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TEISHO BY KYOZAN JOSHU ROSHI

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Mu

Mumon’s comment, For the practice of Zen it is imperative that you pass through

the barrier set up by the Ancestral Teachers.    For marvelous enlightenment you

must completely cut off the mind road.

Over approximately two weeks I’ve been giving teisho on the main part of

this koan of Joshu’s Mu.    And for all of you, as you try to grasp this Joshu’s Mu

for your self, you have to carefully investigate this question of, “Does the activity

have a beginning, does it have an end?    No matter what kind of a religion you

look at there are no religions that don’t speak about God.    And how about the ac-

tivity of God, does the God activity have a beginning and an end?    What do you

think?    And let’s put aside for the time being what other people in other religions

say using their own way of thinking or their own logic, how about you who are

studying Zen.    What do you say about God’s activity?    Does it have a beginning

and an end?

And it goes without saying that the activity of Joshu’s Mu is the activity of

the dharmakaya, the complete activity.    Does this activity of a beginning and an

end?    

From ancient times the great teachers of the past have made their com-

ments, have made their own interpretations of the koan of Joshu’s Mu.    And Mu-

mon Osho, the person that compiled the Mumonkan, and put the koan of Joshu’s

Mu in the very first chapter, also says all kinds of things about it.    And he left be-

hind this incredibly long commentary on Joshu’s Mu.    But, of all the things that

he said, he doesn’t seem to answer this question of whether Joshu’s Mu has a be-

ginning or an end.    And so I also will just forget about this question of whether

Joshu’s Mu has a beginning or an end, whether the dharmakaya, whether the God

activity has a beginning or an end.    Since Mumon didn’t get in to it I won’t ei-

ther.    

And I think I have been telling you from the very start that if you are try-

ing to investigate this koan of Joshu’s Mu for your self, there’s no way that you

can understand it  without  recognizing the  two mutually  opposing activities  of
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tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus going and thus coming, and having recognized

them do your own activity standing from that perspective.

As you all know, there was a period of time in Chinese history called the

Sung dynasty, and the Sung dynasty for a long time was divided in to the North-

ern Sung dynasty, and the Southern Sung dynasty.    The creation of the Southern

Sung dynasty was created by some relative of the emperor of the Northern Sung

dynasty, I don’t know if it was the younger brother or the grandson, but anyway

he went to the south and he created this other dynasty which lasted for a long

time.    And although the Sung dynasty lasted for a long time it was kind of a weak

government and they were always being attacked by the Mongols and so they

were always suffering.    And the Northern Sung dynasty ended in a very miser-

able condition.    Just all of a sudden, without any reason, or any notice the Mon-

gols (crossed over the Great Wall of China, and) came and invaded, and over-

threw the emperor, and that was the end of it.    It was a miserable time for them.

And that was the time when this person who I don’t know if he was the younger

brother or grandson of the previous emperor, but anyway that is when he escaped

to the south, and started his own dynasty.

Both of these dynasties,  the Northern and the Southern Sung dynasties

were weak when it came to fighting, when it came to war, but when it came to

culture (and literature) they were very strong, the culture of the Sung dynasty was

very developed.    

And then this Southern Sung dynasty was in the end destroyed by some

people from the north,  the “gen” people I’m not sure what to  say in English.

Maybe these people are called the “Han” people, and about fifty years before they

destroyed this Southern Sung dynasty, that is when Mumon Osho appeared on the

scene.    Zen really flourished in both of the Northern and Southern Sung dynasties

over about five hundred years, and Mumon appeared at the very end of this pe-

riod.    

But the Joshu Osho that is talked about in the first chapter was alive a

good five hundred years before Mumon appeared.    More than five hundred years.

So, if you are really studying Zen, when you read this you have to really take to

heart that although Joshu and Mumon are both Zen people, and talking about the

same Zen, that their way of expressing themselves is very different, and there is

deep and there is shallow.    

