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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. 

 
We have just read Mumon Osho’s so called comment, his expression of 

his experience of Joshu's Mu, but even though it is my job to give teisho on this 

comment, it is so difficult, really I do not know what to do about it.   

No matter how many teishos you listen to, or if you listen to Mumon’s 

comment, if you do not know what your "I am" self is, you are never going to be 

able to understand teisho, or the comment.   

You all insist upon asserting your "I am" selves, and yet, if you do not 

know where that "I am" self is residing, if you do not truly know where you are, 

then you will not be able to understand Mumon’s comment.  Tathagata Zen says 

that if you can clearly manifest the wisdom that knows what kind of a thing the 

place you live in is, then you will also have manifested the wisdom that knows 

what you are.    

Tathagata Zen is the teaching that clearly answers this question of where 

we live.   

Tathagata Zen very clearly defines our home.  In Tathagata Zen it is said 
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this great, absolute, true space that we call the universe is not only our home, but 

the home of every existent being.   

According to Tathagata Zen another definition that is given is to say that 

the "I am" proclaiming self is the imperfect self.  The "I am" is the imperfect self, 

but what does it mean to be the imperfect self?  Tathagata Zen very clearly 

explains that to be imperfect means to be manifest having limited the Great 

Cosmos.  We manifest our incomplete selves as one limited part of the great 

universe.   

Tathagata Zen, however, further says that this limited, incomplete, 

imperfect self will grow, and will come to manifest the perfect self, that is the 

great universe itself.  

When the perfect self is manifest that is the self who no longer needs to 

say "I am.”  In Tathagata Zen we say that we can name this perfect state in 

various ways.  We can call it the supreme state, or the absolute state, and we can 

also personify it, and call it God or Buddha.  The true great universe, the true 

absolute space, according to Tathagata Zen, can not be made an object by 

anybody.  Therefore you can see that when the perfect self is manifest, 

necessarily, the imperfect self must have vanished.  Tathagata Zen can say this 

very kindly, and carefully: when the complete, perfect self is manifest that means 

the imperfect, incomplete self has disappeared into, has melted into perfect space.   

The complete self, we also say, is manifesting the complete heart activity.  

When we analyze the heart or mind activity, as I have been telling you, we can 

see that it is comprised of two opposing activities, tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  

Zen practice is to be able to clearly know for yourself that these two opposing of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata will unify with each other, and that state of unification 

is the perfect state.  The manifestation of the perfect heart, the manifestation of 

the perfect self has both tatha-gata and tatha-agata totally as its content.  This is 
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what we teach over and over again, and over and over again, carefully in 

Tathagata Zen. 

Even though I try to explain it in the most simple way possible, for people 

who are continually tying themselves up, continually fixating themselves as the "I 

am" self, for people who cannot throw the "I am" self away, it seems impossible 

to understand. 

These two activities undoubtedly will manifest unification.  Tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata unfailingly will become one.   

The easiest way to name the two activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, as 

I have told you before, is to simply call them plus and minus.  Of more 

concretely, within the teaching of Tathagata Zen we say that the plus, tatha-gata 

activity is expanding, and conversely the minus tatha-agata activity is contracting.  

Or even more concretely we can say that the male standpoint is opposite from the 

female standpoint. 

When it comes to expanding the reason why the activity of expansion can 

expand is because the world of expansion (maybe Roshi made a mistake here.  

Maybe he meant the world of contraction) has appeared.  Now matter how much 

expansion wants to expand, tries to expand, if there is not a world to receive that 

expanding activity he will not be able to.  Contraction is similar.  It is only 

because there is a world to receive her activity of contracting that it is possible for 

her to contract.   

If we want to we can think of the minus activity as the giving activity, and 

it is because there is an opposite activity to receive that giving of minus that it is 

possible for her to give herself.  Tathagata Zen teaches that it is because the 

female activity exists that the male activity can be formed, and conversely it is 

because the male activity exists that the female activity can come into being.  On 

the one hand we have the activity of giving, and on the other hand we have the 
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activity of receiving.  These two activities of giving and receiving are, in a sense, 

opposing each other.   

We have these two functions, existence and non-existence, plus and minus, 

expanding and contracting, and everybody already knows these two activities will 

inevitably meet each other.  

The two activities meet, but they do not stop in the situation of having met.  

They break through each other, and, according to Tathagata Zen, after they break 

through each other plus goes on to arrive at the origin of minus, and conversely 

minus goes on to arrive at the origin of plus.   

