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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

August 9, 1998 

Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 

 

 “For the practice of Zen it is imperative that you pass through the barriers set up by the ancestral 

teachers. For marvelous enlightenment, you must completely cut off the mind road. If you do not pass the barrier 

of the ancestors and have not cut off the mind road, then you are a ghost clinging to bushes and grasses. What is 

the barrier of the ancestral teachers? It is just this one character of Mu, the one barrier of our faith. We call it the 

gateless barrier of the Zen tradition.  Those who pass through this barrier not only meet Joshu intimately, but 

also walk hand in hand with all the Ancestral Teachers in the successive generation of our lineage, your eyebrows 

connected, seeing with the same eyes, hearing with the same ears.  Could there be anything more wonderful?  

Isn’t there anyone who wants to pass this barrier?” 

 

 During the last talk that I gave I spoke up until the point where in the text it 

talks about the patriarchs of Zen setting up a barrier that the students of Zen 

must pass through.  But I also told you that this thing that we call the barrier set 

up by the patriarchs is in no way a fixated thing.  There really is no such thing as 

a fixated barrier.  Dogs and cats don’t have barriers like that.  The kind of 

barrier that is being spoken about is only a barrier we human beings who have 

developed consciousness have.  We people our very selves make these barriers 

for ourselves.  Dogs and cats and even people who don’t have developed 

consciousness don’t have these kind of barriers.   

 And I think I spoke in some detail about what exactly this barrier is.  It is 

necessary for all of you, because you are human beings, to once again 

contemplate for yourself carefully in your own zazen what kind of barrier is being 

spoken about.  Please once again, everyone here, again now, contemplate for 

yourself what kind of barrier is being talked about. 

 Over and over again I’ve been telling you this same story about the birth of 

the self, about the appearance of the any existence, or any self, and I’ve been 
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telling you that when a self or existence is manifest it is born because it receives 

both of the fundamental plus and fundamental minus activities, both the 

tatha-gata, thus going, and tatha-agata, thus coming activities.  And I’ve also 

told you over and over again that any self which is born, and every existence has a 

self, every plant has a self, for example, even every mosquito has a self, every 

time a self is born, or is manifest conversely we can look at it in terms of the plus 

and minus activities giving themselves to that self, and that giving is done in a 

completely equal way, equal amounts of tatha-gata and tatha-agata are given, 

and because tatha-gata and tatha-agata, plus and minus, give of themselves in 

order to give birth to the self in between they, simultaneously become 

incomplete tatha-gata and tatha-agata when the self is born.  As I just said it is 

not necessary for dogs and cats to contemplate this sort of thing.  But for people 

who have this thing called developed consciousness we ask you to contemplate 

the result of your own birth. 

 What you need to carefully contemplate here for yourself is that when the 

self appears it appears receiving only a tiny fraction of the plus activity, or we 

could say the father’s activity.  For example we could say it receives 0.0001 of 

the plus activity, and simultaneously it receives 0.0001 of the minus activity.  

When I say that plus and minus become incomplete at the moment that the self 

appears, because they have given of themselves to this born self, what we mean 

by that is that plus and minus become father and mother.   The incomplete plus 

and minus are father and mother.  This is what you have to contemplate for 

yourselves.   

 To make it easier to understand we can explain it in another way and say 

that the self which is born having both plus and minus as its content is the present 

moment of time.  That is the “I am” self.  And that present moment is not 

complete time.  The way we explain it is to say that the present moment is the 

incomplete activity of time.  And I think I also have been telling you that at 

exactly the same time as the present moment appears the plus activity appears 

becoming the activity of future time.  That also is incomplete time.  And I’ve 

also told you that the minus activity is similar, the minus activity having given of 
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herself becomes the incomplete minus, the incomplete activity of tatha-agata, 

and we call that incomplete minus activity, because it has given birth to the child 

the activity of mother, or the activity of the past.  The child, the present 

moment, has both plus and minus as its content, but still it is incomplete, it is 

absolutely incomplete.  The condition we call the world of the future, and the 

condition we call the world of the present, and the condition we call the world of 

the past, all of them are incomplete.   

