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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Fifth Day General Sesshin, April 24, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

 

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.  If you have not done this and passed the barrier, you are a phantom among the 

undergrowth and weeds.  Now what is this barrier?  It is simply “Mu”, the Barrier of the Gate of Zen 

and this is why it is called the “Gateless Barrier of the Zen Sect.” 

 Those who have passed the barrier are able not only to have an intimate understanding of 

Joshu, but also of the whole historic line of Zen Masters, to walk hand in hand with them, and to enter 

into the closest relation with them.  You see everything with the same eye that they saw with, hear 

everything with the same ear.  Is not this a blessed condition?   

 

 Yesterday I talked about the part in the text where he talks about phantoms or ghosts.  But I 

explained to you that when he talks about a spirit or a phantom in this case that is completely different 

from what we mean in Zen by the spiritual world.  When we talk about the true spiritual world, or the 

true spirit, it isn't something that would depend on a grass or a tree, trying to cling on to life as long as 

it could.   

 We say that every single existent thing has the activity of mind as its content which brings it 

into being.  And as I have told you so many times before that mind has the activities of plus and 
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minus as its content.  And we say that if you are a religious person who believes in God then you need 

to think of God as something that has the activities of plus and minus as its content.  And when plus 

and minus separate from each other that is when we existent things are born having the activity of 

spirit, the spiritual activity as our content.   

 The way of defining spiritual activity in Tathagata Zen is to say that spiritual activity is not 

material, it is a pure activity of plus and minus unifying and separating from each other over and over. 

And we call that activity, as I have told you so many times before, the Tathagata activity.  And when 

that activity of Tathagata completely separates, completely divides, so that plus and minus are clearly 

separate from each other, then what we call an existent thing is manifest with the imperfect activities 

of plus and minus as its content.  What it means to be a manifest existence is to have plus and minus 

imperfectly as content.   

 But when it is the perfect complete activities of plus and minus; when it is the total activities of 

plus and minus, then that activity is the perfect, complete condition.  That is the perfect self.  If you 

want to talk about a supreme being, or an absolute being, or God that is God.  Or in Tathagata Zen we 

say that is the activity of zero.     

 When zero is manifest then this world becomes completely tranquil and peaceful.  It is a state 

in which even the thunder no longer has a need to cry out.  Buddhism has always talked about this 

activity of the thunderbolt, being very clear that it is the activity of thunder and lightning; that it has 

both tatha-gata and tatha-agata as its content.   

 When plus and minus separate from each other, as I've told you so many times before, in 

between them the imperfect condition is manifest with 0.0001 of plus and the same amount of minus.  

We can say that it receives those equal amounts of the plus electricity and the minus electricity.  And 

up until now I have been speaking at great length and explaining that it is only when this imperfect 

state is manifest that the world is first divided into the spiritual world and the material world.   

 And when the imperfect self is manifest simultaneously the worlds of past and future are also 

manifest.  And I have told you that the very beginning of the self, the very beginning of any existence 
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has both the plus electricity and the minus electricity as its content, and is the present moment.   

 But don't forget that I have been telling you that it is very necessary to think about what is not 

the present: the imperfect activity of plus which is the past world, and the imperfect activity of minus 

which is the future world.  And this world of past, present, and future is the material world, is the 

very foundation for the human world.   

 But this situation of the world of past, present, and future being manifest is also not fixated.  

Again past, present, and future will become one, and when that occurs the formless world, the spiritual 

world, the world that has transcended the material world, is again manifest.  This is a world that 

doesn’t need to see or be seen.  It cannot be seen by anyone.  I have been telling you the same 

thing over, and over, and over again: that when past, present, and future become one that is the 

perfect world, the complete world, the spiritual world, and when it is the world of past, present, and 

future that is the material world.  The perfect complete world is the world of zero.  It is the formless 

world.  If we want to talk about the Supreme Being, or the Absolute Being, or God’s world, that is the 

world of the perfect, complete self.  But the world of past, present, and future, the material world is 

the human world.  And what I have been demanding that you contemplate carefully for yourself is 

these two worlds.  I know I have been saying this same thing over, and over, and over again, but it is 

because it is so difficult that I have been repeating it over, and over so much. 

