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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

April 15, 1998 – 5th Day 

General-Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan  
Case Five 

Kyogen’s Man-Up-a-Tree 
translated by R.H. Blyth 

Mumon’s Comment 

  

 Though your eloquence flows like a river, it is all of no avail.  Even if you can explain the whole 

body of the Buddhist sutras, that also is useless.  If you can answer the problem properly, you can kill 

the living, bring the dead to life.   But if you can’t answer, you must ask Maitreya when he comes. 

 

Mumon’s Verse 

 

 Kyogen really has bad taste, 

 And spreads poison limitlessly. 

 He stops up the monks’ mouths, 

 And frantically they squeeze tears out from their dead eyes. 

 
 Today finally we’ve come to the fifth day I’ve been giving teisho on the koan of Kyogen’s Tree.  
I’ve been repeating the same thing over and over and over again, but as I’ve been repeating myself it 
seems as if at least some of you have been catching on to what Zen is, as least a little bit at a time.  In 
other words what I’ve been telling you zen practice is up until now, this thing you are catching on to a 
little bit is that you tend to unconditionally, uncritically fixate your self, even though you don’t know 
what your self is, even though you don’t know if you are a triangle or a square or a circle, you tend to 
unconditionally fixate that self which becomes happy when it’s praised and which is grumpy when it 
gets scolded, and that very self that you fixate is the self that in Zen you must beat to death.  If it is an 
unconditionally fixated self, then of course if that self is affirmed, or praised then that self will be 
happy.  But the teaching we call Zen is the teaching which demands that we not fixate that self, and 
stop just sitting there and affirming that self.  There’s no need for you to take all this time and trouble 
to come all this way to study Zen if you just want to be praised or want to be affirmed, want to stay in 
that fixated self.  There are plenty of groups, there are plenty of places in society to go if you want to 
be loved, adored in that way, if you want to be praised, if you want to be affirmed in that way so, if 
that’s what you want I recommend you go to those other places. 
 But as I always say the thing we call the self is not in reality fixated.  Inevitably the self does 
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the way of walking of advancing, developing, evolving.  In other words the self is an incomplete thing.  
According to Buddhism we say that because our selves are incomplete we must do this activity of 
advancing, of developing of growing in order to become complete.  And the teaching of Tathagata 
Zen is that when you do the activity of advancing that is when the incomplete self disappears and a 
new self appears.  And you will inevitably come to manifest the wisdom that clearly knows that in this 
process when the new self is manifest, that new self has the old incomplete self, just as it is, as its 
content.  It is in no way the case that the old incomplete self has been thrown away or abandoned.   
 Also you must manifest the wisdom here that knows why it is that the self which appears, 
appears as the incomplete self in the first place.  Where were you born from?  Were you born from 
a stone, or a plant, or were you born from the sun?  This practice we do is for each one of you to 
investigate this condition of your birth until you have wisdom in to what it is.  For people who have 
wisdom they will probably say, “It was the heaven and earth nature activity which gave birth to me.  
There is nothing at all mysterious about it.”  And that is just the way it is.  But why did the activity, 
the power of nature, the power of heaven and earth give birth to an incomplete self?  In the same 
way some people will say, “God gave birth to me.  There is no need to worry about anything.”  But 
similarly that same person might say, “Why did God give birth to me as an imperfect, incomplete self?”  
And that person might begrudge or hate God.  What I’m saying is that whenever a big war comes up, 
a world war for instance comes up, that is when people start having doubts and thinking, “Why is it 
that God gave birth to us as incomplete things?  Why did God manifest this world as an incomplete 
world?”  And come to begrudge God for this.  Buddhism, however, although it might say that God 
gives birth to everything, it doesn’t say that God has will.  It says, in fact, that God in no way willfully 
manifests things in such a way as to say, “Okay, you will be born incomplete, but you will be born 
complete.”  In Buddhism we say God acts will-lessly when it gives birth to all of us.  If God did have a 
will then it would be natural for you to hate God.  If your mother and father, if your teachers had 
raised you, had taught you willfully then it would be natural for you to begrudge them too.  But if you 
are told that your mother and father and your teachers and all the people that have been leading you 
have been doing that will-lessly, then what can you possibly begrudge? 
