  I 

want to say quickly, “It doesn’t matter.  I don’t care about those kind of things!”  But there is one 

thing I can’t say that about.  The thing of it is that, if you don’t understand the fundamental principal 

of why this I-am-self is born, and why this I-am-self then passes away, then, as you go through your 

sadnesses and sufferings, you will always be stuck in your state of suffering.  We meet each other and 

think, “Ahhh, it’s great to see you!” And that’s joy.  Then we have to separate from each other and, 

although we don’t want to do it, we say, “Take care of your self and have a good trip.”  Then we have 

to part.  Even though we say “Have good trip,” we really don’t know,   nobody knows, whether the 

trip will be good or not.  I mean it’s possible for all of us to just fall down dead right in the middle our 

trip.  On one side when we say have a good trip it means that we are expecting the trip, that we are 

hoping that the trip, will be good.  When the trip is over, of course there is no need to tell us have a 

good trip, the trip is already over.  We human beings, without fail, are always entering the world of 

good and bad.  And so we say things like, “Have a good trip.”.  But people usually say, “Have a good 

trip” in a superficial, light-hearted way, without really understanding that behind this is the 

fundamental principal that we are in a world of good trips and bad trips.  Don’t you think so?  If you 

said that to someone who really has manifested the wisdom that knows the Dharma activity, if you say 

to them, “Have a good trip.”,  They might Baahhh! Punch you, and say  “Why talk about good and 

bad!” 

 I have been here thirty-five years and have been giving the same teisho over and over again.  

And you all sit there thinking, “Oh no, not again, not the same teisho.”  But what about my point of 

view?  I have to listen to you guys say these stupid, boring things over and over again, and I’m the 

one who’s thinking, “Oh no, not again!  Still stuck in unconditionally affirming their I-am-selves.” 
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 When I go to the airport I often see a young, loving couple saying good-bye to each other with 

tears streaming down their faces.  And these people are really living with the understanding that this 

moment, right now, the way it is, might never happen again.  That’s the reason why they are crying.  

And so when I see them crying with each other I can really understand that they are manifesting a very 

magnificent way of understanding the world.  No matter how advanced a culture is, a culture which 

doesn’t include tears, isn’t filled with crying, is no good. 

 So why is it that these things called good and evil appear?  All existent things, when they 

appear,  they tend to hope for the good and try to avoid the evil.  Everybody’s living trying to 

become rich and trying avoid being poor.  But, who was it that made these things called good and 

evil?  The position of Buddhism is to say that when we are first manifest,  none of us, no I-am-self, is 

complete.  But we will grow and develop until we develop this I-am-self.  The teaching of Buddhism 

says that inevitably, without a doubt, not just a human beings, but also animals, and birds, and 

mosquitoes, and stones, all existences will manifest the perfect self.  I think it’s fair to say human 

beings are different than other existences, like animals and fish and plants, because we have a 

developed function of consciousness.  But saying this very simply we can teach that no existence can 

escape the fundamental activities of living and dying.  We say that because we have met up with 

activities of living and dying, through meeting up with the activities of living and dying,  we are born.  

The position of  Buddhism is to say that even plants, even stones, cannot escape the activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 It’s getting a little bit difficult this talk, so please listen carefully.  The Dharma activity is 

manifest having both tatha-gata, and tatha-agata, as its content.  And the teaching of Tathagata Zen 

teaches very sharply, very clearly, that these two fundamental activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata,  

are always doing Ho-ssen, in this case meaning,    Ho Dharma,  and ssen battling, fighting each 

other.  A thunderbolt comes, Craaagghh!  Craagh!  To simply teach it,  that tatha-gata is the plus 

activity, and tatha-agata is the minus activity, and those activities are always fighting with each other.  
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The lightening goes Ka-Kaagh!  And the thunder goes Poghhhahh!  We say that that means 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, have completely unified.  When unity has taken place, 

then, there is no more need for the function of consciousness.  But when plus and minus have 

become one, and you think that that means the world is gone, the world is not gone.  What has 

happened is that, the world itself has become the world itself. 

 The condition of plus and minus completely becoming one with each other is what we mean by 

the condition of zero.  To meet up with the activity of the thunderbolt, to meet up with the activity of 

plus and minus becoming one, doesn’t mean that we have met up with no activity, we have met up 

with the activity of zero.  But, we have to see the activity of zero can never be fixated.  Of course it 

cannot because the activity of zero is an activity, and so inevitably tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and 

minus, will burst apart from each other and then they will be facing each other.  If you really want to 

study zazen then, when a big thunder storm comes, when a big rain comes pouring down, you should 

go sit underneath a tree.  I recommend that you go sit outside!  Really sit!  And manifest this 

wisdom for yourself. 