 And I have also told you very clearly that the perfect condition, the condition of God, the 

condition of Buddha is never fixated.  The perfect, zero condition undoubtedly will burst open, and 

when that happens the world of past, present, and future, the material world, the sentient world, the 

human world, and not just the human world, but all sentient beings, the plant and animal worlds are 

manifest.  Because if the world of God, if the zero world were fixated then the human world never 

would be manifest.   

 And as I have been telling you up until now, over and over and over again, that human world, 

that world of past, present, and future also is  not fixated, it again will vanish, and the perfect, 

complete formless world of Buddha, God, again will be manifest.  Zero does not fixate zero.  It 
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breaks apart, and the material human world is manifest.  The material human world is not fixated, 

and again the complete, perfect world is manifest.  The Dharma activity, the activity of Tathagata 

never fixates.  It repeats the manifestations of the perfect and imperfect worlds over and over again.   

 In other words the original source, the condition of the origin One will not fixate itself.  

Inevitably it will go on to manifest the condition of the origin at level two.  But in that process the 

human world will be manifest, and that human world will also then dissolve itself.  This is what in 

Tathagata Zen with great strength we ask you to contemplate for yourself. 

 And in the practice of Tathagata Zen we use the technical vocabulary of the separation of guest 

and host.  We say that the Dharma activity called the separation of guest and host, the Tathagata 

activity called separation of guest and host is what we existent beings have met up with when we are 

manifest in the interval between one condition of the origin and a new condition of the origin.  And 

when we existent beings meet up, oppositely, with the activity of the unification of guest and host, the 

unification of object and subject, then we will manifest the perfect world again; a new condition of the 

origin.   

 I know that it is difficult to understand this for people who are just beginning their study of Zen, 

but I ask you to please just listen carefully, and remember, and then someday in the course of time, 

naturally you will come to understand.   

 And when I ask you to contemplate this process more carefully and see that the unification of 

subject and object is the unification of plus and minus, then you need to see that neither plus nor 

minus fixates itself as plus or minus.  When plus and minus become one then they both do the 

activity of zero.  Plus is not plus, it is zero.  Minus is no longer minus, it is zero.  We say that it is 

very necessary for you to contemplate this condition of completely negating the self.  In other words 

plus is not plus.  Minus is not minus.  The present moment is not the present moment.  Past is not 

past.  Future is not future.   

 I know it is very difficult, but as you study more and more koans you will come to naturally 

understand that when we say plus and minus become one that means plus enters the world of minus, 
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and experiences the world of minus; that plus manifests himself as the activity of minus.  And when 

minus experiences the world of plus, to experience the world of plus means that minus incarnates 

herself into plus, minus becomes plus himself.  We can even say that when a man experiences the 

world of a woman that he completely becomes the woman.  And I guess if we want to make another 

metaphor we can say that when a woman experiences the world of a man then she is not a woman 

anymore, totally she has become the man.  In both the east and the west we have this word 

“incarnating, transforming, disguising, 化ける,” which I am using to describe the man changing into 

woman and the woman changing into man.  But, if you are going to use this word you should 

understand incarnating, or taking the form of, in this way, that I am now explaining.   

 What I am trying to teach you is that there are times when plus is not plus, when he takes the 

form of minus.  And there are times when minus is not minus, when she transforms herself into plus.  

But the reason why this is possible is because there is no “I am” self in this activity.  In order to do this 

activity it is absolutely necessary to completely dissolve the  “I am” self.  Plus does not fixate itself, 

saying, “I am plus,” and minus does not fixate herself as “I am minus.”    

 But I suppose in the human world it is very important to fixate the “I am” self, and live in this 

human world, because if we did not have “I am” selves then all sorts of different kinds of problems 

would occur because of that.  But even in the human world when we have situations of complete 

peace then the “I am” selves are gone.  When we completely dissolve our “I am” selves that is when 

the condition that we call One True Nature, or the manifestation of the true self, or the manifestation 

of the world of zero, or the manifestation of God’s world is manifest.  And so you can see clearly that 

if you insist on forever fixating your “I am” self, and attaching to it, and never dissolve your “I am” self, 

then you will never be able to experience God’s world, or God itself. 

