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Teisho by Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi  

Friday, May 29 1998 
Myoko ni Sorin Dai-Sesshin 

Day 2 
on  

the Mumon-kan, Example 1 
Translator: Giko Rubin 

 
"Joshu Osho: A monk once asked Joshu: "Has a dog the Buddha-nature?" Joshu answered: "Mu." 
 

 Starting today I’ll give teisho on this first case of the Mumon-kan.  But I’d like to try as 

an introduction to talk a little bit about the kind of attitude, the kind of heart that you should 

have when you are listening to this thing called teisho.   

 Of course it’s all of you who are the ones doing the listening.  The situation that we 

have here is that we have all of you women listening to this koan called Joshu’s Mu.  And of 

course the people who are in opposition to the women are the men.  The first thing that you 

have to think therefore is that although you are a woman there are these things which are in 

opposition to you which are existing which are called men.   

 Of course it goes without saying that men appear because they are doing the activity of 

man.  And Tathagata-zen is the teaching which teaches that women appear because they are 

doing the activity of woman.  But men and women both have the same home, they have the 

same place they are doing their living in.  That place is the Great Absolute Space itself.   

 Any existing thing a man, or a woman, or anything exists by doing an activity.   This 

activity is the activity of residing, of making a place to live, of making a home.  

 This teaching that we call Zen says very clearly that because men and women share one 

world, share one place in which they live, inevitably they both will manifest the condition that 

we call meeting each other.  According to Buddhism, whether you are a man or a woman 
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there is no possible way that you can escape this encounter with your opposite. Inevitably, 

without fail men and women both will manifest this place of meeting each other.   

 And at least as an expedient way of teaching the position of Zen is to say that the man 

appears doing the activity of plus and the woman appears doing the activity of minus.  And 

the question that Zen asks all of you to carefully contemplate is to look at this place of meeting 

and to ask yourself whether that place of meeting can stand up as a fixated entity or rather 

whether that place of meeting gets broken apart.  Buddhism says very clearly that it is never 

the case that that condition is fixated. Buddhism says that undoubtedly that condition of 

meeting will be broken through, and the plus activity will experience the world of minus, and 

the minus activity will experience the world of plus.   

 I am asking you, as a woman, standing up in the position of being the activity of woman, 

being the minus activity, to take this special way of sitting that we call Zazen, and contemplate 

that activity for yourself.  Why is Buddhism so noisy about teaching in this way, why is 

Buddhism so relentless in their teaching in this way?  The reason why Buddhism is so noisy 

and relentless about this teaching will become clearer and clearer to you as you practice, but 

for now I just want to say that the basic principle that Buddhism teaches is that originally man is 

no-man and woman is no-woman.  That is why we emphasize the contemplation in your Zazen 

of this meeting of plus and minus, of man and woman.  The reason why we have to speak in 

this way is because the function of consciousness which thinks if you are a man "I am a man," 

and if you are a woman "I am a woman" and then fixates that thought is an incorrect way of 

consciousness.  In Zen therefore we say that there are two practices that you must do, one 

practice in which you manifest the way of knowing that knows that you are a woman, and the 

other practice that manifests the way of knowing that you are no-woman.   

 But if men and women are living together it’s not so easy to manifest that kind of 
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wisdom.  It’s easier if men and women don’t live together.  If men practice together with 

men, and women practice together with women it becomes easier to manifest this wisdom of 

being no-man or being  no-woman.  So that is why we acknowledge the necessity of having a 

special place for women to practice.   

 For example if it were the case that men and women always were living together then 

they would be free to meet each other whenever they wanted to and to work together 

whenever they wanted to.  And in this situation, where women can freely meet and work with 

men, it is easy for the women to think in an arbitrary, self centered, superficial way either that 

men are necessary or that men are not necessary.  But on the other hand if men and women 

live separately, if women make their own world, then it won’t be so easy to arbitrarily fall into 

thinking that men are necessary or on the other hand that men are just noisy and a lot of 

trouble and you don’t need them.  Living separately will help lead the women to a natural 

understanding that men are necessary. 