 And this state which is incomplete in every way, in every aspect, is what we 

call in Buddhism form or rupa, or we can use the term material, and call it the 

material world.  At least as a temporary way of teaching in this style of Zen we 

study called Tathagata Zen, in Buddhism, we say that the world in which past, 

present, and future appear is necessarily an incomplete world, and this is what we 

call the world of the body of form, or the world of material. 

 And the way of teaching of Tathagata Zen is to say that the one who thinks 

about things like this is the present moment self, the present moment self which 

can say “I am,” and which has grown up and developed to the degree that it can 

think about these things.  What I’m saying here is that simultaneously with the 

birth of the child, that is the exact same time as mother and father were born; 

simultaneously with the appearance of the present moment past and future also 

appear.  I think, perhaps, that everybody thinks their mother and father 

appeared before they appeared.   But in Tathagata Zen we say the only reason 

you think that way is because you have a not very good way of thinking.  That 

not good way of thinking comes into being because you simply unquestioningly, 

unconditionally affirm your “I am” self, and then fixate that “I am” self.  Even 

your mother, even your father, those mothers and fathers all appear 

simultaneously in this world together with you.  This teaching called Buddhism is 

the teaching which says that if you yourself can manifest the wisdom that clearly 

knows how it is you appear here, how it is you are born here, then you will no 

longer be tied up by the kind of thinking that your mother and father appeared 

before you did.  But I think it is fair to say that although we talk about how you 

should manifest the wisdom that clearly grasps this basic principle that you 
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appear simultaneously with your mother and father, and that you also will vanish 

simultaneously with you mother and father, it is actually very difficult to manifest 

this wisdom, not something I can expect you to just immediately be able to do 

upon hearing it one time.  It is through your practice that you will grasp this 

principle that you appear simultaneously with mother and father, and that you 

also will pass away simultaneously with your mother and father.  You have to do 

the spiritual training to grasp this principle yourself, so there really is no point in 

me going on and on about it more here.   

 What I really would like you to contemplate carefully here is that when you 

do appear you have equal amounts of plus and minus, equal amounts of mother 

and father as your content.   

 But the world before the self appears, that world is a world nobody can 

know, that world is also a world in which it isn’t necessary to suffer being 

controlled by anything.  And at least as a temporary way of teaching we call that 

world before the manifestation of the self the world of the source, the world of 

the origin, the world that does us the favor of giving birth to ourselves.  And that 

world is totally different than this world of form of form or substance, or we could 

say the material world.  There is no one in that world to say “good” or “evil.”  

Therefore that world does not belong to the world of good and evil.  But the 

enlightened teachers have described this world in a certain way, and called it, for 

lack of a better word, the world of spirit, or the world of the soul (霊魂 reikon)  

or the spiritual world, or the world of the spiritual activity.  But even if we say 

“spiritual world” people still have a tendency to want to think about this world as 

an object, but we tell you this world will never appear unless your thinking self 

disappears.   

 And the enlightened one taught this world, because it is a world which is 

only manifest when your thinking self is gone, is called the world of emptiness, of 

the world of zero, or the world of the activity of zero.  This means it is a world 

which is an activity, and that activity has no will.  People love to use these words 

like “zero,” and “emptiness,” but what those words mean is an activity which is 

acting without will.   
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 And the enlightened ones are the ones who have seen completely to the 

bottom of the question of why it is that the human self which does have will 

appears from this activity of zero, of emptiness which has absolutely no will.  But 

in general, most people simply unquestioningly, unthinkingly affirm their “I am”  

proclaiming self, and then fixate that self.  And that is the most dangerous thing, 

the most high handed, unreasonable, tyrannical, arrogant thing imaginable.  