During the T’ang dynasty, before the Sung dynasty, there was a certain

emperor in power who severely oppressed Buddhism.    He forbade the practice of

Buddhism so strictly it was as if he had blown out a candle completely, (or turned
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off the sun).    If you look at the history of this time in China it was a very deeply

tumultuous, harsh, messed up situation.    

But then the next emperor affirmed the standpoint of Buddhism, and it

was just like springtime had come, and the green grass was coming up every-

where, and Buddhism was allowed to blossom again.    But if you look at Chinese

Buddhism in those days, the parts of Buddhism that were popular were things like

the Consciousness Only School, or the Nirvana School, or the Flower Ornament

Scripture School, those academic branches of Buddhism.    If you get in to those

kinds of sects of Buddhism it’s not possible to really get in to them (and see in to

Buddhism) without being a scholar.

When you look at Buddhism from the scholarly perspective we often di-

vide it in to three categories, “kai-ritsu-ron.”    Kai means the sila, and if you look

at in from the perspective of Christianity we might call them precepts, and “ritsu”

means the law, or the system of laws, and both the system of laws and the pre-

cepts are in the sutras, and then the last category, “ron,” is commentaries or philo-

sophical discourses on those things like the Consciousness Only School (and the

Awakening of  Faith  in  the Mahayana.)      So you can see how many different

branches of Buddhism there were in the old days.    When you look at why there

are so many different branches of Buddhism you can go back to the historical

Buddha and all of the sutras were supposed to have been spoken by the historical

Buddha, but of course the people who wrote them down were the Buddha’s disci-

ples, and among those disciples there were people with deep understanding, and

people with shallow understanding.    

Buddhism is if we want to call it religion, shukyo, the teaching of the es-

sential thing, it’s the teaching of satori-enlightenment.    It’s the teaching of no-

self.    Or we could call Buddhism the teaching which teaches looking clearly in to

how the world is formed, and how the self is formed.      

And as I just said, within the sutras there are some sutras that express deep

understanding, and some that express shallow understanding.      There are even

some sutras that even when we look at them we have to just laugh and say, “Is this

really Buddhism?”    But everybody says “All the sutras were spoken by the Bud-

dha,” and they believe all of them.    The reason why it is so difficult is because

when you look at a child, when you are facing a child then you give that child a

child-like sutra, and when you’re facing a young adult you give the young adult a

young adult like sutra.    To really see clearly in to the sutras, and to choose the ap-

propriate sutras is a way of studying Buddhism.    

But Zen has always been called “kyogebetsuden” separate transmission,
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independent of the sutras (special transmission outside of the sutras).    Zen is the

practice of the very activity of the dharma which forms the whole universe.    Su-

tras are those things which take the dharma activity and study it in an intellectual

way, but Zen isn’t like that.    Zen is absolutely different than that kind of sutra

study.    Zen picks up these two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, and prac-

tices the dharma activity using those activities.

At a certain point during the T’ang dynasty we can say that Zen was com-

pletely snuffed out, but then when it was revived the first thing that we can say

about this revived Zen was that it was a teaching that did not depend on Sutras.

And this not depending on the sutras teaching flourished like the budding of grass

everywhere in the springtime.    And this was the time that Joshu Osho appeared,

during this blossoming of Zen.    This teaching of Zen completely did not depend

upon the sutras, so you can’t even ask the question, “Can you find that Zen teach-

ing in the sutras, or not?”    If you are studying Buddhism from an academic per-

spective then you have to be able to point to particular places in particular sutras

and say “This is what this sutra says.”    But as I just said Zen totally does not de-

pend on the sutras in any way.    We might use them as references now and again,

but it is not the practice of Zen to study the sutras.    So if you say, “There is no

Buddha,” and then someone says to you, “But it never says that in the sutras!”    If

you are a Zen person you don’t have to worry about that it doesn’t say that in the

sutras.    

Zen is the practice of studying the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata,

the activities of plus and minus, the activity which forms man and woman simul-

taneously.    This kind of study.    And if you look at it in this way it seems that it’s

very similar to modern science.    It’s almost like studying physics.    This is the

kind of thing I’ve been talking about.    

