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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Fourth Day General Sesshin, April 23, 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.” 

  

 Yesterday I spoke a little bit about what is translated as mysterious illumination.  It 

means to open up your eyes.  It means satori, enlightenment.  And I said that when you 

manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the very nature of this world, and the very nature of 

all us, that is what mysterious illumination is.  We are told that the founder of Buddhism, 

Shakyamuni Buddha saw the morning star, and first had great enlightenment.  That is the 

enlightenment Mumon is referring to as mysterious illumination, exquisite satori.   

 So what kind of enlightenment did he have when he saw the morning star?  We are 

told that when he opened his eyes, when he had this mysterious enlightenment for himself he 

cried out that everything, all existent beings, all sentient beings are Buddha.  This is the kind of 

wisdom he manifested when he opened his eyes in enlightenment.   
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 For people who begin studying Buddhism coming from a different religious study it is 

probably impossible for you to even consider saying something like this; that even plants, even 

mosquitoes are Buddha. 

 Yesterday I said that the activity which forms us is comprised of two opposing activities 

of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming.  What I am saying is that we say 

the activity which forms everything is the Tathagata activity, or the activity of Zen, but when 

you analyze that activity you see that it is comprised of plus and minus, tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata.   

 I just said that the activity which forms our world and all of us is the Tathagata activity, 

but we can also personify that and call it the heart activity, or the mind activity.  The Buddha 

manifested the wisdom which clearly knew that all existences have this activity of mind as their 

content.  Of course a mosquito does, but Buddhism says that, even a plant, and actually even 

a stone has the activity of mind as its content.  And that is why I have been saying that for 

people who are not familiar with Zen or familiar with Buddhism, this kind of thing is not 

something that you could even imagine thinking about in your dreams. 

 And the activity of mind also is acting having plus and minus as its content.  We all 

have this activity of heart, this activity of mind.  That is what Buddhism says.  But we also say 

that we shouldn’t forget that the activity of mind sometimes is acting in a perfect, complete 

way, and sometimes the activity of mind is acting in an imperfect, incomplete way.  To just say 

it simply we can say that when the activity of mind is acting imperfectly it gives rise to an 

imperfect “I am” self.  And when the activity of mind manifests itself completely, then the 

condition which is manifest is complete, it’s perfect, it is the complete self.  If you want to say 

there is an absolute being, or  God, then that would be this manifestation of the perfect 

activity of mind.  When we say someone has had mysterious illumination, or exquisite satori, 

this is what they have been enlightened to. 

 So when Mumon says, “If you have not passed through the barrier”  the barrier he is 
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referring to is none other than this exquisite enlightenment.  What Mumon is saying is that we 

all have the activity of mind, and when that activity of mind manifests itself imperfectly then 

the imperfect “I am” self is manifest, and when that activity of mind manifests itself perfectly 

then the complete self, that is to say God itself is manifest.  But if we always only manifest the 

imperfect activity of mind then no matter how much time passes we will just never manifest 

the complete self.  It will be over, and the complete self will never have been manifest.  

What Mumon is saying is that it is fine, it is a good thing to be born a human being, but even if 

you are born a human being if you are stuck in only manifesting the imperfect activity of mind, 

if you think it is enough to stay in your imperfect self, then no matter how much time passes 

you will be stuck as an imperfect self, and then he says this very difficult thing, “It will be as if 

you are a ghost or a phantom depending upon the trees and the grasses.” 

 This phrase, “A phantom depending upon the grasses and the trees” this means 

someone who is stuck as an imperfect self.  But this was an expression which was used by 

ordinary Chinese people of the time.  What Mumon is doing here is something that Buddhists 

have always done.  He is taking up an expression that was popular in society at the time, even 

though it isn’t originally a Buddhist expression, and using it.  And that expression is, “A 

phantom who is depending upon grasses and trees.”  Even before Buddhism become popular 

in china this expression of phantoms depending on trees and grasses was used.  In the old 

days they thought that animals, whether it was a human, or a monkey, or a horse, or a dog, 

when we die for seven weeks our spirit, our ghost resides still in our physical bodies.  And 

people are the same.  After seven weeks finally the spirit leaves the body, and wanders 

restlessly here and there and everywhere around this world.  But there are some people in 

that first seven week period of time who don’t go wandering off restlessly, instead some 

people just go straight to heaven.  But for those who cannot go straight to heaven, for forty 

nine days the spirits wander around restlessly.  And the people thought that after this period 

of time if whoever had died was not able to go to heaven then they would end up attaching to, 



Fourth Day General Sesshin, April 23, 1999 Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho Mumon’s Comment Case One 

 

 

 
 

4 

in other words depending on something; a stone, or a grass, or a bug, or a horse or something.  