That is why Buddhism says that because people unquestioningly simply insist 

upon themselves, insist upon asserting their “I am” selves, that people are much 

more high handed, tyrannical, and oppressive than dogs or cats or mosquitoes.  

Buddhism says that, although people might go around saying that human beings 

are the civilized ones, human beings are the cultured ones, and the beasts are 

only lowly existences, that on the one hand it is true they are lowly, because they 

don’t have a developed activity of consciousness, on the other hand it is really the 

people who are the oppressing, unreasonable, high handed ones, because people 

unquestioningly assert their fixated “I am” selves.   

 And therefore Buddhism is the teaching which says that if you are a person 

who that sits zazen and sees into the condition of the origin before the birth of 

the self, and also sees into the activity which gives birth to the self, and gives birth 

to the activity that human selves have of doing the function of developed 

consciousness, and coming to create culture, then it is inevitable that those 

insights will lead you to a life of “sange,” we say in Buddhism, a life of repentance.  

But when you are young you don’t have time, it seems, to manifest the way of 

thinking which is repentant, to manifest a life of repentance.  When you are an 

adolescent or a young adult it is normal for you to simply want to hurry up and 

grow up, hurry up and become an adult, and become free, and so you aren’t 

capable of living an adult like religious life of repentance.  But later when you 

realize that you appear and disappear right together with your parents, then 

finally, for the first time you will step in to walking the life of a repentant life, but 

to get into the details of this kind of thing would take a long time, so I won’t keep 

on talking about it here. 

 All children have this vigorous, energetic thought that they must grow up, 
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they must mature, they must not be defeated, they must move forward.  But 

why does it that this child that has been born come to have this kind of thinking, 

or we could say come to have this way of consciousness?  Buddhism says 

without fail the child will develop this activity we call consciousness.  This is 

another natural principle you have to contemplate for yourself; why is it that 

consciousness appears?  And   why is it that inevitably consciousness does the 

activity of developing?  And this is also a story I have told you over and over 

again in the past, the story of why the self comes to have consciousness, and also 

how that consciousness comes to develop.  But young people don’t seem to 

have time to do zazen and contemplate this sort of thing.  They think, “We’re 

busy!  We can’t be left behind!  We can’t be defeated!”  But really you can’t 

remain in that state of being too busy to contemplate the nature of your self.  

You can’t ignore this problem forever.   

 Although the adolescents, the young people, might not have time 

themselves to contemplate this basic principle, it is up to their elders and their 

parents and their teachers to educate them.  In Japanese we have this term 

kateikyoiku 家庭教育, the education which takes place in the home, and I think 

you should be able to see just how important that it is. 

 As I said before, when the self is born it appears because it has received 

equal portions of plus and minus.  And that is why we say that the self when it is 

born is the thing which is most similar in nature to the source itself, because the 

source also has both plus and minus.  The self, the child which has appeared has 

both plus and minus, has both the activity which forms man and the activity 

which forms woman, so it is similar to the origin.  But father only has the plus 

activity, and mother only has the minus activity, and so father and mother are not 

the same as the self, they don’t have both the fundamental activities as their 

content.  And that is why Buddhism says that it is completely and utterly natural 

that when father or mother see their child they immediately have the deep 

emotion which feels that their child is the thing which is closest to God, closest to 

the absolute being.  When mother sees child she sees that the child has the 

mother forming activity.  So it is natural that the mother seeing the child sees 



August 9, 1998 Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi, Mumonkan Case One 

 

7 

 

the child as her self.  And also when father sees the child he sees the child has, 

in the same way as he has, the plus activity, so he sees the child as himself.  

Buddhism says that this kind of emotion in which parents feel that their child is 

their self is perfectly natural.   

