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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Day 5 Dai Sesshin , May 4,  2000 

Translator: Giko Rubin 

Mumonkan Case 19 

 

As I talked about a little bit yesterday you can tell from this koan that when Joshu was a 

young monk he was the kind of guy who really liked to think!  And because of that Nansen, in his 

great kindness, tried to teach Joshu in all sorts of ways.  Now, when you think of Rinzai’s first 

meeting with Obaku, and this exchange between Joshu and Nansen, although they are similar in 

that both the younger monks are asking questions, the two scenes are very different.  Although 

there is a difference between the depth of the two questions, the basic situation of asking a question 

is the same.   

Rinzai asked Obaku, “What is the Way?”  And when Joshu asked Nansen he also asks this 

same question, “What is the Way,”  but his understanding of that Way was very different from 

Rinzai’s understanding.  Actually the words that Rinzai did use when he asked Obaku was, “What 

is the cardinal principle of the Buddha-dharma?” in other words ‘What is true enlightenment,” but 

actually that means the same thing as ‘What is the Way?’  What I am trying to tell you is that 

although the meaning of the words really mean the same thing the depth of the standpoint of the 

questioners is totally different.  That is to say where Rinzai was coming from, and where Joshu 

was coming from are totally different.   

Rinzai and Joshu were both standing looking upon an objective world separate from 

themselves.   

But what kind of way of answering did Obaku use with Rinzai?  Wasn’t it the case that 

without saying anything, “pichiiiiitto!” he spanked him on the rear?!  Why did he do that?  Why 

did he, without saying anything, simply spank Rinzai?  If you really understand the principle 

behind Obaku’s hitting clearly then you will also understand that there is no need to see the cardinal 

principle of the Buddha-dharma as an object.   

It would be good if you could stand up and ask the question, “The objective world is not 

the objective world, but who is it who is now seeing the objective world?”  Actually I have been 

here thirty eight years with the intention to do Zen practice with all of you, but not one questioner 

has appeared with that kind of good question yet!  All of my students, without exception, insist 



 

 

 
2 

upon always standing up in their "I am" selves.  Whether you are asking a question, or trying to 

learn something, you are always stuck in your "I am" selves!  With that kind of activity the true 

life of a married couple cannot come into being.  But I guess that is not really the problem here.  

Some of you are pretty happily married.  But what about Obaku hitting Rinzai?  Obaku really 

didn’t have a choice.  He had to hit Rinzai!  But have you manifested the wisdom that knows why?   

The Way, that is to say, the path we all must walk, is that an object to us or not?  If you 

say, “The road appears where we walk,” that is already too late!  There is no Way other than the 

walking.   

As I told you yesterday Joshu at this time in his life was very far from truly grasping this 

tenet.  You have to be able to clearly see that when Obaku without saying anything hit Rinzai, it 

was as if he was blurting out, “No!  Don’t open up your mouth and say that!  Don’t take the 

essential principle of Buddha-dharma as an object.  Don’t take the Way as an object!  Just stop 

manifesting the self that asserts itself and looks upon a world of objects!”   

Practice is not learning anything.  Practice is simply squashing to death the "I am" self.   

It is fine to acknowledge God.  But the world of practice is to say, “You have to beat to 

death the God that you are taking as an object!”  After coming to America I have come to 

understand that this kind of practice is not found in other religions.  Years and years pass, and still 

you are stuck looking at the world of God as an object.  Still you cannot quit doing that!  Still the 

wisdom that can stop doing that does not arise in you! 

The sixth case of the Mumonkan is a story about the historical Buddha.  He was sitting, 

probably before he was about to give a talk, and he received a special flower (Konpara?) from the 

King of the Asuras, although it doesn’t really matter who it was from.  Then the Buddha lifted up 

the flower in front of everyone.  When the Buddha lifted the flower where was he?  Where did the 

flower go?  The moment Buddha lifts up the flower already he is manifesting himself as the flower 

of brightness and light!  Right then the Buddha manifested the plus activity of brightness and light.  

Practice is not knowing something!  Practice is to be able to manifest your self right away just as 

Buddha manifested himself.  There is no flower apart from the Buddha.  The Buddha does not 

exist apart from the flower.  If you can clearly manifest the wisdom that knows this principle, then 

there will be no action other than the principle itself.   

Without manifesting that kind of wisdom, and simply sitting there stuck in your "I am" 
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self: it doesn’t matter how many hours of zazen you log in.  You can sit for a week or a month, but 

it will not be of any use!  If you do that kind of zazen then you cannot experience the joy of zazen.  

