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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

Third Day General Sesshin, April 22, 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.  

 

 Over the last two days, yesterday and the day before, I’ve been talking about sanzen is.  

And yesterday I said that the upshot is that sanzen means to pass through the barrier which 

was set up by the patriarchs of Zen.   

 And next what is spoken about is this “mysterious illumination.”  When you have 

passed through the barrier set up by the patriarchs of Zen, then you manifest the kind of 

consciousness which we call awakened consciousness, and there are many different 

interpretations of what this means, but in this translation it is called mysterious, or subtle 

illumination, or enlightenment  (myogo, 妙悟).  When you manifest the wisdom which 

clearly knows this passing through the barrier that has been set up by the patriarchs then there 

is really nothing that you can say about it.  You cannot really express this knowing, this feeling 

in words, and certainly it is almost impossible to translate “myogo” into English.   
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 But it is only when the self of mysterious illumination, exquisite enlightenment is 

manifest that for the first time anyone can really know what it means to be a human, to really 

know the nature of what being a person is.   

 But this is not an easy thing to understand, because Buddhism says that the way of 

being of a person is in no way different from the way of being of a rock, or a plant, or a 

mosquito.   

 To jump right to the conclusion I would say that mysterious enlightenment, myogo, 

means to manifest true wisdom, means to manifest the kind of wisdom which is inexpressible in 

words, but that is true wisdom.   

 Again, today, I feel like I must tell you under what conditions, during what kind of times, 

when does this kind of wisdom of mysterious illumination arise.  When does this 

manifestation arise?  Actually I have told you many times before when it is that exquisite 

enlightenment is manifest.  But I have to talk about it again, because when I observe all of you 

coming to sanzen I think it is fair to say that not anybody really grasps the way mysterious 

illumination is manifest.  To grasp how this exquisite satori is manifest seems so difficult that 

not anyone can seem to grasp it.   

 So to say the same thingagain, actually to say the same thing for the millionth time, this 

activity which forms you and the activity which forms your home, which is this universe, is the 

same activity.  Buddhism says that the very same function which forms the self is the same 

function that forms this world, this universe.  But in Buddhism  we also say that everybody 

has experienced for themselves that things are not just manifest, that everything that is 

manifest, everything that has appeared will also disappear.  Everything that has been revealed 

will then be hidden, everything that has been born will then die.  And so it is the teaching of 

Buddhism which says that some way or another we all must find a way to perceive that the 

activity which forms us and the activity which forms our home, our universe, is comprised of 

two opposing activities.   
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 And if we enumerate all of the different pairs of opposite activities there are many, but 

Buddhism uses two words to represent all of them which are tatha-gata, thus going, and 

tatha-agata, thus coming.  And the way of actual practice in Tathagata Zen is to understand 

that the  tatha-gata, thus going activity, to be the expanding activity, the activity of the 

appearance of the self, the activity of the birth of the self, the activity of the affirmation of the 

self.  And the way of study in the kind of Zen that we practice here, Tathagata Zen, is to 

interpret the  tatha-agata, the thus coming activity, to be the activity of contracting, the 

activity which negates the self, the activity of non-existence.  And as I said, there are many, 

many different pairs of opposites that we can think about, but Buddhism uses these two terms 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And also we say if you want to personify these two activities, 

well, then probably you can say that the tatha-gata thus going activity is the activity which 

forms man and the tatha-agata thus coming activity is the activity which forms woman.   

 To make it easy to understand and to use modern vocabulary we can simply call the 

expanding activity the plus activity, and the contracting activity the minus activity.  The 

teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that the activities of plus and minus are the very activities 

which make, which form this cosmos, and so of course they are living together in one shared 

universe and acting together, working together in one shared universe.  We say that plus and 

minus are acting in one world together, but if you think of this world in a flat way or a 

two-dimensional way, that isn’t going to be Zen practice.   