 But, as I was telling you in a previous talk, when the child is born 

temporarily at that moment of birth the child utterly cuts off its connection from 

both mother and father.  I’ve actually told you over and over again in the past 

that if the plus and minus activities were always connected to each other, and 

never did the activity of completely separating, or completely dividing themselves 

apart, then the child would never be born in between them, and therefore we say 

that at the moment, at the one instant of birth the child has completely severed 

its connections with both plus and minus.  In Buddhism we teach that during the 

process of our growing up inevitably there will be times in which we simply want 

to be by ourselves, we simply want to be alone, and the reason for that is that we 

had that experience at the very moment of our birth of being completely cut off 

from both mother and father, and so it is natural for later on to have this kind of 

desire.   

 But if that condition of being cut off continues, if mother and father are not 

able to make relationship with the child, then what is the child going to eat?  

There is no one to nurture or care for the child, and the child will simply die.  But 

Buddhism says that father, the plus activity, the activity of going, the tatha-gata 

activity never loses its activity of going, and mother, the minus activity as well 

never can throw away her activity of minus, of tatha-agata.  People always say 

that it isn’t possible for we people to live without love, but in Buddhism we say 

that our very original nature is the activity of love, and that we can’t throw that 

activity away even if we wanted to.  

 The father is the activity of expanding, and the mother is the activity of 

contracting, and both mother and father will together, simultaneously, doing their 

expanding and contracting, make relationship through those activities with the 

child.  The plus activity gave part of its plus activity in order to give birth to the 

child, but when he then makes relationship with this child through expanding he 
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again makes that portion of plus he had given his content again.  And the 

mother, doing the activity of contracting, makes relationship with the minus 

activity which the child has, and through that makes the child her content.  

That’s why there are these times where the child is right in the center between 

mother and father, and mother and father are fighting over the child, both 

claiming that the child is theirs.  But since in reality this activity is the activity of 

true love, it can happen without fighting about it.  It is only in the human world 

where people unquestioningly affirm their “I am” selves, where the plus and 

minus activities both are doing this unquestioning affirming and fixating of 

themselves that fighting happens, and you hear about this kind of fighting all the 

time, but in the world of true love, in the world of the original activity no fighting 

happens.   

 We are running out of time so I should hurry, and this is the time in the 

activity that the child also divides itself in two, and returns to father that which it 

has received from father, and returns to mother that which it has received from 

mother, and then the self becomes father and mother.  But, if the self, on the 

other hand fixates, freezes itself, then it will neither be able to melt itself into 

father’s world nor be able to melt itself into mother’s world, and not being able 

to do that activity of melting back into father’s and mother’s worlds, it won’t be 

able to develop or advance.  In Buddhism we call the activity of the self dividing 

itself in two and melting back into mother’s and father’s worlds, which is the 

activity of its true nature, the activity of no-self, muga 無我.   

 Mother and father need to educate their child in the way of no-self, in the 

activity of no-self.  It is only through doing this activity of no-self that finally the 

self will perceive mother as itself, look at father and see father as itself.  Finally 

for the first time this condition of self seeing self will appear.  Being embraced 

by father or mother the child will break into a smile.  That is why when we 

educate children it is so important for both father and mother to embrace them.  

The position of Buddhism is to educate people in a way so that they develop a 

kind of consciousness that always is recognizing everything as itself.  Whether 

you look at a flower, or a mosquito, everything you see will be your self.  
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Children naturally will go around kissing dogs and cats.  The mothers might get 

excited and tell them to stop, but children are the kind of things which will lick 

anything, because they see everything as themselves. 

 When it comes to pass that the self sees everything as itself that condition 

comes into being because the self is dissolving itself.  The barrier, therefore, that 

is being spoken of, is this  “I am” self.  Although when you are born it is 

necessary for you to have an  “I am” self, the problem is fixating that  “I am” 

self, and when you do that you can’t grow.  If you try to grow up, if you try to 

mature fixating your  “I am” self you will never be able to do it.  Your body 

might mature, but your consciousness will not evolve at all.   

 The next thing Mumon gets into in his comment is the condition of having 

broken through this barrier, and he says that if you do break through this barrier 

then you will freely be able to meet God, meet Buddha, meet the patriarchs, meet 

your mother and father.  But we are out of time so we should stop here.     