You cannot experience the joy of action, or the joy of work.  If you do that kind of practice then 

the more you practice the more fixated your "I am" self will become!  Bad practice will only serve 

to make you fixate yourself more strongly!  That kind of practice is just mistaken practice.  That 

kind of practice will just lead you to thinking that your ego, your atman, your "I am" is your real 

self. 

The people watching the Buddha hold up the flower were his students.  They were 

manifesting the minus function.  What did the students do?  The disciples without any thinking or 

doubt immediately just received the Buddha’s action.  That function of receiving is very important 

in Buddhism.  It is called juyo, the function of receiving.   

That is why I have been telling you over and over again that when expanding acts always, 

immediately the activity that embraces that expansion is manifest simultaneously.  Zen practice 

demands that you learn the tenet, the principle, the law of the way things are that when the activity 

of embracing everything is being done right then the activity of being embraced is also being done.   

If that can happen then without any thought or worry a loving couple can be at peace.  The 

life of a married couple is not other than the Dharma activity. But I am warning you, as I was just 

saying, if you do that bad kind zazen it will only back fire, and you will end up fixating your "I 

am" self more and more, and thinking that is your true self.  Then you will end up manifesting the 

self of conquering.   

The Buddha lifts up this magnificent flower, and right then all of the disciples, without any 

doubt, receive that action.  If you cannot manifest the exquisite beauty of this, the incredible peace 

and harmony of this yourself, then you cannot pass this koan.  One, two, three months pass, and 

you still cannot pass this koan of The ‘World Honored One Holds Up the Flower.’  The reason 

must be that you insist on fixating your "I am.”   

When the giving function and the receiving function become one that is zero.  That is when 

the “I” and the “you” are both gone.  That is zero.  That is perfection.  Isn’t this what I tell you 

every single time I give teisho? 

That is why Tathagata Zen says that if you posit the existence of a supreme being, of a 

perfect God, then that must be the unification of subject and object.   
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You come to sanzen over and over again, and yet you still cannot understand.  How can 

that be?  What is the matter with you, I wonder!?  It must be that you are thoroughly attached to a 

fixated "I am" self.  That is to say you must really believe that your "I am" self is your true self.  

When you give those "I am,” fixated answers to your koans I just want to kick you.  I want to kick 

you so that you are kicked right out of the room!  But I can’t.  Because in America if I give that 

kind of teaching you will probably call the police on me, and I will get taken off to jail  You cannot 

really have marital quarrels here in America, under these conditions! 

Nansen, as I was telling you before, teaches differently than Obaku taught Rinzai.  He 

recognizes Joshu’s predicament, and carefully explains the principle of Joshu’s mistake to Joshu.  

But it is a mistake to take what Nansen said as correct, at face value.  You have to see that it is as 

if Nansen is teaching a child who doesn’t know anything, and trying from this and that and the 

other angle to get something across to the child.   

Guest and host, object and subject, tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, working 

together, although they are opposite functions, are what bring all of us into being.  Those same two 

activities also build the world we live in.  But if you try teaching that to a baby the baby will never 

be able to understand that principle.  Some of you, however, are no longer babies.  But lots of you 

are still babies, and really I am sick of it!  If you don’t like the way I am talking about you, then 

open up your eyes a little bit!  Then I will stop talking about you that way.   

When subject and object, when minus and plus totally unite then it is as if you have become 

blind.  That is zero.  You have to become blind, or you will never be able to understand Buddhism.  

One time you have to have the experience of becoming blind, and then from that blindness again 

opening up your eyes.  You have to walk that road.  That is the way to understand the nature of 

the self.  I tell you over and over again that when plus and minus become one that is the perfect 

state.  That is the state in which seeing is not needed!  That is true blindness.  That is zero.  But 

although I tell you this principle over and over again, in a way that you should be able to 

understand, because you are looking off somewhere, not really paying attention to what I am 

saying, fixating your "I am" self, you do not really hear what I say although you are sitting there 

listening.  That is why you do not understand.  Take a rest!  Become blind!  Just a little manifest 

the state in which there is no asserting of the “I am.”  Take that kind of rest!  If you rest in that 

way, then from that rest you will, undoubtedly, wake up and meet time again.   
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Zero will, undoubtedly, manifest the opening of the eyes.  That is what is meant by the 

famous expression, “One time die the great death, and then be reborn.”  In English that is what is 

meant by resurrection.   

