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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. 
 

This koan, which is traditionally simply called “Joshu’s Mu:” I have already 

spoken about it at great length up until now.  This koan has always been judged 

to be a koan that expresses Buddhism itself, in its entirety.  That is why we are 

followed around by this koan of Joshu’s Mu from the very beginning all the way 

to the very end.   

The teaching called Buddhism is the teaching which teaches about the 

very nature of this world we all live in, as well as the nature of all of us.  So, in 

general we can say there is nothing at all difficult about Buddhism.  If we say 

that Buddhism is simply the teaching of the nature of this world we live in and 

our nature it does not sound so difficult, but then when we really look at what 

the nature of this world is, and what the nature of our existence is, then, I 

suppose it gets difficult.  Actually, in fact, we say that both the nature of this 

world we live in, and our nature is the same as the nature of space, the same as 
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the nature of absolute, true space, or we could even say the same as the nature 

of this Great Cosmos, and so if we look at it this way, there really is nothing 

difficult about it.  All you have to do is to manifest the wisdom that knows 

clearly what activity space does.  Once you have done that there will be nothing 

difficult for you.  

What is the activity that forms all of us, and that forms this Great Cosmos 

we live in?  In other words what activity does space do?  The cosmos, the 

absolute true space, of course, Buddhism simply concludes for us, is doing the 

activity of emptiness.  In Tathagata Zen we say that Joshu’s Mu is nothing more 

than him, for the sake of Chinese people, to make it easier for them to 

understand, changing the word “emptiness” to the word “mu, 無 nothingness, 

no.”  We continue our investigation from this point of understanding.  If you 

can simply manifest the wisdom that knows that space is doing the activity of 

mu, that is enough. 

Tathagata Zen, however, further explains, that the reason why it seems so 

difficult is that to manifest the wisdom that knows that our home, this space, is 

doing the emptiness activity, the nothingness activity, the mu activity, is 

impossible as long as we still have this self that says "I am.”   

When we investigate the nature of this world and of ourselves 

immediately we will bump into the question, “How is this world manifest?  

How does this world come to be born?  And how do we?”  From the old days 

in India, when the "I am" self is discussed there are various words for it.  We 

can say it is the atman, or the self, or the ego.  The atman, the self, the "I am" 

proclaiming self is the imperfect, incomplete self.  This is what I have been 

telling you over and over again, and over and over again up until now.  The 

activity of emptiness is the activity that births this atman, that births this "I am", 



1st Day Dai-sesshin, October 31, 1999 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho On Mumon’s Comment on Mu 

 

 

 
3 

imperfect self.  This is the conclusion Buddhism gives us.  But how are we 

born from emptiness?  How does the activity of emptiness give birth to us?  I 

have, actually, up until now, talked about this countless times, and so I expect 

that you understand.   

Every existent thing, every existence that comes into being, that is born, 

that is manifest, as all of you know from your own experience, also must do the 

activity of dying.   

The man who founded this teaching called Buddhism, named Siddhartha, 

cried out to everyone and said, “In order to solve the nature or our existence, 

and the nature of this world that we live in, it is utterly necessary to find one way 

or another to perceive two opposing activities: the activity that reveals us, that 

births us, and also the activity that dissolves us, that brings us to death.”  If you 

are a student of Buddhism, if you are a student of Tathagata Zen, you must find 

some way or another, to think that you are formed by two mutually opposing 

activities, and those same two mutually opposing activities form this world that 

we live in.   

You have all learned many things, and your function of wisdom and 

knowing is very advanced, and so this gives rise to many questions and doubts.  

And yet, Buddhism says that in order to throw yourself into practice, at the very 

beginning you have to have no doubts about the existence of these two 

opposing activities.  It is important that you begin your practice by not doubting 

them, by accepting them, and then upon that basis you must throw yourself into 

practice. 

I have been telling you the story about how Siddhartha, the founder of 

Buddhism, first named these two opposite activities tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

When we take up these two activities we can, in fact, use many different words 
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to describe them.  One example is the living activity and the dying activity.  Or 

to say it in a more complicated way we can say that the activity that affirms the 

self has its opposite in the activity that negates the self.  Also the activity that 

forms man and the activity that forms woman are two opposing activities.  We 

can really count many, many different pairs of opposites.  Another is the 

activity of existence and the activity of non-existence.  Taking all of these pairs 

of opposites and wrapping them all up in one bundle we just say The 

fundamental two mutually opposing activities.   