Joshu was the one who appeared about a thousand or eleven hundred years

ago, and Mumon appeared about six hundred years after that.    And you can see

there’s an incredible difference between these different periods of time.    And it

might be possible to say that between Mumon and Joshu one is deeper and one is

shallower than the other,  but it  is also true to say that it  is the same Zen that

they’re talking about.    

And  Mumon  is  giving  his  comment  on  the  “Mu”  which  Joshu  said.

When we look at it from the perspective of the present moment it seems like Mu-

mon’s comment was given (by a Zen person of...) many, many hundreds of years

ago in this ancient Southern Sung dynasty.    And in Mumon’s comment he uses

some technical Buddhist words, and so if you’re trying to understand this in an
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academic way especially, if you don’t know these technical words then it will be

very difficult to understand.    Words are a hassle in the end.    They’re just a lot of

trouble, and you can see how different the world of words is from the world of

truth.    But, trying to overcome this problem of words now I’d like to give my

own comment on Mumon’s words.    

One thing in the beginning that I need to say is that from the old days peo-

ple have defined Zen as the activity of mind.    Everybody has as their very con-

tent the activity of mind which forms their self.    And we can call this activity of

heart or activity of mind which forms the self God, or Buddha, or the devil.    Ev-

erybody has the activity which forms their self.     And we can call this activity

whatever we want.    We could call it God, we could call it the devil, we could call

it man, we could call it woman.    These are all just names, and we can call it

whatever we want.    But men don’t have the activity of woman.    And the good

God doesn’t have the devil as it’s content.    So if we use these kind of words like

God or the devil or man or woman there is something un-satisfying about using

them.    

Everything has this, we could even call it just “nature.”    Everything has

this activity of existence.    Even a mosquito or a bird, or an animal.      Of course

human beings also have this.    We can even say that God has this same activity.

The devil also.    Men and women both have it.    And we say that all existences

have this activity equally, and that’s why we call it here the activity of mind.    It’s

a big mistake to think that only people have this activity of mind.    Every single

existent thing has the activity of mind.    

And according to Zen we say that this activity of mind doesn’t belong to

subject, and also doesn’t belong to object.    We say that when the complete activ-

ity of mind is manifest then the complete self is manifest.    That condition is a

condition in which there is neither subject nor object.    The condition of the com-

plete, perfect mind.    It’s Zen which tells you very clearly that in this condition of

the complete person, in this condition of the complete self, the complete activity

of mind there is no concept of subject, no concept of object.    It’s an awesome

thing.    It’s an incredible thing.    You’ll think, “If there’s no subject, and no object

then there will be no people.    No self.”    And that’s right, there is no self.    As

long as subject and object are in opposition to one another there will always be

wars, always be fighting.    So you can see that that is not the complete activity of

mind.    

It’s only when subject and object totally become one that the perfect activ-

ity of mind appears.    The condition of the perfect activity of mind is a condition
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in which subject and object have disappeared.    I say over and over again, an un-

countable number of times I tell you that the complete activity of mind, the com-

plete human being, and if you want to talk about God this is the same thing as

saying that God is this condition that has neither subject nor object, but for you

people who are trying to learn Zen it seems so difficult for you to get it because as

you’ve gotten older you get caught up in all kinds of different ideas.

This condition where subject and object both have disappeared is a condi-

tion beyond words.    So you can see that the truth is also something that cannot be

expressed in words.    And that’s why I always tell you that this is also the mani-

festation of true love.    It’s the condition of the complete, perfect mind.    

This stuff that we call words is usually made up of the subject and the

verb.    Whenever I talk the translators always seem to ask me, “Roshi, in that sen-

tence, what was the subject.    You never use a subject.”    And that makes perfect

sense because often I use words which aren’t words, and when you use words

which aren’t words of course they don’t have subjects.    But when I don’t use a

subject then nobody gets it.    But if you become the kind of person who can un-

derstand without a subject, then you’re really studying Zen.    

When you are beginning you’re Zen practice that’s the kind of practice

that you have to do.    You must manifest an “I” which doesn’t have an “I am,”

which manifests a self which doesn’t have a subject.    

