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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

November 15, 1999 

Translator: Giko Rubin 
Mumonkan Case One: Joshu’s Puppy 

 
I think I got to the end, yesterday, of the part where it talks about the four modes of 

the six rebirths being in the state of peace and truth.  That it is possible for the self to be in 

the samadhi of play and joy within these.   

Yesterday I spoke about how, in just one moment, life and death repeat 84,000 times.  

The activity of birth and the activity of annihilation repeat 84,000 times.  And in one of the 

Prajna Literature sutras (The Nyokyo Sutra), it talks about 500 repetitions of life and death.  

Really it does not matter what you say, 500, or 50,000, or 500,000.  If I were to really get 

into this I would have to explain a lot of things, but, anyway, what is being spoken about 

here is that from the moment, “Huttt!” you are born at first, to the moment you reach the 

condition where you completely do not have to do the living activity anymore, that present 

moment self appears and disappears five hundred times, or 84,000 times.   

In one way of thinking we can conceive of one human life span to be 500 lives.  In 

the Nyokyo sutra of the Prajna Literature it says that the perfect self of 500 lives is manifest, 

also, in just one moment.  As long as it matches up with the Dharma activity itself you can 

think of it in any way you want.  You can think of it in terms of 500 lives, or 84,000 

repetitions of birth and annihilation, or 84,000 vexing afflictions (Kleshas).   Whatever you 

call it, 84,000 or 500, that condition of the self is manifest in one moment.   

The selves I am referring to are the selves who are manifest in the present moment 

of time.  If we analyze all of the sorts of selves who are manifest as the present moment 

we see that there are six kinds: the demons of hell, the ghosts, the beasts, the humans, the 

asuras, and the devas.  But it takes a very, very long amount of time for the self to come to 

the world where these six are manifest.  Before you even get to the six kinds of selves, as 

it talks about in the Diamond Sutra, there are four modes, which are: being born from an 
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egg, moisture, a womb, and from metamorphosis.  Actually the correct order is to say that 

the first kind of self that appears is the “moisture birth” self.  This self of the moisture birth 

is all wet, completely drenched.  When plus and minus become one, and then separate from 

each other, the self that is born here is the moisture self.  This self does not really have a 

form.  It is just dampness itself.  Some people might say, “From the point of view of modern 

medicine that just does not sound right.  It does not make sense.  It is not logical,” but really 

it is.  I mean, think about it, a young man and woman meet, and the wet world appears.  

The dry world is gone, and the wet world is manifest.   

The next world to be manifest is the egg world.  After the world of the egg grows 

and develops, then the self who has a body, the womb self is manifest.  When that self who 

has a body is manifest, it then does the activity of transformation.  It transforms into the 

plus activity, and the minus activity, back and forth.  The self appears with both plus and 

minus as its body, as its content.  But it is as yet imperfect.  An imperfect zero.  This 

imperfect zero self, with a body, this womb self, is referring, in fact, to the human self.  

And that human self transforms itself, disguises itself, sometimes as the plus activity and 

sometimes as the minus activity.  

I have been talking to you a lot about this activity of taking the form of, or 

transforming, so you should understand it by now.  If you think about it carefully, we all, 

every single day, are doing this activity of transforming.   

So when we look at these four modes, the goal of this process is to be able to freely 

do this activity of transformation (metamorphosis, the fourth mode).  If you fixate your self 

as, “I am a man,” or “I am a woman,” you have caused yourself to be in this totally 

shackled, un-free condition.  A true mother, when she is together with her children, she 

transforms herself into thousands and ten thousands of different transformations.  She will 

go through an endless series of changes in order to nurture and educate her children.  In the 

same way, men and women, if they really are in harmony and get along with each other, 

then they do this play of transforming into many different things.   

I have told you many times before why it is that the self does not fixate itself, and 
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does this activity of transformation.   

The sort of transformation necessary to pass through Joshu's Mu, to pass through this 

gateless barrier, is to transform yourself into absolute space itself.  You must do the 

transformation of disappearing into space, and then you will be manifesting the cosmos 

itself.   

Every single thing undoubtedly will manifest itself as true space, as absolute space, 

in, in fact, two different ways.  In the manifestation of the self who does not need to live 

anymore, and also in the manifestation of the self who does not need to die anymore.  We 

must do this activity of transforming into living and dying.  

Then Mumon says, “How then should you actually practice.”  He says first, that to 

really pass through Joshu's Mu you must do the activity of transforming, but how, actually, 

in fact, do you do that transforming activity?  He will not allow you to fixate your "I am" 

self here!  At once you have to transform!   