 We caution you and say that you must find a way to think that plus and minus are acting 

within one sphere, one ball.  I think that it’s fair to say that in general you have come to this 

point in time having learned various things, but all of those learnings have been thinking in a 

flat way.  But in Tathagata Zen we say that if you think flatly or two-dimensionally, no matter 

what you think about, it’s going to be useless.  If you practice Zen thinking flatly, 

two-dimensionally, even if you practice for any number of tens of years, even if you practice for 

any number of hundreds of years, it’s never going to be possible for you to really see into the 
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principles of Zen.  So the kind of thinking that you must do in order to really be studying Zen 

is, as I said, a spherical thinking, a three-dimensional thinking.   

 So maybe the reason why Zen is so difficult for you to understand is because although 

you’re very used to thinking flatly, you’re not at all used to thinking three-dimensionally.   

 So even when I try to explain mysterious illumination, which is the activity of perfect 

wisdom, because I’m trying to explain what the activity of perfect wisdom, what  mysterious 

illumination is in terms of this three-dimensional spherical thinking, I think it’s going to be 

difficult for you to understand.  If we say three-dimensional suddenly it sounds very 

mathematical, which is not what I’m trying to get at, so maybe it’s better just to say spherical.  

What I’m saying is that you need to think that you’re living in this cosmos, and this cosmos is 

like a giant ball!   

 When we think about the plus activity and minus activity, everybody would like to think 

that they must have an origin.  Without thinking about origins or causes and what effects or 

results those origins will have, then you can’t really think about the activity that forms this 

universe.  So at least as one temporary way of thinking about it, if we think that we are in a 

giant ball, then where would the origin of the plus activity be, and where would the origin of 

the minus activity be?  Because it’s easy to actually use this to contemplate in your zazen, we 

say that, at least as one way of contemplation, we should personify these activities and call the 

plus activity a man and the minus activity a woman.  So right from the start we say that the 

man, as a man, is holding this entire sphere.  And also right from the start you have to think 

that the woman, as a woman, is holding this entire world.  Here’s where you can see what it 

means that man and woman are equal.   

 Also you have to think that within this one and only singular world both contracting and 

expanding are occurring at the same time, that the world has both of those activities 

simultaneously.  I just mentioned the word simultaneous, at the same time, and this principle 

in and of itself is very difficult and must be thought of as probably a whole separate sphere of 
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study, this whole idea of things being born simultaneously and dying simultaneously.  

Tathagata Zen always speaks about being born simultaneously together and dying 

simultaneously together, but you will come to understand this naturally through your zazen, so 

I don’t need to talk about it.   

 What Tathagata Zen asserts is that the first thing that you should contemplate in your 

zazen is that plus and minus, at the very same time, are standing up on their origins; plus on his 

origin and minus on hers.  And you also have to think that as plus and minus are standing up 

on their own origins, they simultaneously together are holding this one singular world.  And 

we say that when you contemplate this activity,  you should contemplate the minus activity 

standing up on her origin and then doing the activity of holding this one world through the 

activity of contracting.  

  And right at the same time the plus activity is standing on his origin and together with 

the minus activity acts, but he is doing the activity of expanding.  And when you do this 

contemplation of plus and minus simultaneously doing the activities of contracting and 

expanding, you should consider that the minus activity’s origin is the very outer part of this 

sphere and the origin of the plus activity is the inside.   

 I’ve told you this so many times.   

 The minus activity is doing the activity of contracting from the very outer perimeter of 

the sphere, and the plus activity is doing the activity of expanding from the very center of the 

sphere, so Tathagata Zen says that of course, undoubtedly, somewhere in the middle they meet 

each other.  Although I’m saying the same thing over and over again, I need you to really 

carefully listen to it without letting any of it escape.  Plus and minus, no matter what activity 

they are doing, they are always doing their activity in a one and only unique world. Because 

that world is a one and only world, we call it the absolute world.  Plus and minus are always 

acting in the absolute world which we also call the zero world.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that, as I always tell you, when plus and minus 
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meet that situation of their meeting is never fixated, the activity never stops there.  Without 

fail that place of meeting is broken through and plus goes on to experience the world of minus 

and move forward to the origin of minus, and minus goes on to experience the world of plus.  

