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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

First Day General Sesshin, April 20, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 For the practical study of Zen you must pass the barrier 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. 

 

 Starting today I’ll be giving teisho on Mumon’s comment on the first case of the Mumonkan, 

Joshu’s Mu.  Really, in order to give teisho on the comment by Mumon it is necessary to know deeply 

through study what kind of a time it was, what sort of an historical era it was in which this special book 

called the Mumonkan was made.   

 No matter what it is, when something appears, the appearance always takes place within the 

world of time, within a certain era of time.  When it comes to plants, if the season of spring doesn’t 

come then they will never be born.  Everything is manifest when the season of being born comes.  

And we people, also, are manifest when the season of birth called spring comes.  But for people the 

season of spring is not fixated.  We are not just born in the spring time, we are born in spring, fall, 

winter, and summer.  Our spring is not fixated.  We are always meeting spring, or we can say we are 
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always making spring.  This is the human world.   

 About two hundred years before the Mumonkan appeared the Blue Cliff record had already 

been written.  The first version of the Blue Cliff record, actually, was destroyed, and it was more than 

another hundred years later after that that the version we still have now re-appeared as a book.  And 

it was only five or six years after the birth of this second version of the Blue Cliff Record that the 

Mumonkan was born.  So although people talk about the Mumonkan and the Blue Cliff Record as if 

they were very similar the eras in which they were first manifest were very different.   

 Although we can say that this kind of thing is in the realm of scholarship or study, without really 

studying this kind of thing you cannot taste the taste of the interestingness of Zen practice, and 

without tasting this taste, practice is even harder to do.  This place, where we are doing this 

zazen-kai, called Bodhi Manda Zen Center, we are trying to make it a dojo.  This word dojo, of course 

these days seems to be used all over the place for kendo or aikido, but originally when that word first 

was used it meant a special place, the place we practice Zen.  And anyway, if we want to make a real 

dojo I think it is necessary to have a library.   

 Within the Zen tradition we have the expression, “This very mind is the dojo.”  Your activity of 

mind right now is the place that you practice.   

 But the question of historical eras and differences between them is actually something which is 

more in the realm of scholarship, and so, what I am going to do is not talk about that, and give teisho 

directly on Mumon’s comment, although I may talk about these other questions at a different time.   

 Mumon seems to have put the Mumonkan together about thirty years before the beginning of 

what is known as the Southern Sung dynasty.  The Northern Sung collapsed, and the Southern Sung 

was born, and right about this time was when Mumon put the Mumonkan together.  And it was 

about two hundred years before Mumon that the Tang dynasty was replaced by the Sung dynasty.  I 

can’t really talk in detail about this history, because there is nothing written about it here, but anyway 

the Tang collapsed and the Sung arose, but when the Tang dynasty was collapsing that was a time of 



First Day General Sesshin, April 20, 1999 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment Case One 

 

 

 
 

3 

great difficulty and suffering.  But the Sung dynasty was a time in Chinese history when scholarly 

study, and also Zen and Buddhist study were promoted and encouraged.  It was a time of refined 

cultural activity.  But during the whole period of the Sung dynasty there was always conflict with their 

neighbors to the north which is that present day Manchuria.  They were always being attacked by the 

Manchurians. (Kin name of country).  But somebody was no match for somebody  (?) and so in the 

end the Kin were destroyed, (by the Ryo??).  But you probably already know this from your school 

studies.  People who have studied the history of Asia probably know all about this.  But anyway, Ryo 

became strong again and then again began to have conflicts again with the Sung.  And one time, 

suddenly, the people of Ryo, deciding that the peace treaty that they had made with the Sung wasn’t 

really sufficient and they didn’t like it, suddenly just one day attacked the capital of the Sung dynasty.  

And in the end finally took it over completely, and took the emperor and the empress and the prince, 

and thousands of other servants and so forth prisoner.  We are told that they took three thousand 

people prisoner.  Without any discrimination between women or children they just took everybody 

who was associated with the ruling family of the Sung dynasty prisoner and took over the country.  

When you read the historical record of these wars you can really feel all of the suffering involved in it.  

There are stories of great sadness, but also of great heroism.   