 Everybody says that Buddhism is difficult, and especially Zen is difficult to understand, and it is 

difficult.  The reason why it is difficult is because this human world of ours could not come into being 

without us having our “I am” selves.  But if we stay stuck fixating our “I am” selves then it is 

absolutely impossible to manifest the world of the perfect self, the world of God.  That is why Zen 
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practice is so difficult, Buddhism is so difficult.   

 But Buddhism says that without fail plus will dissolve the world of plus, and inevitably will 

become totally one with minus.  They will manifest zero.  God will be manifest.  And so we must do 

the practice of dissolving ourselves.   

 As your practice progresses inevitably you will have to do the practice of plus incarnating 

himself into minus, and minus taking the form of plus.  So everyone should listen carefully. 

 Plus is plus, but he doesn’t fixate himself as plus.  He doesn’t assert that he is plus, or insist 

upon his plus-ness.  Minus is minus, but she doesn’t assert, or insist, or fixate the fact that she is 

minus.  And this is what we mean by plus and minus acting without will.  Because plus and minus 

are acting without thought, and without will, with utter freedom plus can manifest himself as minus, 

and minus can manifest herself as plus.   

 What I mean is that the activity of The Tathagata, the Dharma activity, the activity which forms 

this world and all of us is an activity that acts without will.  But do not forget that in the human world 

we have this thing called the “I am” self.  So we must do the activity of dissolving ourselves.  We 

must do the activity of negating ourselves.  If we don’t then   God’s world, then the world of the 

perfect self will never be manifest.  That is what I have been telling you over and over again.  The 

conclusion we give is that the activity of The Tathagata, the Dharma activity is completely without will, 

acting to manifest the unification of plus and minus, and to manifest the separation of plus and minus 

in which the world of past, present, and future appears.   

 And so you can see that in the spiritual world, in the world of the origin there are no such things 

as sins.  And there is neither good nor evil.  But when the human world is manifest that is when 

these things called good and evil, these things called joy and suffering appear.   

 And this is why, as I have told you before, in Buddhism we call the activity of The Tathagata, the 

Dharma activity, the will-less, pure activity of plus and minus the zero activity, or the activity of 

emptiness.   

 The activity of zero is a will-less activity, but we say it does manifest a body of will-lessness, a 
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body of zero.  When plus and minus become one the body of oneness is manifest.  That is the world 

from which the self is formed.  And of course that body has as its content the activities of tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata, or plus and minus.   

 We all, also, have bodies.  We have a body called myself.  But, as its very content it has the 

activity of heart, the activity of mind, the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, which bring it into 

being.   

 And when that activity of mind does an imperfect activity that is when the “I am” self is 

manifest.  And because that “I am” self is imperfect it also does the activity of looking upon the 

imperfect activities of plus and minus.  When the perfect self is manifest there is no need to look at 

plus and minus.  There is no need to look at being and non-being.  When the perfect self is manifest 

there is no inside world and there is no outside world.  There is no past world or future world.  But it 

is a very difficult thing to really understand. 

 This will-less activity, this activity of emptiness is what Buddhism calls the barrier with is 

no-barrier.  When the zero world bursts open then past, present, and future appear.  And when 

past, present, and future vanish then the perfect world of God, the zero world again appears.  

Because this process, this activity is always acting, always repeating, there is really no barrier.  But I 

suppose that because there is this activity which repeats, from the perspective of the “I am” self there 

is a barrier.  Through overcoming the barrier God’s world is manifest.  And conversely when God’s 

world vanishes the human world is manifest.  When the zero world vanishes then the human world is 

manifest.  When the human world vanishes then the zero world is again manifest.  Because this 

activity is constantly repeating we can say there is no barrier.  But because there is a zero world that 

does manifest the human world, and there is a  human world which does become the zero world we 

can say that there is a boundary, a barrier.  There really is nothing like a barrier.  But because during 

the process of this activity the world of non-being does manifest a world of being, and the world of 

being does manifest a world of non-being, then we can say at least temporarily that there is a barrier 

between them.  
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 What Mumon is saying to us here is that when Joshu said Mu he was expressing the Buddhist 

activity of zero, the Buddhist activity of emptiness, the Buddhist activity of the perfect, complete 

activity.  In other words in China people were very familiar, on intimate terms with the teaching of 

Taoism.  And in Taoism there was the idea of Mu, the idea of nothingness.  And so Joshu simply 

picks this up and uses it to mean the Buddhist concept of emptiness.  He uses Mu as a way of 

expressing the activity of zero.   