In Tathagata Zen when we practice we take up these two mutually 

opposing activities and say that the tatha-gata activity is the expanding activity 

of existence, and the tatha-agata activity is the contracting, self negating activity 

of non-existence.   

Then we must ask the question, “What about these two opposite 

activities?  Where do they work in?  Where do they act in?”  This is also a 

difficult question.  It is a difficult question but to just simply put it we can say 

that the two opposing activities, that we can simply call plus and minus, act, and 

it is through their acting that the place they act in comes into being.  Because 

plus and minus act the arena in which they act is formed.  This is the kind of 

“seems like it is understood, seems like it is not understood” answer that 

Buddhism gives.   

Then also we must ask the question, “Who is it who can know about 

these two activities?”  Buddhism tells us that it is these very same two activities 

of plus and minus who give birth to the "I am" self.  But as I just told you, that 

self who is born, also will undoubtedly manifest the condition of disappearing.   

The conclusion Buddhism gives us is that the very same two activities of 

plus and minus are the activities that give birth to us, and they are also the 
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activities that then lead us to annihilation.  Over and over again, countless 

times, I have been repeating this same story.  These activities that we can 

simply call plus and minus, are the activities that form our world, and also all of 

us who can know our world.  And at the same time these two activities take this 

situation of the born world, and then return it to the original condition.  This 

condition of the born world is then dissolved back into the world of before our 

birth.   

Buddhism concludes that it is not possible to have true tranquillity or 

peace of mind in any other way than to manifest the wisdom that clearly can 

know, that clearly can think about the principle of being born and the principle 

of dying.  So although it might have sounded easy in the beginning, in the end 

there is no getting around the difficulty of it. 

This is why up until now I have been repeating myself over and over 

again, telling you the principle by which the imperfect "I am" self appears, and 

also the principle by which it disappears.  In other words I have been talking 

about the exact activity plus and minus do in order to give rise to the imperfect 

self, and to the complete self.   

I also told you that when plus and minus totally manifest themselves 

completely as plus and minus there are two basic times that they do that.  This 

is when it really gets hard. 

The teaching of Tathagata Zen says that sometimes the plus activity takes 

the initiative, takes the lead in the activity, and at those times the minus activity 

also acts, but she is following, or reacting to, his action.  When the plus is 

leading and the minus is following, helping and accompanying the plus, that is 

what we call the living side of the process, the existence, plus side of the process.  

This is the expanding side of the process, and undoubtedly we say that a 
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condition will be reached in which the expanding activity says, “I do not need to 

expand anymore.  I cannot expand anymore.”  This is difficult to understand.   

It might seem difficult, but if you think about it it is not so difficult.  

Actually if you get into the minute details of it it is quite difficult, but just to say it 

simply for now, you can understand it to be that because it must  receive the 

more passive minus activity the plus activity must reach a limit.  This is why the 

expanding activity reaches a place where it does not need to expand anymore.  

The reason is that the minus, contracting activity is working along with it. 

When the plus activity arrives at the limit of plus then he can rest.  But, 

in fact, this condition of rest is not really a condition of rest.  It becomes a 

condition of not being able to rest, because the moment the plus activity rests 

the minus activity pops right up and takes the lead.  She begins to act 

aggressively, at first in order to bring the plus activity to complete rest.  But the 

moment she starts acting, in fact, the plus activity cannot stay at rest, and he 

also has to again wake up.  Now it is his turn to be the more passive one, 

helping the minus activity.  To say it in another way, Buddhism says that when 

the plus activity is leading and reaches the limit of his activity that condition is 

called the limit of the activity of living.  This condition of the limit of living is 

called true satisfaction or salvation, and according to Tathagata Zen that 

condition remains for some time.  And the activity that leads in the maintaining 

of the condition of salvation, that helps it continue its existence, is the minus 

activity.   

In general this is called salvation, or heaven. 

