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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 
Rinzai-ji, Los Angeles 

Sunday Teisho August 29, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case 37: Oak Tree in the Garden 

 A monk asked Joshu, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma coming from the west?”  

Joshu said, “Oak tree in the front garden.” 

 

 This koan we just read has as its main character the same Joshu of the first case of the 

Mumonkan.  This is the same Joshu as in the Joshu of Joshu’s Mu.   

 As I always tell you, when we ask what a koan is, what the purpose of a koan is, all koans 

serve the same purpose, and that is to help us solve the problem of what the very way of being 

of our selves is.  What is this self we call “I am?”  This is the question posed by any koan.  

From ancient times many different people have tried to explain exactly what is meant by a 

koan.  And each individual old teacher had his own way of explaining it, so I wonder which one 

could be said to be the correct way?  But I think that for we modern people the most easily 

understandable way to see a koan is as a problem or question which helps us see clearly to the 

very bottom of the nature of our “I am” selves.   

 So, what should we do if our purpose is to see clearly to the bottom of the nature of our 

selves?  In the end the best way to do that is to see clearly into the very nature of the Dharma 

activity.  And it should go without saying that when I say the Dharma activity that is the 

activity that forms this world which is our home, and all of us who live in it.  In conclusion 

therefore, we can see, that a koan is a problem which helps us see into the Dharma activity.   

 And the koan we read today is exactly this.  It is a question that is seeing clearly into 
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the nature of the Dharma activity.  If there is any question or problem which is not a question 

of seeing clearly into the Dharma activity then I think it is fair to say that question, or any 

question like that, is irrelevant to you.   

 As I always tell you, this Dharma activity both brings you into being, forms you, and also 

solves you, dissolves.  But, what exactly is this activity? 

 And just as I always tell you, over and over again, the Dharma activity has as its very 

content two fundamental mutually opposing activities.  And one way we can name these two 

opposing activities is to call one the activity which forms man, and the other the activity which 

forms woman.  Or we can understand them to be on the one hand the living activity, and on 

the other hand the dying activity.  Another acceptable way to grasp these two activities is to 

understand one to be the activity that forms heaven, and the other to be the activity that forms 

this great earth.  And it wouldn’t be a mistake to say that the living activity is the activity that 

forms the self, and the dying activity is the activity that destroys the self.   

 The very way of practice in this practice we call the practice of Tathagata Zen is to 

clearly understand when you enter practice that you are constructed through both the living 

activity and the dying activity together. 

 All of you, I think, are not frightened by the living activity, but when it comes to dying 

you are frightened.  But that is a big mistake.  The reason why it is such a big mistake is 

because, as I just said, you are formed by both living and dying.  You are constructed by both 

the living and dying activities.  And so if you take of the fundamental activities, and hate it, 

and try to avoid it, then it is not possible to manifest your perfect self.   

 The true way of being of your self is to not only attach to the living activity, to not avoid 

of reject the dying activity, but to make both together your content.  You cannot throw either 
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away, you cannot abandon either, you cannot dislike either.  You have to make them both 

your content.     

 Some of you will simply say, “Well, I am not the kind of person who can do that.”  That 

is I guess why Zen practice is difficult.  And that is why when we talk about Zen practice we say 

you have to do the practice of manifesting the wisdom that clearly knows that in reality you are 

constructed through both the living and the dying activities.  But is isn’t easy.  No matter 

what angle you try to think about it from there is nothing easy about it.    

 And we warn you, and say that when you have the way of thinking which only loves the 

living activity, but detests the dying activity that is what we call an unripe, not yet completely 

formed way of thinking.  Because the true nature of your self has both living and dying equally 

as its content. The completed result, the completed point of view, or way of seeing things is the 

way of seeing things which clearly understands that you have both living and dying equally and 

completely as your content.  

 So what really is this imperfect self? What kind of a thing really is this not yet completed 

self? Not yet perfected self? And in Tathagata Zen we say that at the very beginning you have to 

ask yourself the question, at the very beginning of your practice you have to take up the 

problem of why it is that this not completed self, this imperfect self is manifest in the first place. 

It would have been so much easier if we had just been first manifest totally complete. Why is it 

that we had to be manifest incomplete? 

 Where does this imperfect self come from? Does it rain down from heaven? Or does it 

rise up from the great earth like a spring. The very first question this koan asks us is this 

question. Where did this imperfect self come from? Did it come from the east or the west? Did 

it come from heaven or did it come from earth? In Tathagata Zen, in patriarch Zen, in this koan 
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this question is expressed in the phrase, “What was the meaning of Bodhidharma coming from 

the west?” We interpret this question to mean, Where did the self come from? When it comes 

to this famous expression, “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma coming from the west” 

people say this and that and all sorts of things about it, but what I am saying here now is that 

you have to understand this question to mean Where did you come from? Where did that 

imperfect self which is you come from?  