And if you can look on Mumon’s comment from that perspective then you

might get it a little bit.    But if you are tied up by this “I am” I, then you can’t

even understand a  little  bit  of even Mumon’s comment.      When you listen to

teisho here at Jemez then its the kind of teisho which doesn’t have subjects, and of

course it’s natural that it’s hard for you to understand.    

Okay, so now let’s listen to what Mumon has to say on Joshu’s Mu.    First

it says, “Mumon says,” and what does he say in the beginning?    “It is imperative

for you who practice Zen to pass through the gate of the ancestral teachers,” and I

think it probably hurts to hear him say this.    So here we have a subject.    It says,

“Mumon says,” so Mumon must be the subject.    But what if we didn’t have that

first “Mumon says,” then what would the subject be?    Then we would be left

with the practitioner of Zen.    It says “sanzen” the people who come to practice

Zen, and it says that you must pass through this gate, this barrier set up by the pa-

triarchs.    What is sanzen?    All of you are doing sanzen everyday.    Of course

sanzen is to manifest the perfect self.    When you go to sanzen you need to mani-

fest your perfect, complete self.    If you don’t manifest your perfect, complete self

then (it’s not really sanzen yet and) the Roshi just laughs at you, “chin    chin,”
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rings his bell, and you just have to get out of there.    

So is the complete activity of heart this barrier that’s talked about here?

So you have to really look carefully in to who is it that is doing the sanzen.    Who

is this practitioner who must pass through the gate set up by the patriarchs.    This

self is that which has been born from the perfect activity of mind.    And when the

self which has been born from the complete activity of mind is born, when it man-

ifests the perfect condition, that is sanzen.    If you are the kind of person that can

manifest the wisdom for your self that knows that the self is born from this perfect

condition of mind, this condition of mind which is singular, one and only, then

you can do good sanzen.    

When we talk about the complete activity of mind that complete activity

of mind is  when the two mutually opposing activities of tatha-gata and tatha-

agata, plus and minus, the activity which forms man and the activity which forms

woman become one.    But in Tathagata Zen we severely caution you that simply

this condition of oneness is not all there is to Zen, is not all there is to the condi-

tion of the activity of perfect mind.    Before plus and minus become one they are

not one.    They are facing one another.    It’s because we have this condition of

contrasting or opposition that we manifest oneness.    The way we teach is to say

that inevitably this condition of facing will manifest oneness.    So if there is a

God, if we posit the existence of God that God also has both plus and minus as its

content.    Even God is doing this activity of cyclically, repetitively becoming one

and then facing over and over again.    I bet that you all understand this by now

because I’ve been repeating it over and over again.    

In this activity of the manifestation of oneness and the manifestation of

facing, is there any barrier?    Now it’s getting really hard.    I’ve been saying that

there is no barrier.    Because plus and minus are acting absolutely without will,

how could there be any barrier in this process?    I am explaining this activity of

the condition of the very origin or everything, of the source of everything through

this perspective of will-lessness.    But the problem comes up when you look upon

the activity of the condition of the origin from the perspective of will.    When you

look at it from the perspective of will then you have to think that in this repetitive

activity of oneness and facing there is a barrier.    But, the fact is that in the condi-

tion of the origin the thinking self hasn’t appeared yet.    In the condition of the

source maybe barriers do arise, but the activity is a will-less activity, so even if a

barrier appears it is no problem, it just immediately is passed through.

So here it says in the text, “Sanzen,” people who are coming to practice

must pass through the barrier of the patriarchs, but what I want to say when I read
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it is, “Don’t say stupid things.”    There are no barriers for people really doing

sanzen.    But Mumon says that without fail you will come to sanzen having your

will, and so you must pass through this barrier of the patriarchs.    I wonder if you

understand.    

This is a hard part.    This is a part that from my side I have to be really

careful, and really use my eyes, and give teisho in a way that doesn’t have any

mistake.    

It’s time to stop so we should stop, but tomorrow I’ll speak about the part

in the text where he says, “As for marvelous enlightenment you must completely

cut off the mind road.”
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