But the problem is, even if you do immediately transform yourself into space itself, 

that space does not stop in itself.  What kind of a thing is space?  The Enlightened One 

taught that even space appears through the working of tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  Even 

space appears when tatha-gata and tatha-agata come together.  If the "I am" self takes space 

as an object and says, “Space is emptiness,” or “Space is nothingness,” or “BlahBlahBlah” 

about space, that self will never be able to truly experience space.  

Next he says, as it says in your translation, “Every ounce of energy you have must 

be expended on it.”  I really wish Mumon would have said it a little better here, a little 

more strongly, but there is nothing we can do, this is just what he says, and this is what we 

have got.  But what he means is that you have to manifest your entire self.  You have to 

manifest every bit of power that you have as Mu.   

That self that can expend its energy is, of course, the imperfect self.  That incomplete 

self does the activity of making relationship with plus and making relationship with minus, 

and through that making relationship it makes plus and minus its content.  The reason why 

I want to say, “Hey Mumon!  Aren’t you sounding a little weak here!” is because the 
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imperfect "I am" self already is putting out its spirited energy to make the plus and minus 

activities completely its content.  So when Mumon just says, “Grasp the character Mu” 

with that energy, I want to say, “Isn’t that a little weak!”   

If you really use every bit of your power, and make relationship with plus and minus, 

and make them your content, then U and Mu are already both gone.  I am sorry to say that 

when he says, “Use every bit of your strength to grab Mu,” the “Grab Mu” part just does 

not cut it.  I guess there is nothing that can be done, sometimes Zen monks just get tied up 

by thinking that they are Zen monks, and they end up saying weak stuff like, “Grab the 

character Mu.”   

In fact this is very difficult to really understand.  You have to do strong zazen 

yourself, and come to your own experience of not being the perfect self, of being in the 

condition of the incomplete self, and then giving rise to this great power, and the moment 

that strength has completely been manifest, then you are already manifest as the Great 

Cosmos itself.  

You should also carefully contemplate and see clearly the next expression that he 

uses.  The next word is “if.”  You have to understand this “if” to represent the appearance 

of the imperfect self.  These sorts of “if” situations are always situations in which the 

incomplete self has appeared.   

Mumon says that when the if-self, when the "I am" self makes U and Mu its content, 

does the activity of making living and dying its content, without discontinuation, without 

rest, that is a good thing.  Without resting, without taking a break, making U and Mu, 

making living and dying your content, Mumon says, That is the good thing.  That is what 

you have to contemplate.   

It is not enough just to listen to teisho.  What you have to do is sit firmly, and over 

and over again, imitate the Roshi.  Stand up in the place of the Roshi, and repeat teisho, to 

yourself.   

This particular sentence has been interpreted by many different people in many 

different ways.  So that is why I am, also, trying to put my strength into it. 
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The Dharma activity, as I always tell you, is following a natural principle.  It does 

not act randomly.  It does a clear activity of sometimes having the activities of plus and 

minus completely unified, and sometimes having those activities distinct from each other.  

It also manifests another condition when they actually separate from each other, and then 

again they become one.  Of all the things that are born it is the human being that is capable 

of manifesting the wisdom that knows that Dharma activity.  Therefore Tathagata Zen says 

that there is no true human apart from the Dharma activity, and conversely there is no true 

Dharma activity apart from human beings.   

When the human being is manifest as the imperfect human being then, as I always 

tell you, because plus and minus had given of themselves for the sake of birthing that 

imperfect human being, they are now appearing, surrounding that human self, in their no 

longer pure forms.  Plus and minus have already given part of themselves.  We could say 

they have both given an equal part, perhaps one trillionth of themselves in order to birth 

the child.  Therefore plus and minus are not perfect anymore, they are incomplete.  They 

are no longer the pure activities of plus and minus.   

According to Tathagata Zen we can say that the imperfect, no longer pure plus 

activity is father, and the imperfect, no longer pure minus activity is mother. 

Therefore the born self cannot see the origin of mother or father.  If you want to know 

the condition of the origin of mother and father, the only way to do that is to dissolve your 

self.  When you dissolve your self you will manifest that world which was before your 

birth, and before the appearance of mother and father.  Then you will finally truly 

understand that in the world prior to birth you and mother and father were one.   

At least as one temporary way of interpreting it, in order to practice Tathagata Zen, 

we say that the imperfect plus, father activity is the activity of the past, and the imperfect 

minus, mother activity is the future activity.  How about you?  I tell you over and over 

again that the "I am" self has both plus and minus.  You can say it has a tenth of plus and 

minus, or a ten thousandth of plus and minus, but it always has an equal amount of both.   