Joshu here is so filled with his own thinking he cannot really  come close to grasping this 

principle yet.  That is why he asks this question.  The essential meaning of his question is, “How 

can I know why the objective world is here if I do not recognize the objective world and study it?  

Don’t I have to study it as an object in order to understand why it appears?”  You should know 

about this yourselves pretty well, because you are so often in the position of having a question.  

You should be clear that whenever you are questioning you are necessarily recognizing an 

objective world other than you.  You are necessarily recognizing an “other” that in not yourself.   

If you have become a mother you should be able to understand this principle immediately.  

However, if you are a mother, and you still cannot understand this principle, well, then you must 

be an enormously ill fated person, who is excessively tied up by her "I am" self.   

This Roshi is good at slandering and bad-mouthing everyone, but Nansen wasn’t like this!  

Nansen was so nice!  Nansen kindly teaches Joshu, “The Way neither belongs to knowing or not 

knowing.”  This means, “The world that you are now looking upon as an object cannot be known 

by the kind of activity of knowing that you are doing.”  The Way means the Buddhist Way, and 

what Nansen is saying is that the Way cannot be found within the activity of knowing that is done 

by the "I am" self.   

Then, showing even more kindness, Nansen goes on and says, “Knowing is delusion, and 

not knowing is not discriminating.”  This kind of expression is a unique Buddhist way of speaking, 

and very hard to interpret.  Nansen, however, said this, and so I guess I have to give teisho on it. 

Now, when it comes to knowing, who knows?  Everyone will answer this right off, without 

hesitating, “It’s me!”  The moment that I manifest knowing there is a “you” that appears who I am 

facing.  The “I” stands up in the subjective position, and therefore the “you” is the objective.   

Within the process in which the "I am" self manifests the true self this condition of the 

separation of subject and object is inevitably manifest, but this is “delusion.”  This is the world 

that is like a phantom.  It isn’t the real thing!  That is what Nansen means by “delusion” here.  

Don’t make a mistake about this!  During the process of the "I am" self manifesting the perfect 

self inevitably the state that is not complete, not perfect will be manifest.  The delusion he is 
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referring to is this state that appears within the process.  When A and B, who had been manifesting 

the complete self, separate, and an imperfect condition is manifest in between them, that imperfect 

state is what Nansen is calling a delusion.  The "I am" self is manifest, but it is not manifest 

unconditionally.  It is not manifest randomly.  I think over and over again, and over and over again 

some more I have been telling you that when plus and minus separate from each other, then in 

between plus and minus, receiving from both, is the "I am" self.   

This is also what Nansen is teaching here.  He is teaching that when plus and minus 

separate in between them is born the "I am" self, and that is not the complete self.  This is the very 

foundation of a self.  It is a self, but not a perfected self.   

The self who is manifest receives an equal amount of both plus and minus, and therefore 

it is not something that you can call good or bad.  This self is neither the good God nor the bad 

God.  This self who has appeared, and is incomplete, is described in Buddhism as being “non-

discriminating.” This means it belongs neither to good nor to evil.  Therefore, conversely it can be 

said, that the self who is manifest is transcending both good and evil.  This self is free from any 

kind of sin.   

The self, when it first appears, is non-discriminating.  That means that it is zero.  It is not 

the complete zero, but it is zero.  The condition that is the very foundation of the self arises through 

receiving an equal amount of both of the activities of plus and minus, who are the very activities 

that make this Great Cosmos.  Therefore, there is nothing nobler or more precious than this non-

discriminating self.  If you want to talk about something being noble, because this non-

discriminating self will become the perfect self, undoubtedly, in Buddhism it is said that there is 

nothing as noble as the non-discriminating self.   

If you are parent then you are pregnant with this noblest of things, and so that is why it is 

a joy to be a parent.   

In Tathagata Zen we say that the dharmakaya, the complete self is the total unification of 

plus and minus.  And this is what is meant by God.  And we can also describe the state of God as 

the state of the pregnant parent.  The dharmakaya is the state of being pregnant with everything.  

This is the manifestation of being a parent.   

It is not Buddhism to just study a principle that is separated from human life.  Coming to 

this country, however, it seems as if people think that Buddhism is just studying some principle 



 

 

 
7 

apart from human life, apart from your selves.  You simply will not do me the favor of considering 

the principle in terms of what it means to be a human being.   