Until heaven is reached the plus activity is leading, being helped by the 

minus activity.  This process of plus leading and minus helping is called the 

process going towards the heavenly sky.  Human beings have a tendency to 
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always want to live longer and longer, but the teaching of Buddhism says that 

unfailingly the process of living will reach a limit in which it does not need to be 

done anymore, and when that limit is reached that is salvation.  This state of 

salvation, of not needing to do the activity of living anymore, of heaven, if we 

personify this condition we say it is the manifestation of true love.  This 

manifestation of true love at the limit of the activity of living, in the state of 

salvation, also, in Buddhism, is called the ultimately large world, the ultimately 

large world of reality, the world of reality that nothing is bigger than.  People 

often talk about salvation, but from this you should be able to see that there is 

no salvation other than you yourself manifesting true love.  There, I suppose, is 

a kind of salvation from making a lot of money, or a kind of salvation you find 

from becoming famous or an upstanding person in the community, but 

according to Buddhism those are not the true salvations.  The only true 

salvation is when we ourselves manifest true love.   

From this state of salvation, however, again the imperfect self will be 

manifest.  And this time the imperfect self who is manifest is manifest through 

an activity in which the contracting, minus activity is taking the lead.  The self 

that is born here undoubtedly receives the influence of the fact that the minus, 

contracting activity is leading in the process, and so, according to Buddhism, this 

self knows, “I must die.”  But it is very difficult to really understand this.  

There is no greater, more wonderful self than the self that knows that it must 

die.  In Buddhism we have a word “jihi” to describe this kind of feeling.  There 

really is not a good word in English to use for jihi, but I guess, since there really is 

not any better word, we could just say the feeling of Buddhist compassion.  The 

self who knows she must die is the self who knows she must die together with 

everything.   
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Through this activity of Great Compassion, unfailingly the state of not 

needing to die anymore is reached.   

Until we reach the state where together with everything, we all no longer 

need to do the activity of dying, we must do the practice of Great Compassion, 

we must do the manifestation of Buddhist compassion.  

To give a concrete example, when we look at our human world we can 

see that there is no one who does the practice of Great Compassion more than a 

loving mother.  Among the people here some people are mothers, and some 

people are not yet mothers, so some of you probably know what I mean by 

“jihigyo 慈悲行, the practice of Buddhist compassion,” and some of you 

probably do not.   

Buddhism very clearly teaches that what it means to be a mother is to be 

a person who knows that she must do the practice of dying right up until the 

moment the condition is manifest where everything, together no longer needs to 

do the activity of dying.   

From this you can see that you can never stop in that state where you 

have been saved. 

Buddhism says that the saved self inevitably will meet up with the activity 

of dying, and when that happens that self will hear the call of Buddhist 

compassion, and will stand up straight and vow that until the moment 

everything has reached the state of not needing to do dying anymore, she will do 

the activity of dying with everything.   

When that state of not needing to die anymore is arrived at then the 

mother is utterly exhausted, and she rests, with the drool dripping down her 

chin.   

When that happens then the plus activity, the man wakes up, and now he 
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takes the lead in this state of not needing to do dying anymore, and he works for 

the purpose of giving his wife a good rest. 

This is when, finally, the world that is in contradistinction to the world of 

salvation is manifest.  This world is the world of liberation, the world where we 

are free from being saved.  And this world, in contradistinction to the world of 

salvation, the world of heaven, the world of the big sky, is the world of hell, the 

world of the earth.  In most religions hell is spoken of as something that we 

should tremble with fear about, and despise.  But the teaching of Mahayana 

Buddhism says that hell is simply the world in which we have become liberated 

from the world of salvation.  It is not, truly, separate from the world of 

salvation.  

From this state of not needing to do dying anymore another imperfect 

self is born through the plus activity leading, and this self is the self who must 

live. 

For us human beings, according to Buddhism, all of us must stand up in 

both of these positions.  We must sometimes stand up in the self who must 

live, and sometimes stand up in the self who must die. 

Different from the activity of needing to die, the living activity is very 

complicated.  Buddhism says that when we run up against all of the difficulties 

of living there will be bodhisattvas there to help us.  Through being helped by 

these bodhisattvas we will be able to overcome the difficulties of life, and 

complete the activity of living.  The Buddha taught that undoubtedly in the 

world of living bodhisattvas will be manifest who will help us, and through their 

help we will reach complete living.  Don’t you think this is an interesting story?  