I want you to really catch the essence of this teisho now, because I do not 

want to have to talk about it again.   

When we look carefully at the meeting of plus and minus we can see that 

plus had manifested the world of plus, and minus had manifested the world of 

minus, and then they meet each other.  

The very nature of tatha-gata and tatha-agata is to do the activities of 

expanding and contracting without will and without thought.  The activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata are acting without asserting any "I am" self, there is no 

"I am" self there.   

As I told you yesterday, and the day before yesterday, when plus and 

minus break through each other, then plus enters the world of minus.  Now the 

world of minus is the place for plus to act in, and through that kind of activity he 

eventually arrives at the source of minus.  Plus, had, as I said, manifested the 

world of plus, and now, after plus and minus have broken through each other, 

minus acts within that world that plus had manifested.  She now experiences that 

world, she contracts that world, and then arrives at the origin of plus.   

After plus and minus break through each other now they are both doing the 

activity of zero.  It is through that zero activity that plus and minus end up 
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arriving at each other’s origins.   

As I have been telling you, when they break through each other a trillionth 

of minus is given, and a trillionth of plus is given.  It is through this mutual 

giving that they break through each other.  And having broken through they are 

now separate from each other.  

The condition that is manifest when these infinitesimal portions of plus 

and minus come together is zero.  It is zero because the amounts of plus and 

minus are exactly equal to each other. It is zero but not the complete zero.  I 

know this is going to sound strange, but in Tathagata Zen we say that any zero 

condition is perfect, so this condition is perfect.  But this is the imperfect 

manifestation of perfection.  In Tathagata Zen we say there are two kinds of 

perfection, the perfect kind and the imperfect kind of perfection.   

Plus and minus come together, so of course zero appears.  But in the case 

where zero does not have all of plus and minus as its content, then it is not the 

perfect zero.  This imperfect zero, this imperfect coming together of plus and 

minus is not the complete space itself.  It is a limited portion of the complete, 

perfect space.   

After manifesting this imperfect zero plus and minus will go on to arrive at 

each other's origins.   

When this happens, as I told you, plus has used the world of minus to act 

in, and eventually arrives at the source of minus.   

When plus acts in the world of minus this is the unification of plus and 

minus.  This condition of plus acting in the world of minus is, therefore, zero.   

This zero, however, is really only half of a zero.  If we conceive of the 

entire body, the whole thing as a rubber ball, this zero is just half of that rubber 

ball.  Minus, when she arrives at the origin of plus, is in a similar situation.  She 

has manifested zero, but she has only truly experienced half of space itself, half of 
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the place of residence.   

There is no getting around it, this is a difficult thing to understand.  

We can think of the entire thing, the whole body as a spherical rubber ball, 

as a solid, three dimensional ball.  When you chop the ball in two then the 

diameter appears.  When the two activities have arrived at each other's origins 

they have not manifested the experience of the diameter completely, they have 

only truly experienced the radius.   

To say it more concretely, within the sphere there is the absolute center of 

the sphere.  Now the thing that connects the center of the sphere to the perimeter 

of the sphere we can call the radius.  When plus expands from the center of the 

sphere, and manifests the situation of meeting, he is half way up that radius.  At 

the time of meeting he is in the middle of the radius.  That is why it is so hard to 

contemplate this, but from this you should be able to understand. 

This is why I always warn you that if you contemplate in your zazen using 

a flat way of thinking, there is no possible way that you will ever be able to 

understand the principles of Zen.  In mathematics there is the word “dimension,” 

and I suppose we can say that if your thinking is two dimensional you will never 

be able to manifest the wisdom that understands Zen activity.  When you enter 

the world of Zen you need to throw out your two dimensional way of thinking, 

and instead take up a way of thinking that understands that your home, this place 

you live in, is three dimensional, is spherical.   

There is a sphere, and at the perimeter of the sphere is the activity of 

contracting, that is her origin.  And at the very center point of the sphere is the 

expanding activity.  That is his origin.  The origin of expanding is the one point 

that the entire sphere has been contracted into, at the center of the sphere.  And 

the minus activity has the very outside of this sphere as her source.   

At the same exact time the perimeter of the sphere contracts, and the 
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center of the sphere expands.  It is absolutely never the case that the expanding 

activity begins to expand but the contracting activity just sits there and does not 

do anything.  In Tathagata Zen we emphasize what is called simultaneous 

activity, or simultaneous functioning.  When expanding expands always 

contracting contracts.   