And those phantoms, if they happen to meet up with a human child then they would attach 

themselves to that human child, and follow it around.  People thought that if a small infant 

was sick that the reason why the infant became sick was that one of these phantoms who 

hadn’t been able to go to heaven had attached itself to that infant.  The infants life had 

become the life of a phantom.  

 What Mumon is saying here is that all religions seem to include teachings which talk 

about phantoms and ghosts, so you have to be very careful about how you understand these.  

In Buddhism we say that when you die inevitably you will enter Nirvana.  You won’t wander 

around in confusion.  You won’t be confused and wander around and try to enter into a plant, 

or tree, or baby infant.  I have been in this country more than thirty five years, and I always 

thought of America as a very culturally advanced country, but since I have been here a lot of 

people have come to me and said these kinds of things, such as, “My baby has been attacked by   

phantoms” or “I am sick because a ghost is shadowing me.  So please can’t you do some 

special prayer or incantation and cure me.”  And when people say that sort of thing you can’t 

just say, “Hey, that’s a mistaken way of thinking,” because they won’t believe you.  So the 

best thing to do is just pray for them as they asked.  The only thing you can do is stand up 

upon an un-mistaken activity of mind, an un-mistaken activity of heart, and from that 

perspective pray for them.  I don’t really know if this is going to help them or cure them or 

not, but there is really no other thing to do in a situation like this than to stand up and pray 

from the position of doing an un-mistaken activity of heart.   

 You have to understand that when Mumon is talking about a phantom here he is talking 

about a different kind of thing than the phantoms Buddhism acknowledges. 

 But when you look at the reality of our situation these days in this world it seems as if 

half, or maybe even more than half of what we could call religious people, religious teachers, 

really believe in ghosts.  But Mumon is totally negating that.  He’s saying that if you cannot 
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do the perfect activity of mind yourself then you will come to be a person who believes in 

ghosts.  What he is really saying is that you must manifest the perfect activity of mind.   

 So this makes us look back to the previous thing that he said when he says you must 

pass through the barriers set up by the patriarchs of Zen, and again ask yourself what that 

barrier is.   

 He says that it is just this one character, this one word, “mu.”  This is the gate of our 

Zen school.  And of course it should go without saying that this barrier is a non-barrier, is 

no-barrier.  This is the end of, shall we say, the first chapter of his comment.  In Buddhism no 

matter what kind of barrier which is not a barrier that you’re talking about, of course that 

barrier which is no-barrier must be the dharma activity, the Tathagata activity, the activity 

which forms everything.  

  When the Tathagata dharma activity manifests itself completely, that is zero.  And of 

course if we acknowledge that there’s some kind of thing called a God, that God would be this 

zero.   

 But, as I’ve been telling you, when the Tathagata dharma activity manifests itself 

imperfectly, then the imperfect self is manifest.  When an imperfect self is manifest, then the 

dharma activity is manifesting the imperfect self through manifesting itself imperfectly, that’s 

the child of the dharma activity, but at these times there are more other  different dharma 

activities, which is not the child, which is in opposition to the child.  Of course this other 

dharma function is the plus and minus functions which are other than the self.  

  In Zen we say that this dharma activity which is other than the self is comprised of two 

worlds: the imperfect world of the plus activity and the imperfect world of the minus activity 

and both of these worlds are  facing, or in contrast to, or opposing the self.  And as I always 

tell you, at least as a temporary way to name these imperfect worlds of plus and minus, we say 

that the imperfect minus world facing the child is the future world, and the imperfect plus 

world which is facing the child is the past.  
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  And as I told you yesterday and the day before, when we ask what this imperfect self 

is, the imperfect self is manifesting a condition where it has 0.001 of both plus and minus as its 

content.  Yesterday I said that anybody these days should be able to know that if you put plus 

0.001 together with minus 0.001, the result will be zero.  This imperfect self that has the 

imperfect amounts of plus and minus as its content, this present moment self is called the 

subject.  Whether we think of it in Buddhist terms or non-Buddhist terms, in Western terms or 

Eastern terms, I think this would always be called the subject.   And in contrast to that 

subject, we have the object, and in this case the way we teach is that the object is both the 

world of the past and the world of the future.  So I really need you to think carefully about this 

for yourself, that in Buddhism when we talk about the subject  that is the imperfect “I am” 

self.  But when we talk about the object, that is both the world of the past and the world of 

the future.  But from the Buddhist perspective, whether you look at Eastern philosophy or 

Western philosophy it seems as if usually, in general, there are just two: one subject and one 

object.   