 The perfect state, the completed condition is a condition in which you do not have will. 

You do not have the sort of will that thinks, “I must do this. I must do something.” This state is 

also what we call the state of perfect or complete will.  The condition in which activity takes 

place totally without will is in Tathagata Zen called the perfect condition, or the complete 

condition, or the state of the perfect, complete activity of heart or mind. And in this original 

question where it says “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma coming from the west?” that 

Chinese character which is usually translated as “meaning,” pronounced “ee 意“ is the 

character that also means will. But the will being referred to in this famous question is not the 

perfect will, the meaning being referred to here is not the perfect meaning, it is the imperfect 

will. This is referring to the imperfect activity of mind.    We can also interpret the 

“patriarch,” or Bodhidharma in this case to mean the Dharma activity itself. And is the Dharma 

activity a perfect activity or an imperfect activity? The Dharma activity is the perfect activity, it 

doesn’t have any will. It is acting totally without will. It is not an activity that does anything like 

coming or going from the east or the west. So right from the start you have to very clearly 

understand that just the first half this phrase, “The patriarch coming from the west,” ‘The 

Dharma activity, Bodhidharma, coming from the west’ already is trying to make a fool out of 

the Dharma activity. Just to say this is itself a joke.  You have to clearly understand that the 
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Dharma activity doesn’t come from the east or the west. It is the kind of activity that has no 

need to say anything. I mean it is the perfect activity of mind, the perfect activity of heart.  It is 

acting without will.  There is nothing, also, you can say about it. So to ask about this Dharma 

activity, to ask about an activity that is like this, questions such as “What meaning does it 

have?” is just a joke. It is just making fun of the Dharma activity. It is just trying to make the 

Dharma activity look stupid.   

 But the perfect condition appears from the imperfect condition. If we were already 

complete, and perfect when we are first manifest there would not be any need for us to 

practice.  But, there is not even one thing that is from the start complete.  In the beginning 

we all are babies, in the beginning we all are imperfect. 

 Whether it’s a plant or an insect or a mosquito or a fish or a bird or a beast, whatever it 

is nothing is ever manifest at first perfectly, everything is always at first manifest incompletely 

or imperfectly. 

 And so this very question “What is the meaning of Bodhidharma coming from the 

west”?,  is describing the imperfect condition, the perfect condition has no meaning, this is 

talking about the imperfect condition.  I wonder if you understand? 

 You have to be able to very clearly understand that this thing you call yourself manifests 

both of these conditions, it manifests the condition we call perfection and also the condition of 

imperfection. 

 So, going back to the very beginning of the story we have Master Joshu, and he’s 

approached by a monk and the question that the monk asks, now I hope you can clearly see, is 

a question concerning the manifestation of the imperfect self.   

 This question is asked by, it says “A so, 僧”, and so we can guess that rather than just an 
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ordinary monk this “so” this questioner is already an Osho, who has practiced a whole lot and 

it’s a very important question that he asks.  You can say that he’s asking a question about the 

entire teaching of Buddhism itself, “What is Buddhism”? 

 The teaching of Buddhism is the teaching of the enlightened ones and when we say an 

enlightened person or an enlightened being that means somebody who has completely 

manifested the wisdom that knows the very nature of this world.  And enlightened one, in 

other words a Buddha, is someone who both knows clearly the nature of the imperfect 

condition, in other words the nature of the born self, and also the nature of the perfect 

condition. 

 If you manifest the wisdom that clearly knows the manifestation of the perfect self and 

the manifestation of the imperfect self, then just in the same way as Shakyamuni was you also 

will be a Buddha. 

 If that happens then of course any kind of bickering or conflict about which is better, 

democracy or communism will vanish.  And when that happens, don’t you think that it won’t 

be necessary anymore to argue about liking the male perspective better or the female 

perspective better. 

 Someone who knows that principle is an Osho.  And that’s the position of this monk, 

this “so”.  So, Joshu better be careful if he answers or teaches in a mistaken way, he’s in 

trouble.   

 If it’s a kendo instructor facing his or her good student and the student asks a question 

the instructor better be careful because if he or she makes a mistake then oppositely she might 

get cut by the student.   

 So, Joshu we can see, we can say in this case is a master of kendo, and the monk who 
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asks the question is a practitioner, is just a student, but it isn’t a trivial match that is occurring, 

this is really something that we need to look at. 

 Americans love American football, and as long as American football stays strong then 

the American Army also will be strong.  If we lose football then everything might fall apart, the 

army also will get weak.  Football is good practice.   

 If you look at this meeting you can simultaneously recognize the value of football, but 

also see that this is a better match than any football match. 

 Because the question that this monk is asking Joshu is about the very nature of the self, 

it’s asking about “What is the very true way of being of a person”?  And that is why I’ve been 

trying to explain to you that you have to clearly understand this question to mean, “Why is the 

imperfect self born, how is the imperfect self born, and in what way should we advance and 

grow in order to manifest the perfect self”? 