Plus and minus meet when the expanding activity has expanded to fill 

exactly half of the entire body, and the minus activity has contracted exactly half 

of the entire sphere.   

I need you, I hope that you will give me your careful contemplation of this 

condition.  

When, now the two activities break through each other then the very 

foundation of an existent being is formed.  It is formed through receiving both 

plus and minus.   

This condition that is now appearing in between plus and minus has only 

one trillionth of both.  It is zero, but it is certainly not the complete, perfect zero. 

Zen practice is to listen carefully in teisho, and then, in zazen to, over and 

over again repeat the teaching to yourself.  But if you do this practice of 

repeating to yourself from the standpoint of the fixated "I am" self, 

unquestioningly recognizing your "I am" self, that is NOT Zen practice.   

When this foundation of an existent being, which is the imperfect zero, is 

manifest, it is imperfect, but we also say that this imperfect condition is doing a 

unique activity.  What kind of unique activity is this?  This activity thinks, “Oh, 

where did the minus activity go?  She went to the inside of the sphere.  Hey, 

where did the plus activity go?  He went on to the outside of the sphere.”  

Actually in this situation this imperfect zero, unique activity, is not thinking.  It 

does not have the activity of consciousness, but it is doing this activity which 

could be called the origin of the activity of consciousness.  This activity it is 
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doing is similar in character to that kind of thinking activity, but at his point it is 

only what we could call the function of sensation, or emotion.  Enlightened ones 

have told us that every existent being has the same sort of foundation of this 

imperfect space, this imperfect zero activity that has one trillionth of plus and 

minus as its content, and every existent being will inevitably have this experience 

of feeling that the minus activity has ended up going to the inside, and the plus 

activity has gone to the outside.   

At least as one temporary useful way of teaching we say that from the 

point of view of plus and minus, plus, having arrived at the origin of minus feels 

that he has thrown part of himself away, and conversely minus, when she arrives 

at the origin of plus, has the sensation of having thrown part of herself away. 

It is very important to really contemplate this activity so that you really 

understand it.  The reason why this contemplation is so important is because this 

is the activity that is the very origin of love.   

As I told you yesterday and the day before yesterday, when plus and minus 

arrive at each other's origins they both have lost their place to act in.  Tathagata 

Zen, however, further teaches that although plus and minus, expanding and 

contracting are opposing activities it is also the nature of both of the activities to 

follow each other.  To experience each other, in fact, it is necessary for both to do 

the activity of following each other.  This is what we mean by loving activity, the 

activity of love.  Plus follows minus, seeking minus, searching for minus, and 

minus follows plus, she is searching for plus, this activity in the origin is the very 

beginning of the activity of love. 

Plus and minus have arrived at each other's sources, and have lost their 

place to act in, and yet, the very nature of both plus and minus is to always, until 

the very end, follow each other, and so plus and minus here both, simultaneously, 

turn around and begin to do the activity of the opposite.   



3rd Day Dai-sesshin. November 3, 1999   Kyozan Joshu Roshi Teisho on Mumon’s Comment on 

Mu 

 

 

 
9 

In the condition of the origin plus and minus do this activity, but this 

activity is done without consciousness, without knowing, and without will.   

Plus and minus having arrived at each other's origins both do an about 

face, and begin doing each other's activity, and this new activity is the activity in 

which they have begun to return to their own origins.  Minus, at the very origin 

of plus, turns around, and now she has to stop doing the minus activity, she has to 

quit her job doing the minus activity, and now she begins to do the plus activity to 

return home to her source.  Plus is in the exact same situation.  He cannot get 

home doing plus.  He has to start doing minus in order to return to his origin.  

Plus is not something that always is fixating himself as plus.  He is not 

fixated doing the plus activity.  It is simply not the nature of minus to be fixated 

always doing the minus activity.  

It is true that when plus is at the origin of plus he does plus, and when 

minus is at her origin she does minus, but in the case when they have arrived at 

the opposite’s origin, the other’s origin, then plus disguises himself, he changes, 

he transforms himself, he takes the form of minus.  Minus also does this activity 

of transforming herself into plus, and does the opposite activity.  They both take 

the form of the other.  Plus and minus must do this activity of transforming, or 

taking the form of, or disguising themselves as the other.  Without doing that, if 

they fixate themselves as “I am plus,” or “I am minus,” they cannot really 

experience unification.   