 But if we say Mu, Non-Being then immediately we think it is in contradistinction to U, Being.  

Then we have to think of the U which is opposite from Mu to mean Being, or Somethingness.   

 So we can see how hard Joshu has made it for all we Zen practitioners.  By using Mu which has 

an opposite in U to teach emptiness Joshu started a kind of teaching which is very easy to 

misunderstand.  So we who are practicing Tathagata Zen must be able to interpret the Mu Joshu said 

as the true Mu, in other words the Mu which includes both Mu and U, the Mu which is Ku, emptiness.  

In other words we must see that Joshu was teaching from the position of doing the activity that has 

both plus and minus as it content.   

 But anyway the true Dharma activity is the activity which is completely free from both plus and 

minus, both being and non-being.  And here Joshu calls that true Dharma activity “Mu.”  And 

Mumon says that Joshu gave us the barrier of this Mu.  This is how he taught his disciples about 

Joshu’s Mu. 

 So what kind of a world was it before being, U, appeared?  It was non-being.  So what about 

the world before Mu, before non-being?  So if you think about it carefully you will see that the worlds 

of being and non-being are manifest repetitively, alternately, and so they must be being manifest in 

the same world.  What is the origin of U?  What is the origin of Mu?  What is the origin of plus ?  

What is the origin of minus?  They all are zero.  If you cannot think that both plus and minus have 

zero as their origin, then it will never become Buddhist thinking. 

 You will not be able to understand the true nature of the self until both plus and minus pass 

through this barrier of zero.   
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 So Mumon is saying that the gate, the barrier of the Zen sect is the manifestation of the perfect 

self, is the manifestation of zero.  What he is saying is that Mu is the manifestation of zero.  Mu is 

the origin of both U and Mu.  Mu is the barrier we must pass through.   

 And that activity of Mu which is the activity of what Buddhism calls Ku, emptiness, is the 

perfect, complete activity.  So, as we always say, it is an activity which doesn’t need to think, and 

doesn’t need to have any doubts.   

 So when you begin practicing Tathagata Zen we say that the very first thing you have to do is 

manifest zero.  So we give you a zero koan.  There are lots of different shapes to these zero koans, 

but the very foundation of our practice is to manifest zero.  The very root of Zen practice is to have a 

self who absolutely doesn’t need to think. 

 And we also remind you that not just people, but all things have the activity of zero as their 

origin.   

 So that is why we say that when zero is manifest there is neither good nor evil.  There is 

neither joy nor suffering.  In Buddhism there is an often quoted phrase, “Shoaku makusa 諸悪莫作” 

which is usually translated as “Do not do evil,” or “Commit no evil,” but really it means that every 

existent thing from a human being all the way down to a plant or a stone originally comes from the 

condition that has neither good nor evil, that has no sin.  So if you are suffering from guilt or sin, or if 

you are suffering from anything, you should know that through manifesting zero you are totally 

liberated from that guilt or sin, from that suffering.   

 So when it comes to ceremonies the very best ceremony, the ceremony that will help you to 

save yourself the best is the ceremony in which you stand up and vow to manifest zero.  And in 

Buddhism we call this ceremony the sila receiving ceremony, or the practice of the sila.  What sila 

means is that originally the self is neither good nor evil; that originally the self is already free from sin.  

But when our “I am” selves are manifest inevitably the “I am” self will come to think, “I wasn’t good 

enough.  I was inadequate.  I said and did stupid things.”  And that is why for we human beings it is 

necessary to have this ceremony in which we vow to manifest the perfect self, in which you stand up 
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and say, “I did stupid things.  But what it means to be a human being is to vow to then manifest the 

zero self, the perfect self.”  What I am saying is that this is the best thing.  There is nothing better.  

This is the best thing to do, to vow to manifest the perfect self. 