 What I am saying is that if we do make a special place for practice for women only then 

you will inevitably and naturally come to manifest the wisdom that knows what it means to be 

a woman.  And also in this kind of situation you will come to understand that without the help 

of men you won’t be able to complete yourself.  The complete self is neither man nor woman.  

You will also come to understand that if you are a woman the manifestation of the complete 

self cannot be manifested without the help of the male activity, because the complete self is 

the activity that is brought into being through both the male and female activities working 

together.    And also you will come to be able to manifest the wisdom that 

understands that the male activity and the female activity are absolutely different from each 

other.  You will really understand that they are opposite activities.  And understanding this, 

you will also see clearly that you must do a different activity (than a man does).    
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 Even if you are married, even if you are living the life of a loving couple, sometimes it is 

necessary to separate, and live separately, and  practice  being a woman together with other 

women.   

 When we are young adults also is a very important time to realize that men and women 

have different activities that they must do, and also that it is inevitable that they must meet 

each other.  What I am saying is that understanding that principle  was the motivation for 

creating this special place of practice for women.   

 As I was saying before it is inevitable that the plus activity which brings man into being 

and the minus activity which brings woman into being undoubtedly will meet.  And when we 

investigate these activities in detail doing Zazen we name them in another way as well, and we 

say that the plus activity is the activity of expanding and the minus activity is the activity of 

contracting.  The man expands and the woman contracts.  And we also say that the male 

expanding activity is the activity of living-the activity of affirming the self, and the female minus 

contracting activity is the activity of negating the self, destroying the self, bringing the self to 

death.   

 Everybody says that people can’t live without love.  But to really understand the 

activity of love is a very difficult thing.  But at least as one way of explaining it we can say that 

this activity of love is the activity that forms yourself.  Everybody has an “I am” proclaiming 

self, and what brings that self into being is the activity of love.  So the activity of expanding, 

because it is one of the activities which brings the self into being, is an activity of love.   

 But also as everybody knows,  anything that is manifest, anything that appears also will 

do the activity of being hidden, of disappearing.  In other words in contrast to the activity of 

living the activity of appearing which is the plus activity the activity of being hidden, the activity 

of dying will also inevitably occur.  That’s why in Zen practice when we do our practice we 
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name the plus activity the activity which affirms the self, and the minus activity, the contracting 

activity the activity which negates the self.   

 The man is the activity which affirms the self, so you can see that it is absolutely in 

opposition to the opposite activity of negating the self.  And the minus activity, the activity of 

negating the self is also an activity of love but it has a different character to it, and we call it the 

activity of jihi 慈悲, the activity of Buddhist compassion.  Men have a strong activity of 

affirming the self, and in contrast to this women have a strong activity of compassion, a strong 

activity of self negation.  And Buddhism formed its position based upon this way of thinking.   

 But as you will see more and more clearly for yourself, when it comes to the male 

activity there are times when we are trying to do the male activity, but we just cannot do it 

easily.  It just gets really hard to do it. Everybody will bump into these conditions which we 

could call the most horrible, terrible conditions of life, when you just can’t seem to be able to 

do the activity of a man.  But when those kinds of really terrible times come up in your life 

then we have what’s called a Bodhisattva.  This is where the idea of the Bodhisattva comes 

up.  The Bodhisattva, shedding blood and breaking his bones, will come and help us when we 

are having trouble doing the activity of man.  In other words a man will come with love, with 

affection.  And this man who comes to help us when we are suffering because we cannot do 

the male activity is a bodhisattva.  Of course this Bodhisattva is the Bodhisattva of expanding 

that will help us do the activity of expanding. 

 And also women in the process of completing themselves as women will also bump into 

many difficult, troublesome situations.  And in the same way as when the men fall into these 

difficult situations when a woman is in a difficult situation, a Bodhisattva, a practitioner also will 

come and help her along the process of completing herself as a woman.   

 Therefore we can say that there are two different kind of Bodhisattvas, the Bodhisattva 
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which comes to the aid of the male activity which we call the Bodhisattva of karuna, and the 

bodhisattva that comes to the aid of the female activity which we call the bodhisattva of maitri.  

In Chinese and Japanese Buddhism the word for compassion is made of two characters, ji 慈 

and hi悲.  The male, karuna bodhisattva is the bodhisattva of ji, affection, or pity, and the 

female, maitri bodhisattva is the bodhisattva of hi, mourning, or repentance. 