 I know I’m jumping around a little in this talk.  Plus and minus are sometimes one with each 

other, and sometimes they are facing each other. But, the teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that, 

whether they are facing, or whether they are one,  those states are always occurring in the same 

world.  Zen practice means to do zazen yourself and investigate this kind of thing.  Plus and minus 

inevitably will become one with each other, but, just as inevitably they will separate from each other, 

they will face each other.  The Dharma activity is comprised of plus and minus, is comprised of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  So we can say the Dharma activity will inevitably manifest the condition 

in which plus and minus have become one.  The plus and minus activities are acting in one shared 

world.  Although we can say that the plus activity manifests the world of plus, and the minus activity 

manifests the world of minus, we also must clearly remember that both of those are occurring in one 

world.  I guess this talk is getting difficult and hard to understand. 
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 But anyway, if you simply understand that the Dharma activity is made of plus and minus, and 

that both plus and minus activities sometimes manifest unifying with each other, and sometimes 

manifest facing each other, that’s enough.  Even when plus and minus, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, 

are facing each other, or are in contrast with each other, that is occurring in one world.  We are very 

strict and stern about this and say that, if you can’t manifest the wisdom for your self that clearly 

knows that, whether plus and minus are one with each other, or whether they are facing each other, 

plus and minus are always manifesting one, unique, singular world together.  If you haven’t been able 

to manifest that wisdom, then, although you may say the words “salvation,” or “suffering” all you are 

doing is whining, all you are doing is blubbering those words out, and you will never be able to 

understand what they really mean.   

 When we meet something which is happy, then we are happy.  When we meet something 

which is a struggle and suffering, then we suffer.  But, according to Buddhism, those things only 

happen because we are fixated to our I-am-selves.  The moment we fixate our I-am-self, then 

immediately these problems of joy and suffering, both joy and suffering, are problems, and these 

problems appear.  But if we don’t fixate our I-am-self, then, we can walk the path of development 

and advancement, and, oppositely, we can also walk the path of the negation of the self. 

 When these kind of conditions appear then, for example, plus might be taking the lead in the 

activity being helped by minus.  And in this kind of activity the world is manifest.  If you think that, 

for example, you’re a man and you don’t need women, then true maturation, true advancement or 

development cannot take place.  When we talk about the activity of growing or developing, it is true 

that the plus-male forming activity is taking the lead.  But, the minus-female forming activity is also 

acting, albeit in a helping role, she is following and helping the plus activity.  And in the case of the 

activity of negating the self, in the case of the dying activity, it’s the minus activity which is taking the 

lead.  But it is only through the minus activity being aided by the plus activity that the condition of no 

longer needing to negate the self, no longer needing to die, is manifest.  I’m saying it in a very simple 
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way but really it’s difficult.  It’s necessary for you to very clearly know for yourself that, when the 

living activity is being done, when we are things that want to live, that must live, that means that 

within us the plus activity is taking the initiative in the process, being helped by the minus activity.  

Inevitably, undoubtedly, the plus activity will be helped by the minus activity, and through this, will be 

able to complete its activity, and manifest the condition of not needing to do living anymore.  You can 

see clearly that the position of thinking; men alone are enough, we don’t need women, is mistaken.  

Similarly, when it comes to the minus contracting, dying activity, getting help from the plus activity, 

inevitably the condition of not needing to do dying anymore will be manifest.  The living activity 

undoubtedly will manifest the condition of not needing to do living anymore, and that is the 

manifestation of the perfect self.  The minus dying activity also, undoubtedly, will manifest the 

condition where it doesn’t need to do dying anymore.  That self which doesn’t need to die anymore, 

is also the perfect, complete self.  This condition also can only be manifest through the minus activity 

being helped by the plus activity. 

 These conditions of the perfect condition, are also called the manifestation of the activity of 

zero.  So, we teach that when it comes to the zero activity, when it comes to the manifestation of the 

perfect condition, there are two.  One is the plus activity being helped by the minus activity, until the 

condition of no longer needing to do living is manifest; this condition of the perfect self.  On the other 

hand, is the manifestation of the perfect self through the minus activity taking the lead, as I’ve been 

always been telling you over and over again, being helped by the plus activity, until the condition of 

not needing to do dying anymore is manifest.  This, different than the manifestation of zero through 

the plus activity taking the lead, is the manifestation of zero through the minus activity taking the lead.  

  There is a difference between the condition which comes about through plus leading, 

and the condition which comes about through minus leading, but both are the perfect, complete activity.  

Both are the activity of zero.  In one condition the plus activity has completely made minus its content.  

In the other condition the minus activity has completely made plus her content.  But, what I want you 
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to contemplate until you really know it for your self, is that both of these conditions are the zero 

activity.  (What time is it? It’s nine-forty, just as I thought.  I thought I went overtime.  It’s okay to 

go overtime because it’s an important point.  But, maybe we should stop now and continue 

tomorrow.) 

 

終 

the end 