 People love to say they are doing Zen practice.  You love to talk about this so called  “Zen 

practice,” but I want to remind you that we human beings will always do all sorts of stupid, boring 

things, every single day, even without knowing we are doing them.  So we must vow continually to 

manifest the perfect self.  And it is this sort of vowing which we must understand to be the most 

supreme thing to do, the best thing we can do as people.  That is the Buddhist teaching of sila.  

There is really no difference between the teaching of the sila, and Zen practice.  They are the same.  

Buddhist sila are not the kind of vows that say, “From now on I will never do anything bad.”  The 

Buddhist laws, or sila are the vow to manifest the perfect self.  In many religions they do have the 

kind of vows which say, in essence, “From now on I will never do anything bad.”  And that is fine to 

vow.  But you have to understand that is completely different from the sila of Buddhism.   

 (Roshi chants) Namurenge Daijo Rushana Butsu Ching!  Sange sange rokkon zaisho.  Metsujo 

bonno metsujo gosho 

Praise to the Cosmic Buddha.  Ashamed, ashamed.  The bad karma from the six senses.  

Extinguishing worldly passions.  Extinguishing karmic attachments (caused by attachment to the “I 

am” self.)  Then you bow your head, don’t you!  And there are many more (chants? sila?) that come, 

but anyway, these are the sila.  This is the ceremony in which we vow to manifest the perfect self.   

 We say that the person who needs to teach this sort of thing is the mother.  The men do not 

have time to teach things like this.  They are busy working, they are busy moving forward, concerned 

with eating.  The men are busy; they are out killing the pigs, and fishing, and killing the cows so that 

we can eat them.  Men are different than women; they stand up on this position of action, and so are 

very busy.  So Buddhism says that it is the mothers, the women who need to stand up in the position 

of being the educators.  So what I am saying is that for women Zen practice must be the practice of 

this sila ceremony in which you vow to manifest the perfect self, and bow your head.  To receive the 
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sila is women’s Zen.  Both men and women need to do Zen practice, but what I am saying is that for 

the women it is very important to do the practice of sila.  Everybody wants to shout about the 

equality of men and women, but who cares about all that really?   

 Buddhism says that somehow or another men are more often involved in working, in action, 

and women are more often involved in teaching.  Men and women are often doing different things.  

The position of Buddhism is to say that somehow or another we just really want the women to be the 

school teachers, we really want to women to be involved in the sila practice.   

 (Roshi chants) 

 Namurenge Daijo Rushana Butsu Ching!  Sange sange rokkon zaisho. Metsujo bonno metsujo 

gosho.  You chant: praise to the cosmic Buddha on the lotus flower.  All my karma, all my worldly 

passions, I vow to dissolve them.  Ashamed, ashamed of my six senses self, I am sorry.  

And you bow your head. There is no true freedom other than that.   

 

 So when it comes to Zen practice in America I say that we must have, in the end, these two 

different kinds of dojos; the kind of dojo which emphasizes the practice of sila especially for women, 

and the kind of dojo which is the aggressive, masculine kind of dojo for the men.  Right now we are all 

practicing together, men and women, and that is fine, but because it so important for the women as 

women, to do the practice of teaching, I am saying that it would be good to have a special sila dojo for 

the women.   

 Since coming to America I suppose I can say that I haven’t really taught anybody anything, and 

so that is why especially now I am thinking that I want to at least leave behind a convent, a place for 

women to practice this special kind of practice, as something I have taught.  And that is why we have 

started this project.  In Christianity there are also practice places called convents, but those are 

different than the Buddhist idea of a convent.  But actually it is a very regrettable thing that although 

I have all these great ideas, I don’t have any money, and I don’t have the ability to put my ideas into 

practice   I can think about it, but I cannot actually complete this project.  If everybody else says, 



Fifth Day General Sesshin, April 24, 1999 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho Mumon’s Comment Case One 

 

 

 
 

12 

“Well we don’t really need something like that in America” then I guess that is okay, too.   

 What Mumon is saying here is that when you pass through the barrier of zero, then you 

become free from yourself.  If you are a man you become free from women, and if you are a woman 

then you become free from men.  The self is completely liberated from itself.  This is the absolutely 

free self. 

 

終 

the end 