 Every single existence, every single thing whether it’s an ant or a mosquito or a fish or a 

bird, is manifest from the same source, which we call the condition of the origin. 

 So, in zen practice right from the start we demand that you see clearly into the very 

nature of this origin, you can do zen practice for years and years and years and if you don’t see 

into the nature of the condition of the origin, it isn’t really zen practice. 

 The condition of the origin is the origin of everything, we can say that it is the cause of 

everything.  And we say that the effect or the result of this cause, this origin is another origin, 

is a newly manifest fresh condition of the origin. 

 The cause and the effect are not even a little bit different than each other.  They are 

the same.  The condition of the origin is the origin of everything, that is why we say it is the 

perfect condition.  And the result, in the exact same way is also a condition of perfection.  
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 But Tathagata Zen says something very difficult to understand.  In Tathagata Zen we 

say that although cause and effect, origin and result are the same, there is a difference 

between bigness and smallness.  But it is also said that the origin its very self is the thing that 

becomes the result, so, although there might be bigness and smallness, it is always simply one 

singular world that is manifest.  There is always only one world, although that world might be 

swelling and shrinking, there is only one.  There is never a change in the fact that the world is 

one and only. 

 Of course this Great Cosmos of ours goes through all sorts of changes, and the thing that 

makes the Great Cosmos in Tathagata Zen we call the heart of the Great Universe, or the mind 

of the Great Universe, and that is what causes all of these changes.  But, in the fact that there 

is always only one Great Cosmos there is never a change.   

 In Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen, as I always tell you, the state of perfection 

is called zero.  The condition of the origin is zero, and the result is also zero.  

 And, when we ask, Who are the beings who make up the content of the conditions of 

zero, they are the two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus.  It is these very activities 

of plus and minus that manifest the perfect self.  And according to Buddhism we can personify 

the activities of plus and minus and call them the activity of heart or mind. 

 When the activity of mind manifests the condition in which plus and minus totally unify 

with each other that is the perfect condition, that is zero.   

 And when we personify this condition of plus and minus totally unifying we can call it 

the manifestation of the activity of true love.  

 Who is it who can know true love?  The state of true love itself is a state in which plus 

and minus are completely one.  There is no need for anybody to know in this condition.  It is 
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not possible for anybody to know this condition.   

 As I always tell you it is the imperfect self, it is the thinking self, it is the self who 

blabbers and jabbers on and on endlessly who can know these things.  It is only that 

imperfect, thinking, blabbering and jabbering on and on endlessly self who asks questions like, 

“What is the manifestation of true love?  What is the perfect state?” 

 According to Tathagata Zen these two fundamental mutually opposing activities I have 

been calling plus and minus, or the living and dying activities, or sometimes we call them the 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming activities, when they become one that 

is zero, but just as inevitably they will manifest conditions when they separate from each other.   

 Over and over again, and over and over again, every single time I give teisho, almost, I 

tell you that when plus and minus separate from each other they both give a small part of 

themselves.  They both give one trillionth of themselves, and that which receives that one 

trillionth of plus and minus is the very foundation of the “I am” self.   

 The self who has received a trillionth of both plus and minus is the imperfect self, but 

having equal amounts of plus and minus it is zero.  It is an imperfect zero.  I suppose you can 

think about it in this way, you can say that the perfect activity of love, through doing the 

imperfect activity of love has given birth to the imperfect self.   

 There are parts of plus and minus, the major parts of both plus and minus in this case 

that are not the self.  The plus activity has given a trillionth of itself to birth the child, and the 

minus activity has given a trillionth of her self to birth the child, but those non-given parts of 

plus and minus are separate from the child.  But now plus and minus, because they have given 

away that small amount of themselves, they, in the same way as the child is are imperfect.  

You have to carefully contemplate this for yourselves.   
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 The teaching of Buddhism says that it is here that the material world appears from the 

formless world, from the spiritual world, from the non-material world.   

 In Tathagata Zen it is said that the imperfect self here, who has received a trillionth of 

both plus and minus is the present moment aspect of time, in contradistinction to the 

imperfect plus activity that forms past, and the imperfect minus activity who is now forming 

future.   

 Buddhism says that it is only when the present moment is manifest that past and future 

also are manifest.  Past and future are manifest right at the same time as the present is.   

 Just when I start getting in to giving teisho, “ching” the bell goes and says to me, “Hey, 

it’s time to stop!”  It really is frustrating.  It takes the wind right out of my sails.  It is just as 

if I am about to make true love, and “wham!” I am pulled right back to the world of the 

manifestation of  imperfect love.  It really is frustrating.  But there is nothing I can do about 

it.  From here is where the koan really gets interesting, but our time is up so we have to stop 

here. 

 

終 

the end 

 