This is a story that for many of you students, you’ve heard so many times before.  But I don’t 

think as often I’ve told you the story of where plus and minus come from.  Now that you’ve 

heard the story of exactly where the origins of plus and minus are, I hope that you can clearly 

contemplate this activity in your own zazen.   

 And just as inevitably as the breakthrough occurring, plus and minus will arrive at each 

other’s origins.  And as I always tell you - because this is so very important, I always repeat 

this - when plus and minus do breakthrough the place where they were meeting each other, 

when they break through plus gives part of himself, 0.0001 we could say of himself, and minus 

also gives the exact same amount of herself, and through that mutual giving they break 

through, and then they go on to arrive at each other’s origin.  And when those parts of plus 

and minus, 0.0001 of each, meet each other then of course, for you modern people, everybody 

will immediately understand that coming together is zero.  And this zero is what we call the 

imperfect zero.   

 When this breakthrough occurs Buddhism says that for the first time an imperfect 

universe is manifest.  If we say that this great cosmos its very self is the perfect zero, then the 

imperfect zero that has been manifest here is different then that.  But we say that this 

imperfect zero, this imperfect universe, is the present moment.  And this present moment, 

Buddhism says, is the very beginning of the manifestation of a self.  But this present moment 

is not the perfect present moment, the complete present moment; if it were the complete 

present moment that would be the manifestation of the perfect zero.  It is zero, but it’s an 

imperfect zero, it’s the imperfect, incomplete present. 

 When I look at your zazen, and I know probably it’s all because I’m not a very good 

teacher, but anyway, when I look at your zazen and I see the kind of zazen that you do it seems 
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as if nobody is very clearly contemplating this condition of the origin.  And from Japan there 

are some very young Roshis that are coming over here to teach, young enough to be my 

grandchildren, and I’m sorry to say that when it comes to this contemplation of the very 

foundation, the very origin, their contemplation also seems pretty weird.  And if that kind of 

Zen is the kind of Zen that ends up becoming popular in America, then it may become 

impossible for real Zen to ever be born here.  And that’s why I have to teach about this 

foundation over and over again.   

 If you are a saint or a sage maybe you could understand Zen just from picking up a sutra 

and reading it, or picking up a book, but for most people it’s not something that you could just 

understand by reading a sutra.  Only from you who are really practicing Zen can true Zen be 

born.  But when I say something like that, all of you say, “Hey, come on, I’m not Jesus Christ or 

Shakyamuni, I can’t do this.”  You put yourselves down, but you shouldn’t do that.  I need 

you to REALLY practice, not put yourself down. If you become people like that, then it becomes 

my problem.     

 So here this imperfect present moment, this imperfect self has appeared, has been 

manifest, and we need to remind you that the moment that imperfect self is manifest at the 

same time plus and minus also become imperfect.  If we say that the complete plus activity is 

one and the complete minus activity is minus one, then plus has become 0.999999.  You don’t 

have to be a math teacher to understand this, for you guys I’m sure this makes sense.   

 You have to be careful when you contemplate to remember that when the self is 

manifest, simultaneously plus and minus also are revealed, but those are not the pure activities 

of plus and minus, those are the imperfect activities of plus and minus.   

 These days, people like to talk about the material world, and in contrast to the material 

world, the spiritual world, and in Buddhism we also talk about these things, talking about the 

world of form and the formless world or the non-material world.  But in Buddhism we say that 

the formless, spiritual, non-material world is the perfect zero world where plus and minus are 
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doing their absolutely pure activities, and the material world is when the self is born, the child 

has been born, and plus and minus are now in their imperfect state.  And so of course when 

we say that the material world is the world that the child has appeared into and that world also 

includes the imperfect activities of plus and minus, you can see that in that world is where first 

mother and father are manifest.  In the state of purity, that would be the state we could call 

God, I suppose, or Buddha, I suppose, or the holy state.  In that state there’s absolutely no 

need to think about anything.   