People talk about love being destroyed, love being broken apart, the failure 

of a loving relationship, and in Tathagata Zen we say that of course love gets 

ruined when plus insists, “I am plus.  I never do the activity of minus,” or minus 

insists, “I am minus, I don’t do plus work.”  Of course love gets destroyed by 

this.  But in the condition of the origin of course there are, as yet, no "I am" 

selves to fixate themselves, and assert themselves, so love never gets ruined here.  
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In the condition of the origin plus always transforms into minus, and minus into 

plus, and they do the activity of returning to their own origins.  But later on when 

the activity has matured and developed, and consciousness acts, then plus will 

assert himself as plus, and minus will assert herself as minus, and this is when the 

activity of true love cannot be done.  In the case of the pure activities of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, there is no thought, there is no will, 

and so love never fails here.   

Who is it, then, who can say these things that destroy love?  Of course we 

have to go back to that very first manifestation of the imperfect zero activity in 

between plus and minus.  That, as I said, is the foundation of the self, and that 

self goes on to grow and develop until it becomes a conscious being.  It is us 

conscious beings who end up thinking and saying all sorts of arbitrary self 

centered things, based on what we think will benefit us.  We fall into thinking all 

sorts of things, such as, “I hate men,” or “I hate women,” or “Hey, I’m the one 

who is following minus now.  Don’t follow me.  You go over there.”  These are 

the kind of things conscious beings do and say.  Although this really comes up 

much later in the story, since the bell rang I thought I should just jump to the 

conclusion.  When the born self goes on to grow into a self who only thinks of 

his own benefit and convenience there is no way that true love can be manifest.   

Why is it, however, that the kind of consciousness that thinks only of its 

own benefit, which is so self centered, why does that kind of consciousness come 

into being?  Actually that is a question that comes up much later in the story of 

growth and development, right now we are at the very beginning of the story, and 

so I do not really need to get into that question too deeply now.  I just wanted to 

mention this problem, because it is a problem for us all.  When we develop the 

function of consciousness, and act self centeredly and greedily, then we cannot do 

true love, then our loves fail.   
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Plus and minus are going back to their own origins now, and again they 

meet each other.  They meet, but, what actually do they first meet?  They meet 

each other, but in fact the thing they first run into is that self they previously had 

birthed.  The child had been manifest receiving both plus and minus.  They meet 

that child.   

In this case the minus activity, who has now transformed herself into plus 

and is doing expanding, takes back the minus portion of herself she had given in 

order to birth the child, and after doing that stealing back activity she can return to 

her own origin.  The plus activity, similarly, is now doing minus, and he runs into 

the child.  And although the child is zero, the child does have plus as part of it, 

and so he takes back that plus activity he had previously given, and now he is the 

complete plus, or we can say, since he is doing minus, he is the complete minus, 

and doing this activity of complete minus he arrives back at the origin of plus.   

In Tathagata Zen we say that finally, for the first time, here, when plus and 

minus have arrived back at their own origins, does the way of thinking arise 

which knows that both have together experienced the entire world, the entire 

sphere.  They both have completely experienced that entire body as themselves.  

We can also say that they are both, now that they are back at their own origins, 

doing an activity of holding this one and only world that there is, together.  This 

is the complete manifestation of true love.  We also call this the newly manifest 

condition of the origin.  

It is the activity of love that can bring the perfect self into being.  The 

manifestation of true love is, itself, the manifestation of the perfect self. 

Here in America, if you could make a bible expounding this love activity, 

and then you could make a bookstore and sell that book, maybe you would get 

rich.  What do you think?  If you want to get rich first you have to become an 

athlete, like a football player, who can teach the activity of true love.  
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The activity of true love is also called the perfect Dharma activity.  Of 

course when I say the Dharma activity I mean the activity of the two mutually 

opposing activities.   

When the Dharma activity acts the two activities will separate from each 

other, but just as inevitably they will again unify with each other and manifest the 

perfect state.  When the Dharma activity acts first the two activities separate from 

each other, and then they unify with each other, and when this unification occurs 

then a new perfect condition of the Dharma is manifest.  

In Tathagata Zen we call the plus activity the activity of the object, and the 

minus activity the activity of the subject.  So when plus and minus separate from 

each other that can be called the separation of subject and object.  We can say 

that the activity of plus, the object, is the guest, and the activity of minus, the 

subject, is the host, traditionally.  So guest and host separate, and then they come 

back into unity.  This new manifestation of unification is a new manifestation of 

perfect space, is a new manifestation of the perfect Dharma activity. 