It is fine to study the principle of the nature of the world and the nature of the self.  But if 

you learn that principle as an object, from the perspective of the "I am" self, then the zero state 

will never manifest.  To just study the principle is being an intellectual or an academic, but to take 

what you have studied, and really do it, really put it into practice, that is when Buddha-dharma 

appears.  That is when the Way is manifest.  That is when the Dharma activity is manifest.   

Then he goes on and says, “If you really attain the true Way beyond doubt.”  That ‘beyond 

doubt’ is very important.  When all doubts have vanished, then, of course, the self is manifest who 

is free from all doubts.  What does this mean, really, to have no doubts?  In Tathagata Zen it said 

that it is only when all of the plus and minus have both been made your content that doubting 

ceases.  It is only when all of plus and minus have been made content that there is no longer any 

doubting, and also no longer any need to know.  This is what Nansen is saying here.   

It is only when heaven and earth both are gone that the true self is manifest.  That is where 

that koan comes from:  “When heaven comes falling down to earth of course the perfect self has 

already been manifest, but How do you manifest the perfect self then?”  Heaven comes crashing 

down to earth, and so you have to die.  However, I bet you have heard about that crazy thing where 

they had some kind of mass religious suicide, thinking that this was some sort of way to teach 

death, and that is just idiotic.  You can see just how dumb some of the teachings that go on in our 

world are.   

Then Nansen goes on to describe this state of no doubt, and he calls it “Vast and boundless 

as outer space, “and what he is getting at is that this Great Cosmos itself has no comparing in it.  

There are no comparisons within the manifestation of the Great Cosmos itself.   

So what is that state of having nothing to compare?  What is that state in which there is no 

activity of comparing?  You cannot say anything about it.   

Buddha holds up the flower, and all of the disciples fall silent.  They have received the 

Buddha himself.  There is nothing more to receive.  There is no more need to speak.   

This is why Zen is described as “A special transmission, outside of the scriptures.”  That 

is what is meant by the total annihilation of words and phrases.  The world of language is gone.   

Zero is manifest, and then the self that knows zero appears!  Because it appears from zero 
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it knows that the complete self is zero.   

If you attach to the state of zero, thinking that reality is zero, true love is zero, then what 

will happen?  Then the one who can know zero will never appear.  But in Buddhism, and of course 

in Tathagata Zen we say that undoubtedly the self who knows will be manifest.  That self who 

knows is the manifestation of the resurrected self.  This is the self that has died the one great death 

and been reborn.   

Buddhism is not a religion, but when it comes to religions, if a religion does not teach the 

principle of resurrection then that religion is just a fake religion! 

When plus and minus become one then the great absolute space itself is manifest.  That is 

zero!  That is the state that is pregnant with everything, as I have told you.  Therefore the very 

nature of great absolute space is to be pregnant with everything.  

But who says that?  The Buddha taught that.  Where did Buddha come from?  The Buddha 

taught that undoubtedly zero will divide itself in two.  Without fail that season will come when 

plus and minus separate from each other, and it is then that the enlightened self is manifest.  That 

enlightened self is the self who knows the nature of the universe.  This self also, finally, 

understands what true love is. 

Buddhism talks about the manifestation of Great Compassion, and that is just what Nansen 

is doing here.  He is giving rise to the heart of Great Compassion as he strives to teach Joshu.  I 

am not Nansen!  I cannot manifest Great Compassion!  I am more like Obaku.  Right away I reach 

for my stick to smack you!  So be careful around me!   

Then it says, “With these words Joshu came to a sudden realization, came sudden 

enlightenment,” but I think this was just a mistake by the author.  This shouldn’t really been in 

there.  All Joshu did was understand the principle.  Sudden enlightenment is a different story!  

Sudden enlightenment means to manifest the wisdom that knows Everything!  Therefore the author 

should not have used the characters, tongo, for sudden enlightenment here!  The characters that 

should have been used are “shogo, a little enlightenment.”  Shogo, a small enlightenment, means 

to understand the principle of the nature of the self and the world, but it is not true enlightenment.  

In this same way, when you all tell me, “I understand!  I understand what you are saying!”  that is 

a little enlightenment.  That is just understanding the principle.  That is not true satori.  That is not 

sudden enlightenment.   
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When it is true sudden enlightenment then the "I am" self has vanished.  Then the self who 

knows that state of the self having vanished appears.  That is sudden enlightenment.  I would just 

like to say, for your reference, that I hate that this word “sudden enlightenment” was used here 

when it should not have been! 

 

The End 

 