This self, is zero.  It has an equal amount of plus and minus, so, of course, put 
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together, that is zero.  It is an imperfect zero, but it is zero.  That "I am" proclaiming self is 

truly zero, truly the manifestation of no-self.   

You have to contemplate carefully that the "I am" is zero.  It is zero, but there are 

those activities of plus and minus standing up on its inside and outside looking at that zero 

self.  The future world is on the outside of the self, and the past world is on the inside.  The 

self is being embraced, simultaneously, from inside and outside.   

Within the teaching of Tathagata Zen we say that when you truly manifest the 

wisdom that knows that you are being embraced by plus from the inside and by minus from 

the outside, that is the birth of religious thinking, religious consciousness.  That is the very 

beginning of recognizing God.  Buddhism, in fact, is not a religion, but we, in some way, 

acknowledge religion. 

Therefore in Tathagata Zen we say that God itself divided itself in two.  The perfect 

being itself divided itself in two for the sake of birthing the "I am" self, and therefore the 

past and future, the imperfect worlds of plus and minus that are not the self, that are 

embracing the self, are God.  Are God having been broken in two.   

Scholars often say that because Buddhism does not acknowledge the validity of a 

world creating God it is not a religion.  But we say that when the self makes all of plus and 

minus, all of the activity that forms past and the activity that forms future its content, then 

it is the perfect self.  In the process of the imperfect self becoming the perfect self, that self 

is always acting.  And the kind of activity it does is to make living and dying simultaneously 

its content, to make past and future, plus and minus simultaneously its content.  But it is 

very difficult to understand this truly.  You have to contemplate it in order to experience 

it. 

In Tathagata Zen we say that the world in which the imperfect self is appearing, 

within the process of becoming the perfect self, is the world of form.  The world that is 

divided into the past, present and future worlds is, shall we say, in contradistinction to the 

spiritual world, the material.  That is what is meant by the world of form.   

When, however, past, present and future completely vanish, then the perfect world 
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appears.  We can call that perfect world the manifestation of One True Nature, reality itself, 

or the manifestation of true love.  It is the condition that has gone beyond any comparing.  

When you manifest your true self, therefore, that is the self that has gone beyond all 

comparisons, the condition that is beyond compare.  In Buddhism we call that One True 

Nature, or the dharmakaya, or reality itself.  I guess you could also call it true God. 

When past, present and future are all gone, and the perfect condition of the 

dharmakaya, One True Nature, is manifest, then there is no need to think, and there is no 

need to doubt.  This is the state where you do not have to see anyone, or be seen by anyone.  

As I always tell you, to manifest this perfect condition the "I am" self must be gone.  In the 

same way the plus and minus activities have also vanished.  In the same the activity that 

forms past, and the activity that forms future, and also the activity that forms the present 

moment have also vanished.  According to Zen, when the perfect self is manifest the God 

of the living activity, and the God of the dying activity, both are gone.  This is why in 

Tathagata Zen we say that according to Buddhism, when true God is manifest then God 

has disappeared.  When true God is manifest it is neither the subject God nor the object 

God.  If people are standing up in the points of view which think that either the subjective 

God is the true God, or the objective God is the true God, they will always be conflicting 

with each other, and end up warring with each other.  When the true self is manifest, when 

the complete self is manifest, the subjective and objective Gods have both vanished, and 

that is why we say that originally there is no God, there is no Buddha.  This means the 

same as to say that living and dying also have completely vanished.  That is why we say 

that Buddhism is not a teaching that looks upon a world creating God as an object.   

Mumon mentions “If” here, and so, If we want to posit the existence of a true God, 

then that God is only manifest when the activities of living and dying, the activities of plus 

and minus have vanished, because you have completely made them your content.  Then 

the object God and the subject God are also both gone.   

Truly, in the original condition, there are, simply, no such things as good and evil, or 

beauty and ugliness. But do not forget that this original condition, this perfect condition 
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can only be manifest at the moments when you have made all of plus and minus your 

content, and therefore dissolved your self. This is where we get everyone saying, 

“Buddhism is hard.  Zen is difficult.”  

Really, however, in fact, there is not even anything slightly difficult about it, because 

Buddhism says that already, not just all we human beings, but dogs and cats and mosquitoes 

too, are dissolving their "I am" selves, and manifesting the perfect self. 

The manifestation of the complete Dharma activity, the manifestation of the 

complete self, is the manifestation of the activity of true love.  Everything is the same in 

that everything will only reach peace of mind through manifesting the result of the activity 

of true love, which is the complete, perfect condition.  