 The position of Buddhism is to say that when we talk about the condition before you 

were born that is also the condition before your mother and father were born, and that 

condition before you and your mother and your father were born is the absolutely pure  

condition where there’s no need to think, there’s no need to say anything, there’s no need to 

love or to hate.  This world in which the absolutely pure activities of plus and minus are acting 

is the world of God.  If we want to acknowledge the existence of something called God, then 

in Buddhism we say  that this is how we have to understand what God is.  And that state of 

God is the condition of the origin, the foundation, and Buddhism says that if you can manifest 

that condition of the origin yourself, then inevitably you will also be able to manifest the 

wisdom that knows that condition of the origin, and if you manifest that wisdom you will know 

clearly that in that condition of the origin, if we do say that mother, father, and child are there 

in that condition of the origin, then they’re completely free from whatever sin, whatever evil 

there might be, because in that condition there is neither good nor evil.   

 But when the self is manifest and then we attach to that self, and then we get tied up 

and bound up by thinking about good and evil, that is how we suffer.  And that’s why I’m 

trying to talk to you about how that self is first born.  When the child is born then, 

simultaneously, that is when for the first time mother and father are born, and that is the 

human world.  Not just the human world, that is the word of all sentient beings, all existences.  

What Tathagata Zen demands is that you try to carefully contemplate for yourself that when 
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the child is born having received 0.0001 of both plus and minus, at that time plus and minus go 

on and arrive at each other’s origins and stand up on each other’s origins.   

 And as I said yesterday, I probably said it the day before yesterday, too, when this 

happens, when plus and minus finally do arrive at each other’s origins, if we were to posit the 

activity of consciousness upon these two activities, we could say that at that point they give rise 

to the desire, they want to go back to their own origin.  The position of Buddhism is to say 

that all of this activity is simply happening because it is the natural reason of things, it is the 

natural principle of things.  The plus activity simply does plus until he arrives at the origin of 

minus and then, simply because it is the natural principle, he then turns around and begins to 

do the activity of coming back to his origin.  As the natural principle of things, the activity of 

going will then manifest the activity of returning.  And Buddhism names this natural principle 

of just the way things are “dharma”, the dharma activity, and in China that’s pronounced ho 

法 the activity of the dharma.  Without thinking, without will the plus activity, the tatha-gata 

simply does expanding, does going, and then turns around and does returning and the 

tatha-agata simply does contracting until she arrives at the origin of plus and then turns around 

and does the activity of going back to her origin.  That’s the dharma activity.   

 I talked about it yesterday, and I’ll say it again today because it’s so important, that 

although we say that the minus activity, when she arrives at the origin of plus immediately 

turns around and begins to do the activity of returning, in order to do this activity of returning 

she must disguise herself, she must incarnate into plus because she can’t go back home doing 

the minus activity.  And the plus activity is similar.  He cannot return to his place of origin, he 

cannot return to his source doing the plus activity, so he has to incarnate himself, disguise 

himself into minus and do minus.  The teaching we call Buddhism is the teaching which says 

it’s a mistake if you fixate yourself as the plus activity thinking, “I’m the plus activity.”  Or you 

fixate yourself as the minus activity.  If you’re a woman and you’re always fixated as a 

woman, then you’ve crippled yourself.  And if you’re a man and you always fixate yourself as 
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a man, you’ve crippled yourself.  But a man can become a woman, and a woman is capable of 

becoming a man, and that is why we aren’t crippled.  That’s why we can be full fledged 

people. 