I know the bell rang, so I should try to wrap this talk up, but I want to go 

on to say that as this activity of the unification of guest and host, and the 

separation of guest and host repeats over and over again, innumerable times, that 

self who is manifest each time, who has both plus and minus as its content, grows.  

No matter how much growth and development takes place, however, there is no 

change in the fact that the Dharma world is always simply the one and only place 

that there is.  The thing that changes is the activity of mind or heart, that has both 

plus and minus as its content.  That activity of heart is always changing, as it acts 

within the Dharma world.  The manifestation of true love, the manifestation of 

the perfect condition of Dharma is the condition in which change is no longer 

necessary. 

Even that condition of true love, however, is not fixated.  Again it will 
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break apart, and one after the next, new conditions of true love are manifest in this 

process of evolution, this process of growth and development.  Buddhism is the 

teaching that acknowledges the validity of this process of evolution.  But as I 

always tell you there is something that never changes, and that is the fact that the 

world this activity takes place in is always simply one world.  It is important for 

you to be able contemplate this process of development without mistake.   

Having begun at the point of the ultimately small the process of new 

perfect Dharma worlds manifesting themselves one after the next in the process of 

expansion continues.  And although we are not aware of it, we do not know now 

all that we have come through, during this process plus and minus met up with all 

sorts of situations in which they fought, and loved, and hated.  We went through 

many different things in this process that led us to this present moment, that led us 

to today.  Because of all of this we go through, it inevitably comes to pass that 

we must say, "Honey, please forgive me.”  And when the answer is, “No!  I 

can’t forgive you!” of course that is when love fails.  That is when true love 

cannot be manifest. 

This is when we really have to face this problem of why it is that we 

existent beings come to have the sort of consciousness that only seeks its own 

benefit.  Buddhism says that the "I am" self inevitably is manifest, but it is when 

we attach to "I am" self that this arbitrary way of thinking based on self centered 

loves and hates, likes and dislikes, is born.  This is how we come to start acting 

only to benefit ourselves.   

In Tathagata Zen we say that if you can really understand this fundamental 

natural principle of things then you will know that plus and minus come together 

to manifest true love, even in just one day, tens of thousands of times.  You will 

also see the inevitability of being in the situation of having to say "Honey, please 

forgive me.”   
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I have not yet gotten to the part of this story where we reach the states of 

not needing to do living anymore, and not needing to do dying anymore, but 

maybe I do not have time for that today.   

Tomorrow, I suppose the talk I will have to give should address this 

question of why it is that we "I am" selves come to manifest ourselves in a way 

that we are only seeking what is beneficial and convenient to ourselves.  Why is 

it that we end up acting self centeredly and selfishly, and therefore come to not be 

able to do true love?  And if I talk about that then I also will have to talk about 

why we come to have to say, "Honey, please forgive me.”   

The teaching of Buddhism says that no matter how good a person you are 

you will make mistakes, you will come to violate the Dharma activity.  

Buddhism, however, further says, that through the activity of, "Honey, please 

forgive me,” husband and wife will forgive each other, and all that will be left is 

their smiles.   

In Buddhism we take up this activity of “Please forgive me,” and we call 

the activity of “Please forgive me” “Sange, repentance.”  During the tokudo 

ceremony and the wedding ceremony we do the sange ceremony, the repentance 

ceremony, and we chant, (Roshi chants the original)  “I call the Cosmic Buddha.  

I am now ashamed of all of the bad karma I have done through attaching to my 

imperfect self, and I will try to drop my attachment, and manifest the Dharma,” 

and “ching” we ring the bell.  This is saying, "Honey, please forgive me.”  When 

that is said the other says, “Mmm, of course, whatever it was, it does not have any 

permanent existence.  Of course that is nothing.  Of course I forgive you.”  

(Roshi chants)  “Calling the name of the Buddha, we are ashamed of the mistakes 

we have made being attached to our six senses, and our worldly passions.  Now 

we will strive to follow the Dharma.”  Then, husband and wife bow their heads 

together.  This is a fine thing.  There is really no manifestation of true love other 
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than this mutual sange, this mutual repentant activity.   

Everyone reaches salvation through manifesting true love.  But Buddhism 

also says that it is we human beings who go out of our way, by acting self 

centeredly, to demolish true love.  That is why I love funerals, but I hate 

weddings. 

 

終 

The end     