 I think that the majority of people, or in general, it’s thought that for example, if the 

future is the subject then the past would be the object.  Or we can say that in general people 

think that the “I am” self is the subject and anything that isn’t the “I am” self is the object, or 

we can say that I am the subject and you are the object.  But we say that you must very 

carefully contemplate for yourself, if you are to practice Tathagata Zen, that the “I am” self has, 

if it is the true “I am” self, it has as its content both the plus and minus activities.  And you also 

have to learn to see both the world of the future and the world of the past as the objects of this 

“I am” self.   

 Yesterday I began talking about the father, and Buddhism says that all fathers are 

residing in the world of the past, and reminds you that the world of the past  is the plus world, 

but it is the world which has the imperfect activity of plus as its content.  And all mothers are 

residing together in the world of the future.  So the teaching of Buddhism says that to the “I 
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am” self both mother and father, both future and past are objects to that “I am” self.   

 If you’re reading Buddhist books or Zen books then you have to find a way of somehow 

thinking that the self has both plus and minus as its content, and that is the subject, and both 

the worlds of past and future, both the worlds of father and mother are the object.  If you 

don’t have that kind of thinking then you can read as many books as you want, but you’ll never 

really be able to understand them.  But you can’t forget also that when we talk about the 

manifestation of the imperfect “I am” self mother and father simultaneously are manifest with 

that.  Also, if we talk about the manifestation of the present moment we can’t forget that past 

and future appear right at the same time as the present moment appears.   

 When we ask what the origin of the self is, the origin of the self is the activity of plus and 

minus.  You all know that.  But, if asked what the origin of father is, of course the origin of 

father is also plus and minus.  The teaching of Buddhism demands that you contemplate that 

when it comes to mother,  her origin is also these same activities of plus and minus, and so 

the parent of the child and of the mother and the father is the same parent.  The position of 

Buddhism is to say that the Tathagata activity, the dharma activity, the activity of plus and 

minus is the one shared parent of the child and the mother and the father.  And the 

conclusion that we reach is that because everything, every single existence has this same 

activity of plus and minus as its parent, that means that everything is equal.   

 But even among Buddhist scholars, there are some scholars who say this very mistaken 

thing: they say that your parents were your mother and father, and then they go on to say that 

their parents were their mothers and fathers, and their   parent’s parents were their mothers 

and fathers, on and on endlessly into the past.  Thinking about it this way, their ancestors 

become uncountable.  And these scholars can just sit there and say this very mistaken thing as 

if it was nothing at all.  But Tathagata Zen very severely criticizes those academic scholars and 

says that the only way that you can sit there and say this very mistaken thing, that our 

ancestors go back into the past without limit, is because you don’t really know this 
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fundamental principle that all things have the same parent, all things have Tathagata, the 

activity of plus and minus, as their parents.   

 Plus and minus give birth to the child, and it is only when they give birth that they 

manifest themselves as mother and father.  The child appears from the activities of plus and 

minus, receiving both of the activities of plus and minus, and at that very same time mother 

and father first appear.   

 The condition of the origin, therefore, is the condition of the origin of absolutely 

everything, and that is the condition which has all of plus and minus as its content, and we 

could also say that this condition is the Great Universe itself, but in Buddhism we also call it the 

world of zero.  And when we ask who is it who manifests the world of zero, who is it who 

manifests this entire Great Universe, it’s what I actually have been saying over and over again, 

it’s the activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata which, as I said, can also be called the activity of 

mind.  And when the activity of mind does the total activity of mind, then it manifests zero.   

 We say that the activity of mind manifests something, and that something that the 

activity of mind manifests is the body, the world.  And Tathagata Zen goes on to say that when 

the activity of mind manifests itself completely, it manifests the body of zero, the world of zero, 

and that means that mind and body, mind and world have completely become one, and that’s a 

condition that doesn’t need to see or be seen.  And that’s why when we personify this activity 

of zero we call it the activity of true love.  We also teach that when the activity of mind is 

manifest imperfectly then it takes its world, it takes its body as an object.  And that imperfect 

self which is manifest through the imperfect activity of mind inevitably will look to the inside 

and look to the outside, and take the inside and outside as objects, and think This must be the 

universe.  The imperfect self will come to think that, as it looks to the inside and the outside, 

that it is embraced by the world of the outside and the world of the inside, and so we say you 

have to start thinking that way.   

 We have this word religion, and another word which is 宗教 shukyo, which is usually 
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translated as religion, but it means something different, and literally maybe means the study of 

the fundamental thing.  But anyway, we can first say that a religious heart or a religious mind, 

if you’re a religious person, is born when you have this realization that you’re embraced by 

inside and outside, and if you’re a Buddhist you can say that the heart of shukyo, the mind of 

shukyo, is first manifest when you have the same realization that you’re embraced by the 

outside and by the inside at the same time.   