 In other words that which has the pure activity of plus is the Bodhisattva of plus.  And 

maitri Bodhisattva is that which has the complete activity of minus as her content.  Buddhism 

says that although we have these two kinds of Bodhisattvas, the plus Bodhisattvas and the 

minus Bodhisattvas, originally they were not different because originally they were unified. Plus 

and minus were together and became zero.  Originally they were both zero.  In other words 

that which appears having both plus and minus Bodhisattvas as its content is the Great Buddha.   

 Anyway this will all come up later.  I just had to talk about it a little bit here.  But what 

I was saying before was that plus and minus have met each other.  It’s not an easy thing to 

really understand that place of meeting, that’s why I am asking you to really contemplate it in 

your Zazen.  In this condition of meeting the plus activity has not yet experienced for himself 

the world of minus.  But when this point of meeting is broken through then inevitably the plus 

activity will manifest the activity of experiencing the world of minus.   And when plus does 

the activity of experiencing the world of minus also, without fail and inevitably, he will 

eventually arrive at the very source, the very origin of minus.  And because in this case plus 

has come to know the very origin of that activity which is opposite to himself he can then find 

peace and think "Ah, that was great."  And then he can rest.   

 And in the same way when the point of meeting is broken apart the minus activity, 

because she has not yet experienced the world of plus, she also moves to experience the world 

of plus.  And in the same way when she completely experiences all of the world of plus the 
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minus activity will arrive at the source of plus.  And when she does experience the source of 

plus because she has experienced the very source of that world which is absolutely opposite to 

her world she can be at peace and think "Ah, that was wonderful," and rest.   

 These two activities are always acting simultaneously.  Simultaneously they meet, and 

simultaneously they do the activity of experiencing each other’s worlds, and simultaneously 

they share the experience of arriving at each other’s sources.   

 Minus has arrived at the source of plus and plus has simultaneously arrived at the 

source of minus and they have rested there, but Zen asks you, who are trying to practice Zen "Is 

that condition of simultaneously arriving and resting a condition that is fixated and can 

continue or not"?  It’s very difficult, but here minus is, having arrived at the very origin of plus 

and we can say that there is no more place for minus to do her minus activity in.  There is no 

world other than the world she has already experienced.  She has lost the arena in which to 

do her activity of minus.    And also plus, having arrived at the origin of minus, he no 

longer needs to work, he no longer needs to act anymore, because there is no place that he 

hasn’t experienced.   

 But originally the very nature of plus is to expand and the very nature of minus is to 

contract.  They will never lose their original nature of expanding and contracting.  More 

concretely we can say that man will never lose the male activity, and woman will never lose the 

female activity.  But even though they never lose their original activities, for that brief instant, 

that brief moment of time when plus arrives at the origin of minus and minus arrives at the 

origin of plus, in that state of complete satisfaction plus forgets it is  plus.   Expanding 

forgets expanding, and minus forgets contracting.  Inevitably this experience will occur where 

plus is neither plus nor minus, minus is neither minus nor plus, and in that complete experience 

of forgetting oneself one can rest.   
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 But that experience only lasts for a very short period of time, and then at once the plus 

activity will wake up, open his eyes and think, "I have to expand" and the minus activity also will 

wake up and open her eyes and think, "I must contract".  And that is again when the activities 

of expanding and contracting tie up a relationship with each other.   

 And unfailingly when plus and minus do wake up and make relationship with each other 

again, they will appear having the wisdom that they share this one world together, that they 

are both holding this same one world.  Inevitably the wisdom will be manifest that the place 

of living, the place in which their activity is done, is one place, one singular unique place. The 

plus activity is holding this place from the origin of minus, and the minus activity is standing up 

at the origin of plus and so they are doing the activity of possessing or holding this one world 

from opposite poles, but it is simply one world that they share.   

 This is a difficult thing.  Even if you have heard me talk about this two or three or four 

times I don’t expect it to be an easy thing for you to understand.   