 Actually I think I made a mistake, I get old and I get things confused, but you can read the 

history yourself.  Anyway, maybe it was the mongols who attacked the Ryo dynasty.  Probably what 

happened was that it was the Mongols who took three thousand prisoners, mostly women, of the royal 

court, and went back to Mongolia.  But this was the origin of the formation of the Southern Sung 

dynasty, because at this time everybody escaped to the south, and the younger brother of the previous 

emperor started the Southern Sung dynasty.  But the point that I am trying to make is that if you read 

these historical records of the time and the literature of the time you can feel all of the suffering, all of 

the confusion of that era. 

 When it comes to the empire of the Mongols at this time, their one special point was that they 
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were great warriors.  They all rode horses, and were fierce, strong, and  fast.  When you look at 

Chinese history, throughout China’s history the Mongolian people and the Manchurian people were 

always very strong and always caused the Han people of China to worry.  We could say that the 

Manchurians, Mongols, and Chinese (Han) people were all really one country, but the Chinese people 

in the center considered themselves culturally advanced, and started calling the Manchurians and 

Mongols barbarians.   

 When the Southern Sung dynasty was formed at the same time the Mongolian empire unified 

the rest of China, and this unified state was called the country of “Gen (in Japanese).”  And Gen 

became very strong, and at the time of the second or third emperor I think, spread its influence into 

further and further reaches of Asia.  And during this time twice they even attacked Japan.   

 And the Mumonkan appeared right when this Gen dynasty had unified China, and the Southern 

Sung dynasty had appeared.   

 And because of the difference between the historical eras of when the Mumonkan appeared 

and when they Blue Cliff record appeared there is even a difference in the ideology, the very way of 

thinking that they are based on.  But if you compare these two books, the Mumonkan and the Blue 

Cliff Record, you can see that although there is some difference, when it gets to the heart of the basic 

tenets of Zen there is no difference.  Of course there are many different small differences between 

the two books, but when it comes to the Zen of the books, the heart of the books, they both perfectly 

hand that down to us. 

 The first thing that Mumon mentions in his comment is sanzen 参禅.  What he is asserting 

here, ( in your translation it says, “The practical study of Zen” for “sanzen.”)  is that in order to do 

sanzen you have to pass through the barriers set up by the patriarchs of Zen.   

 So the first thing we have to investigate is what this old Chinese word sanzen really means.  

But this is a very difficult thing.  Just to understand this one word sanzen is difficult.  Even just to 
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take the “zen” part of the word and understand that is hard.  The word Zen comes from the Buddhist 

practice in India that they called dhyana.  And the Chinese people simply tried to imitate the sound of 

that and used the word “Chan” which is now Zen.  So the origin of the word “Zen” was from a very 

liberal translation.   

 And as I said previously in other teishos on Joshu’s Mu, in India they had the word dhyana to 

express how they practiced, but not the word Zen.  As I have told you before the word dhyana existed 

in India before the birth of Buddhism, but before the Buddha people understood the word dhyana to 

mean the activity of mind which gathers everything together into one point.  But it was the Buddha 

who first said that dhyana is not only gathering everything together into one point, but also doing the 

activity of mind of scattering everything out again.  The Buddha was the first one who thought that 

dhyana must be not only the activity of gathering everything together into one point, but also taking 

that one point and dispersing it, scattering it out. 

 Buddha said that dhyana is not just one activity it is comprised of two activities: tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.  He said that if you think that dhyana is simply the activity of gathering everything 

together into one point then that is not a complete understanding.  The thing that the sages of the 

past asserted very strongly was that Zen was the activity of both tatha-gata and tatha-agata. 

 So that is the zen part of sanzen, so now, what about the “san” part of sanzen?  There are 

many different meanings to this one Chinese character san 参.  And one of the meanings of the 

character san is “to know.”  To see into.  To know the principle of the activities of plus and minus.   

This would mean that san means to see clearly into the natural principle of things.  And san also 

means to arrive at the truth.   

 In Tathagata Zen we interpret the word san to mean the activity of tatha-gata and tatha-agata 

unifying and facing each other repetitively, alternately over and over again.  All of you say the word 

“sanzen” a lot, but now I hope you understand what it really means when you say sanzen.  The san of 

sanzen means the activity of clearly putting Zen into practice.  Sanzen is the practice of clearly seeing 
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into to the very bottom of the principle of zen.  What I am saying is that the san part of sanzen means 

to be able to clearly tell your own teacher what your experience is.   

 It is only when the plus world and the minus world meet each other that for the first time this 

san of sanzen is manifest. 