This is why Mumon says that if there is no discontinuation, if there is no resting, if 

the self constantly is doing the activity of making plus and minus, U and Mu its content, 

that is good.  Mumon is trying with all of his strength to speak to you, so please carefully 

contemplate what he is saying.  He says that true love is not something that just appears 

without putting any strength or effort into it.  He says that you have to give your whole 

heart, use up your whole body, and only then does true love appear.   

Some people say, “That Roshi is just a worshipper of the manifestation of the activity 

of  love.”  And they are right.  All of you should be the same.  There is nothing to worry 

about.  Just know that when you manifest true love undoubtedly you will be saved. 

And what, in fact, is this state of having manifested true love, of the perfect self? 

There are lots of books out there in the bookstores which are commentaries on the 

Mumonkan, but from my point of view they all are leading people into a mistaken way of 

understanding Zen.  So be careful. 

Who is it who manifests true love?  Of course it is the plus and minus activities 

themselves.  There is no Dharma activity other than these two activities of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.   

When tatha-gata and tatha-agata meet each other, “Pauppp!” then a light comes up.  

One light, one flame of brightness is manifest.  I always tell you that plus and minus 



2nd Day Dai-sesshin, November 15, 1999     Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment on Mu 

 

 

 

9 

undoubtedly meet.  But that meeting is not fixate.  Unfailingly they break through each 

other, and then, in that one moment,  plus experiences the world of minus, and minus 

experiences the world of plus, and they become one.  Plus and minus arrive at each other's 

origins.   

If I go this far to say all of this you should be able to understand that plus and minus 

experiencing each other is the same thing as plus and minus both, at the same time, are 

experiencing there one shared home. 

But, here is the problem, although plus and minus met, broke through each other, 

experienced each other, and arrived at each other's origins.  When they broke through each 

other they gave some of themselves to break through.  In order to break through each other, 

just as it says in the Prajna Literature, they manifested this moisture birth.  They manifested 

this world of mud.   

Here, when plus is at the origin of minus, and minus is at the origin of plus, they both 

must continue to act.  They both must do the activity of now completely experiencing their 

place of residence.  And in order to do that they begin going back to their own places of 

origin.   

Just breaking through the first meeting is not enough to completely experience their 

home.  I have told this same story so many times I should not have to repeat myself again.  

When plus and minus break through their meeting, plus experiences minus, and minus 

experiences plus, and that activity of each experiencing the other is zero.  But it is not the 

complete zero.  It is the manifestation of imperfect love.   

It is only when both activities return to their own origin that they can truly be said to 

have experienced the one shared home together.  Now, only, are they truly sharing in the 

holding of their home, together.  And as I have told you before, it is only because plus and 

minus can transform into each other that they are capable of returning to their own origins.  

On their way back to their own origins, again they meet that moisture birth world, 

and they both completely take it up again, and so, now, the plus activity, who is doing 

minus, becomes the complete plus activity again, and the minus activity, taking up her 



2nd Day Dai-sesshin, November 15, 1999     Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment on Mu 

 

 

 

10 

minus portion of the moisture birth world, becomes the complete minus activity, and 

returns to her origin.  

This is where it should be very clear to you that when I say that the imperfect "I am" 

self has made all of plus and minus its content, that is when the "I am" self has vanished, 

and the perfect Dharma world, the perfect Dharma activity appears.  This is that same 

condition.  In Buddhism we call the activity of the pure plus and minus activities the 

activity of pratitya-samutpada.  When plus and minus are facing each other that is when 

the world of brightness and light is manifest.  And then, when they totally become one with 

each other, that is when the world of oneness, that has transcended both light and dark, that 

can neither be called light nor dark, is manifest. 

When, in the text it says, “the Dharma candle’s one flame,” that means that this is 

the pure activity of plus and minus only, uniting and becoming distinct, over and over 

again.  What he is saying with “Dharma candle’s one flame” is that when plus and minus 

meet, that meeting can be likened to the emitting of a flame or a fire.   

But actually, there are lots of different ways to interpret this, and a more living way, 

a more alive way is to say something like, “When the Dharma candle and the one flame, 

“Hutt!” attach, come together.  They completely have met each other.  The last character 

in the original is pronounced “Jaku 箸,” and it can be interpreted in many ways, but here I 

would like you to understand it as plus and minus arriving at each other, undoubtedly 

meeting each other, and then becoming one.   

The bell rang, so I will talk about the verse tomorrow. 

 

 

終 

The End. 

 