 And then during the return trip again they meet.  We are running out of time so I will 

just try to say it simply: when this second meeting occurs the minus activity, who has 

transformed herself into plus meets herself, that is meets her old self, in other words meets the 

part of herself that had become the child.  And the plus activity, who had transformed himself 

into minus meets his past self, the part of himself he had given in order to give birth to the 

child.  And at this time the minus activity steals, picks up the part of the child that was the 

minus activity, and returns to her origin.  And the plus activity, who has transformed himself 

into minus, picks up the child, and returns to his origin.   

 The born child, which I have said is the present moment, is now gone.   

 And here again plus and minus are manifesting themselves in a situation where they are 

sharing the holding of this one and only singular world.   

 And this is very important.  The born child doesn’t attach to itself.  It dissolves itself.  

It does the activity of no-self.  And then together with mother and father again it is 

manifesting the condition of the origin.  But it is very important not just to listen to the words, 

you have to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows this for yourself.  No matter how many 

times I talk about this it just seems so hard for you to understand.  And that is why this 

mysterious enlightenment that I was planning to talk about today seems so difficult  for you to 

understand.   

 So the condition of the origin One goes on to manifest the condition of the origin level 

two.  And in this condition of the origin level two again the activities meet, break through their 

meeting, and arrive at each other’s origins, and give birth to another child.   

 But really I have to take more, and more, and more, and more time to really explain the 

details of how the process of birth occurs, and how the process of maturation occurs.   
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 When we talk about the process of growth and development, it is only through different 

new conditions of the origin being manifest one after the next that maturation occurs. 

 But anyway, the child does grow up, more, and more, and more, until finally when the 

child is manifest it manifests itself as having fifty percent of plus, and fifty percent of minus.  

And at that time for the first time it manifests the wisdom that it is existing together with 

mother and father in one world.   

 And these children are the kind of people who, we have to warn you, come to think, 

“Hey, aren’t I exactly equal to mother and father?  Hey, I don’t have to listen to what they say 

anymore!”  And these kind of people just act self centeredly, and do whatever they want to 

do.  Within the process of growing and developing this kind of thing always happens.  And I 

suppose we can call this situation what nowadays is called being a teenager.  When mothers 

and fathers smash up against the situation in life where they just have no idea how to educate 

their children, when the eduaction of children becomes really a problem, you can know you 

have bumped into a teenager.  But the teaching of Buddhism says that luckily this situation is 

not fixated either, that without fail this situation will be passed through, and then the child will 

manifest the wisdom which clearly knows that up until then he or she had depended upon 

mother and father, but now it is his or her turn to care for mother and father.   

 And so when we talk about this mysterious illumination that is being talked about, in 

Buddhism we say that is the kind of wisdom that knows what daijihi 大慈悲 is.  And this 

word daijihi is just so hard to really say in any language, we could say great compassion, or true 

love, but whatever you say it doesn’t really hit the mark, but anyway, this subtle, mysterious 

illumination is the activity of wisdom which knows what that is.  But anyway Mumon is calling 

it myogo, exquisite satori, mysterious illumination.  And so when he says subtle illumination, 

he means a kind of wisdom, and it might sound frightening, but the kind of wisdom he is talking 

about is the kind of wisdom, the kind of true love, which sees that nothing is not your self.  

Whether it is a mountain, or a river, or the moon, or stars, or a pine tree, or a flower, or a 
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stone, nothing is not your self.   

 And whenever, every time, this kind of wisdom is manifest, that sort of exquisite 

enlightenment cannot be manifest without clearly seeing into , to the very bottom, what the 

activity of heart, what the activity of mind is.  In other words without seeing clearly into the 

activities of plus and minus unifying and facing, unifying and facing and then separating, doing 

this kind of repetitive activity, without seeing into exactly what that is, then mysterious 

illumination cannot be manifest. 

 When we say seeing into the activity of mind we mean that plus has completely seen 

into the position of being minus, and minus has completely seen into the position of being plus.   

 But we are out of time so I will talk more about that tomorrow. 

 

終 

the end 