 And as I tell you all the time when the worlds of plus and minus meet each other that situation 

of meeting isn’t fixated.  The meeting is broken through and plus experiences the world of minus and 

minus experiences the world of plus.   

 I know it is difficult, but I have been telling you over and over that when plus arrives at the 

origin of minus, and minus finally arrives at the origin of plus then together they have experienced this 

one shared world.  But we say they have only experienced half of the world, because the plus has 

experienced it through doing plus, and the minus has experienced it through doing minus.  In other 

words what I am saying is that you have to manifest the activity of wisdom for yourself that knows that 

when plus and minus have arrived at each other’s origins, although we can say they have experienced 

the entire world, they really have only experienced half of the world.  We say that you have to 

manifest the wisdom that sees clearly that this condition of plus and minus arriving at each other’s 

origin is a condition when they are both holding this one shared world together, but this world is 

actually only half of the world.  This is one condition of imperfect enlightenment, imperfect satori. 

 And the way the sages of the old days who had experienced this for themselves expressed this 

condition was that it was like a shouting voice which shouts out blood.  Like a voice which shouts in a 

way that blood comes out. （これは、血の出るような叫び声である.)  Do you know what I mean 

by a shouting, crying voice which shouts out blood?  It is only through that kind of crying out that you 

can be born.  That is what has always been said.   

 Although this is a certain kind of oneness, because the worlds of plus and minus have become 

one, because plus has only experienced the world through plus, and minus only through minus, it is 

only half of the experience of the whole.  And that is why we have always said that this state gives 
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rise to the voice which cries out blood.   

 In order for plus and minus to completely experience the entire (sphere) they must both 

completely do the activity of zero.  What you have to do is do zazen and contemplate for yourself 

until you can clearly see for yourself why it is that in the condition in which plus and minus have broken 

through their meeting and arrived at each other’s sources this is not the perfect activity of zero.   

 The manifestation of perfect zero is the manifestation of the perfect self.  When they perfect 

self is manifest there isn’t any need for the self to see itself.   

 The moment the self sees the perfect self that is plus and minus manifesting zero, and so this 

happens.   自己が完全な自己を見た途端にそれはプラスもマイナスもゼロを現前しておるか

らそういうことになるのだ。(?) 

 The moment the perfect zero, the perfect self is manifest then plus isn’t plus anymore, it is 

zero, and minus isn’t minus anymore, it’s zero.  There is no need to say anything.  People often talk 

about “no thinking,” wanting to go to the world where thinking isn’t necessary, wanting to become the 

self that doesn’t need to think, but when we talk about no thinking that means to manifest the perfect 

self.  That means the manifestation of the perfect activity of zero.  That means to really manifest 

no-self. 

 As I just said the state of no thinking is manifest when the perfect, complete activity of zero is 

manifest, but what I want you to very carefully contemplate for yourselves is that this condition where 

plus and minus have broken through their first meeting and arrived at each other’s source is the 

condition in which they have only experienced half of the entire sphere.   

 I told you the story of how when the “I am” self divides itself in two and the plus activity is 

standing up at the origin of minus, and minus activity is standing up at the origin of plus that those plus 

and minus activities cannot directly see each other because the only thing that they can see is the child 

who has been manifest in between them.  Not directly seeing each other both plus and minus are 

seeing their child. 
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 And as I have told you that child in the beginning is not manifesting itself as a complete 

condition.  It is imperfect.   

 And then, not through any thought, not through any will, but simply because it is the natural 

principle of things, the natural reason of things, plus and minus both do the activity of returning to 

their own sources.  But if the child is still there then they cannot again break through this second 

place of meeting each other.   

 The plus activity has incarnated himself into minus and is returning to his source.  And minus 

also has incarnated herself and is now acting in the opposite way.  And I also told you what exactly 

happens at this second place of meeting:  the plus activity is now doing the minus contracting activity, 

and when he meets the child who had been manifest between them he immediately, without thinking, 

steals back the plus activity that he had originally given in order to give birth to that child.  In other 

words he becomes one with that plus activity.  And the minus activity who is now doing the 

expanding, plus activity, because she has incarnated herself into the plus activity, when she meets the 

child she takes the minus activity that she had given in order to birth that child.  She makes that 

minus activity her content again.   