Among the bodhisattvas, well, in the garden right now, we have some statues 

here of Jizo bodhisattva.  He is one of them.  In Buddhism there are many 
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different bodhisattvas.  We have Kannon bodhisattva, and Fugen, 

Samantabhadra bodhisattva.  Farmer bodhisattva, Fisherperson bodhisattva:  

there are lots of different bodhisattvas.  Buddhism says that by receiving help 

from all of these different bodhisattvas, that is how we can overcome the 

difficulties of life, and complete life.   

In the world of dying, actually, as well, there are also many different 

bodhisattvas who appear to help us complete the dying activity.  

Since I have been giving teisho on the Mu koan I have been talking about 

this kind of thing a lot.   

So we have these two opposing activities of living and dying, tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata, and I also have over and over again been talking about exactly 

what activity they do when they give birth to a self.   

I do not have much time left so I will just give you the short version: as I 

just said there are times when plus and minus totally unify with each other in the 

state of salvation.  This is the manifestation of the perfect self.  This perfect 

self manifestation is always the manifestation of the unification of plus and 

minus.  I have been telling you that it is inevitable that tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata will become one.   

This state of plus and minus being one re-appears over and over again.  

This activity which repeats the unification of plus and minus is called the activity 

of being pregnant with everything.  Plus and minus manifest themselves in a 

state of unification, in a state in which they are pregnant with everything over 

and over again, but this also has a limit.  Inevitably plus and minus will reach 

the limit that we call having arrived at the time when the child must be born.   

I feel if I were able to get into the details of this again, and explain it to 

you there would be a chance you could understand it, but because of time 
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limitations I do not think I can really explain it well enough today.  But if you do 

not understand the principle of birth then you will never be able to understand 

this koan of Joshu’s Mu.  

Plus and minus will undoubtedly come to the season of birth.   

As I tell you often, when the season of birth comes that is when plus and 

minus actually separate from each other.  And when plus and minus do the 

activity of separating from each other, then in between them is born kukan 空間

, imperfect space.  We call it the present moment space.  When tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata separate from each other then past, present and future are manifest.  

This is what I always tell you.  This world of past, present and future is our 

human world. 

As I have told you so often before the plus activity is the activity of the 

past, the minus activity is the activity of the future, and this imperfect cosmos, 

this imperfect space is the unification of plus and minus, that is the present 

moment.  Within the one and only world that there is three worlds, past, 

present and future, are manifest.  The present moment has both of the 

fundamental activities of plus and minus as its content.  That present moment 

is the very foundation of any self, of any existent being.   

This thing we call a self appears having both plus and minus.  But it does 

not have all of plus and minus as its content.  Simultaneously with the 

appearance of the "I am" self father appears with plus as his content, and 

mother appears with minus as her content.  And so, as long as father and 

mother are appearing outside of the self, that self can never manifest itself as 

the perfect, complete self.  

To manifest the wisdom that really understands what it means to have 

mother and father be born exactly at the same time as the self is born is not an 
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easy thing.  If you are attached to the way of thinking that believes that mother 

and father were existing prior to your birth then the wisdom that knows that 

mother and father are born right at the same time you are born, of course, will 

have a lot of trouble arising.  And then everything gets hard. 

There are people here who are actually mothers and fathers, and you 

should know that when the self is born, right at that moment, mother and father 

also come into being.  But if you think about the birth of a self as something 

that happens unconditionally, without conditions, in some random way, then it is 

impossible for the wisdom to arise in you that knows that mother and father are 

simultaneously born with the self.  This is only one principle, but just to get this 

one principle is very difficult.  

According to Tathagata Zen, at least as one temporary way of teaching we 

say that the future world is mother’s world, and the past world is father’s world, 

and the world of the child is the world of the present moment, and that these 

three worlds appear simultaneously.  But in order to arrive at this way of 

wisdom there are many different practices you must do along the way.  

Without, however, manifesting the wisdom that knows how we are born there is 

no way you will be able to see clearly into what we read today, this part of 

Mumon’s so called comment.  That is why today, especially since there are 

some people here who are beginning their practice decided to go back and talk 

about this and that about the koan of Mu itself.  

 

終 

the end 