 On the one hand we have the one of the activities in the position of being at the very 

periphery of a sphere, and on the other hand we have the other activity being at the very 

center, the very center of gravity of the sphere.   Standing in those opposing positions both 

activities are holding this one world but that position of being in opposition to each other is not 

fixated, and again they will dissolve this opposition, and again they will meet each other.  

Again they will do the activity of mutually depending on each other, mutually influencing each 

other, and through this meet each other again.   

 This is the activity that we call the plus activity returning to his own source of plus, and 

the minus activity returning to her own source of minus.   Minus, as I said before doing the 

activity of minus, doing the contracting activity arrives at the source of plus and then rests, and 

then wakes up, and when she wakes up she wakes up doing her original activity or striving to do 
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her original activity of minus.  And in the same way when the man opens up his eyes and 

stands up he also stands up doing the expanding activity.  Look carefully for yourself at this 

situation. This is how the enlightened ones have very kindly tried to teach us.  Minus is always 

going to be this activity of contracting, and this activity of contracting which is minus is standing 

up at the very source of plus.  But in this condition can minus doing her original activity of 

minus return to her own source?  The enlightened one said very clearly that there is no 

possible way that she could return to her own source doing contracting.   

 What we say is that the minus activity must stop doing the minus activity, and instead 

do the activity of expanding in order to return to her own source.  In the same way the plus 

activity, the activity of expanding cannot do the activity of plus and hope to return to his own 

source.  It’s only when the plus activity does the minus activity that he can return to his own 

source.  In this condition in which the minus activity is at the source of plus, and must do the 

plus activity to return to her own home, in order to do this plus activity the only way that this 

minus activity whose original nature is to contract  can do expansion is by getting help from 

the plus activity.  In other words the woman, not attaching to her position of being a woman, 

transforms herself, incarnates herself into the activity of man, and having done that is finally 

able to return to her own source.  Inevitably the minus activity will get helped by the plus 

activity, and through that will change, will transform, and return to her own source.   

 And just as I said before the plus is in a similar situation. Having arrived at the source of 

minus he oppositely does the minus activity, does the activity of contracting to return to his 

own source.  And how is it possible that plus is able to do the activity of minus?  It’s only 

because plus gets the help of minus, and through receiving this aid of the contracting activity he 

bakete , 化けて transforms himself, he disguises himself, he incarnates himself into the minus 

activity and then he is able to return to his own source.   
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 Buddhism very clearly  teaches that if you are a man it is a mistake to have the kind of 

thinking that thinks "I am a man," and fixates yourself as a man.   And if you are a woman it is 

a mistake to think "I am a woman," and fixate yourself as a woman.   

 It is the same when  you are a mother it’s, you can’t fixate yourself as a mother.  

What we call a mother is someone who can incarnate herself into the child, and play together 

with the child.  And men are the same, they do not fixate themselves as men, without fail they 

will incarnate themselves into a woman, and do the activity of woman.  That is why the 

enlightened one taught that originally man is no-man, woman is no-woman, and those are the 

things that we call man and woman.   

 Plus is forever plus and minus is forever minus.  That is why they have to do this 

activity that we call transforming or changing.  No matter how much the master you are, no 

matter how clearly you are the master, you also must do the activity of being the servant.  If 

you say "I am the master,there’s no way I can stoop down and do the activity of the servant,” 

that is exactly the same situation as a man being tied up by being a man or a woman being tied 

up by being a woman, it’s idiotic, it’s  like being a deformed, crippled person.   

 So the first thing that you have to take to heart when you go to investigate Joshu’s Mu is 

to see that originally man is no-man, woman is no-woman.  Man will always be man, but he 

will transform himself and do the activity of woman, and woman will forever be woman,  but 

she transforms herself, incarnates herself so that she can do the activity of man. This freely 

being able to change, transform and incarnate, phantom oneself into the opposite activity is 

what we call supernatural power.  You can’t really investigate Joshu’s Mu until you first 

manifest the wisdom which stands up on this idea, this concept of man is no-man, woman is 

no-woman, God is no-God, devil is no-devil.  But if you really want to get deeply into the 
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investigation of Joshu’s Mu, that’s not enough, it’s insufficient just to have that kind of wisdom.  

But I’ll get into the rest tomorrow. 

 

the end 

 