 And this is when plus and minus are again in the pure state of meeting each other.  What I am 

saying is that neither plus nor minus throws away any part of themselves.  The plus activity, who is 

now doing minus, steals back all of the plus activity he had given, and the minus activity steals back all 

of the minus activity she had given.  And now they are in their pure state, directly meeting.   

 But people might say, “Mothers and fathers could never do such cruel activity.  They would 

never be so brutal or harsh.”  But that is talking about after the birth of mother and father.  (That is 

speaking from a perspective which thinks mother and father have already been born.)  But that kind 

of thinking is not good.  Because you are just trying to practice standing up on the perspective of the 

“I am” self.  The activity that I am talking about here, the activity of plus and minus is an activity 

which isn’t acting with any kind of consciousness, or any kind of will.  It is not the activity of a 
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conscious willful mother and father.  It is always the case that the moment you stand up in the 

position of the “I am” self you cannot do Zen practice. 

 When, after this second meeting is broken through, plus does finally arrive back at his own 

origin, and minus finally arrives back at her own origin, that is when for the first time the child has 

completed its being raised. The activities of plus and minus which bring the child into being have been 

completely developed.  That is the perfect manifestation of zero.  So you can see that we cannot 

manifest zero completely until both going and returning, the complete round-trip activity has taken 

place. 

 But back at this very first stage, when plus and minus meet up with their child, the plus activity, 

if we say the total plus activity is one hundred then he is 99.9999, and the minus activity is minus 

99.9999.  And at least as one temporary way of teaching enlightened ones have taught that in this 

case the child in between has 0.00001 of plus, and an equal amount of minus.   

 In that first breakthrough of plus and minus where the child first appears, that we can call the 

constructing process, the making of the foundation of a house.  This is the living process.  But it is 

not a complete house that is first built.  There is not even a roof on it.  It is just maybe one pillar of a 

house that is first built.  In other words the child is manifest imperfectly in this case.  And when plus 

and minus do their return activities they completely dissolve that imperfect condition, that imperfect 

state that is in between them, and they manifest themselves in their pure states, and manifest the 

complete, perfect condition.  It is only when both the going and the returning, both legs of the round 

trip journey are complete that the perfect self is manifest, the complete zero is manifest. 

 When we look carefully at this perfect zero we see that both plus and minus are living together 

in one place of residence.  That is the complete self. 

 Whenever the perfect zero is manifest it is always manifest through this activity of going and 

coming.  It always requires both of these.   

 The zero condition is the perfect condition, it is the complete condition, and when we personify 
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that we call it the state of true love, and so you can see that true love can never be manifest without 

both the activities of going and returning being done.   

 And when Mumon says “san” the first syllable of his comment, that activity of both going and 

coming is what he is talking about. 

 (Roshi asks if the bell had rung.  It had.)  My hearing isn’t so good.  I didn’t hear the bell 

ring.  The teishos of hard of hearing, senile old Roshis aren’t really the kind you should listen to.  The 

kind of teishos you should listen to are the teishos of a young Roshi, who has alot of energy, like a 

jumping fish.  But from my own experience when we are young we always seem to somehow end up 

standing up on the position of the “I am” self, and so teishos given from that perspective will have 

mistakes in them.  And, if a Roshi gives teisho from the perspective of attaching to the “I am” self 

then those teishos will not reflect the perfect self, will not reflect zero.  Those teishos will only be 

about the love of the going activity, not about true love.  And so maybe it is necessary to listen to the 

teishos of an old, senile Roshi, because you have to practice quite a lot to talk about complete love, of 

both going and returning. 

 What Mumon is saying here is that sanzen is the barrier.  In other words if you have only 

experienced half of zero, you shouldn’t say that you have experienced love.  It is only when you have 

experienced the perfect zero that you really have experienced true love, that you really have 

experienced true sanzen. 

 I have been talking today about what sanzen really is, and if you could just study to the extent 

that you really understand that what I am saying is that the activity of sanzen is the activity of the birth 

of the imperfect self, and then the dissolution of that imperfect self into the perfect activity of zero, 

then that would be enough.  Even if you do zazen for ten or twenty years, if you are doing it stuck 

fixated on your “I am” self, then you are not really doing Zen practice.  

 So tomorrow I will talk about the necessity of passing through the barrier set up by the 

patriarchs, although it will be the same talk, because to pass through the barrier set up by the 
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patriarchs is to manifest perfect love. 

 

終 

the end 