 But as I just said, when the perfect activity of mind is manifest, then there is no 

separation between mind and body.  Mind and body have completely become one, and so we 

say that the manifestation of perfect wisdom is the wisdom which clearly knows that both the 

inside and the outside are the self, in other words the function of consciousness which realizes 

that both outside and inside are you.   

 Tathagata Zen here asks you to carefully contemplate for yourself that the activity of 

mind which forms this entire cosmos which is your home, and you, has times when it does the 

perfect activity of mind and also has times when it does the imperfect activity of mind.  When 

the perfect activity of mind is done, then inside and outside are both gone and there’s no need 

to think.  Buddhism says that if you want to acknowledge the existence of an Absolute Being 

or a God, then that God or Absolute Being would be doing this kind of wisdom that has no need 

to think.  That kind of wisdom that has no need to think is perfect wisdom.  That is the 

manifestation of the activity of true love.  When you manifest the activity of true love then 

there’s no need to think because, when you manifest the activity of true love, you’re 

manifesting perfect wisdom, the activity of perfect wisdom, that’s what we call no 

consciousness, no thinking.   

 But different from that self of no thinking, of no form, we have the self which is the 

imperfect self, which looks at inside and outside as objects.  When we say look at inside and 

outside that means the present moment self is looking at the past and the future.  That is the 

human world.  So when you investigate carefully what the self is, then you come to see that 
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your self is a human self, and that human self will experience the position of God, and then 

from that experience again will be born as a human self.  In other words, you will see that the 

very way of being, the very nature of yourself is to repeat manifesting the experience of 

meeting God and then being born as a human self from that experience, over and over again.   

 So if you attach to the human world of course there’s no way that you can become God, 

meet God, enter God’s world.  This is where we come to the conclusion that you must not 

attach to the human world, you must dissolve the human world.  Because when you dissolve 

the human world you will meet God in God’s world.  But if you attach to God’s world, then 

you’ll become like those voices on the radio that are just saying, “God!  God!  God,” until it 

makes your ears hurt.  And what if you really could attach to God’s world?  Then the human 

world would never appear.   

 The position of Buddhism comes to the conclusion that when we investigate the very 

nature of what it means to be a human being we see that we are comprised of the activities of 

plus and minus, and sometimes those activities of plus and minus become completely one.  

They become the total activity of plus and minus, and this is God’s world.  But those activities 

never stop acting, and then they act again to dissolve that God’s world, and then we’re in the 

human world again.  So it comes to the fact that it’s not any good for plus to attach to plus or 

for minus to attach to minus, or for plus and minus to attach to the condition of perfect 

wisdom, the condition of the origin.  When plus and minus don’t attach then, as I said before, 

they can do the activity of disguising themselves as each other, of incarnating themselves as 

each other.  The activity of not attaching to the “I am” self is the activity of plus and minus 

acting completely without will.  Both plus and minus are acting totally without will.  So, if we 

personify the activities of plus and minus, then those personified activities of plus and minus 

must come to learn to act without will.   

 And this will-less activity is called in Buddhism the activity of emptiness or the activity of 

zero, but here in this koan it’s called the activity of mu, which is further called the barrier of 
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Zen.  But you can’t attach to that mu barrier, that mu activity will take the initiative itself and 

break apart, and the human world is again manifest.  And when the human world appears, it 

has appeared through the activity of emptiness, but, without fail, that human who has 

appeared will grow and develop and come to do the function of consciousness.   

 Human beings love to talk about freedom, or liberation, but the fact is that we human 

beings come to do the function of consciousness and then we ourselves tie ourselves up with 

this function of consciousness.  We have to come to really understand that. So you say, 

“Freedom, freedom,” and certainly, originally, there is freedom, in other words originally the 

activity of zero, the activity of emptiness is an activity that has no function of consciousness.  

But when a human being appears then together with that appearance the activity of blabbering 

and jabbering on and on endlessly appears, and the activity of thinking appears.  We bind 

ourselves up by ourselves, through our function of consciousness.  In other words there is a 

barrier, a gate to freedom.   

 In other words what Mumon is saying is that just as inevitably as the appearance of the 

imperfect activity of mind will appear, this gate, this barrier also will appear.   

 But we have gone way over our time so we should take a break here.  Anyway, what 

Mumon is saying is that when you do pass through this gate then again you will manifesting the 

perfect self.  You will be in God’s world.  But I will talk about that more again tomorrow. 

 

終 

the end                                 