 Without a doubt we have all appeared in the middle of this world which was not appeared.  
Before we appeared here there was no existent thing in this whole entire universe.  In Tathagata Zen 
we say that before our birth it wasn’t the case that we actually didn’t exist at all, but we were 
completely melted in to the great cosmos together with the great cosmos, together with everything.  
And at least as a temporary way of teaching we name that condition of the great universe before our 
birth the condition of the origin.  The condition of the origin is the origin of absolutely everything, and 
so it has embraced absolutely everything.  It has everything as its content.  I tell you this over and 
over and over.  The condition of the origin is doing an activity in which it is embracing, in which it is 
making everything its content, but it does that activity without will.   
 And what Buddhism is is the teaching of the enlightened one who said that, at least as one way 
of teaching he taught that the activity of the condition of the origin is an activity of two mutually 
opposing activities.  We can call them plus and minus.  We should leave aside this whole big 
problem of why it is that the activity of the dharma finally gives rise to existent things that have 
consciousness.  Now, first, we teach the very activity of the condition of the origin which is these two 
mutually opposing activities, which is an activity before any selves have been born.  What we say an 
enlightened person is is a person who has seen clearly in to, manifested the wisdom clearly for 
themselves that sees how the self is born from the condition of the origin.  And these enlightened 
people also teach that the condition of the origin itself is an activity of two mutually opposing activities 
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of plus and minus.  And of course the enlightened one who says that is someone who has been born 
from the condition of the origin, and grown and developed until he or she does the activity of 
consciousness.   
 The activity of the origin, the mutually opposing activity of plus and minus, what kind of activity 
is it doing when it gives birth to you, when it gives birth to any existent self?  That is what we ask you 
to investigate first in your study.  “I want to be saved.  I want to be liberated.  I want to be rich.  I 
want to be comfortable and at peace.”  All of those sorts of questions come up much further down 
the line.  “I’m lonely.  How on earth can I get rid of this loneliness?”  That’s the kind of question 
that comes up much later, when you have gotten big.  But the teaching of the enlightened ones is 
that if you can’t, now while you still have the energy, while you still are young and strong, if you can’t 
manifest first this basic wisdom which knows the principle through which you have been born, through 
which you have appeared in the first place, then your whole life will be spent making mistakes because 
you don’t understand the very nature of what you are.  You yourself will cause yourself to manifest a 
mistaken way of being, because of your own misunderstanding.   
 When we talk about these two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus I think that it is 
fair to say that it is probably  exactly the way science describes the activity of electricity.  Actually I 
don’t go to school so really I don’t know what kind of an activity the activity of electricity does.  But 
there is someone here who is a specialist in this field of science, physics, electronics, so if you really 
want to know you should ask him.  But anyway, what is electricity?  Is it material, or is it 
non-material.  We’re not able to see the power of electricity, nor are we able to grasp the power of 
electricity, but we can feel it, can’t we?  And also we can know that when this activity of electricity 
unifies and then separates it gives off sparks, it gives off heat and light.  So knowing this we must face 
squarely the problem of what the material world really is, and what the non-material world really is.  
In general I think people say that fire is emitted, heat is emitted when there is friction in the material 
world.  And probably people who think in this way will also conclude that therefore in the 
non-material world there couldn’t be any emitting of fire or light.  So then they will have to think 
electricity is material.  But actually no one really believes electricity is material.  Really it is 
non-material.  What I say is that the activity of electricity is comprised of the activities of plus and 
minus.  You can’t see that.  And when plus and minus make relationship with each other, when they 
connect with each other, sometimes they unify, and sometimes they separate, and when they separate 
that is when they emit light and heat.  If you think of it in that way then you will see that it is 
impossible to really draw the boundary between the material world and the non-material world.   
 If you think that friction only comes up when two material objects are hitting one another then 
you will believe that it is impossible for friction to occur in a non-material world.  But as I just said, 
fire, and water as well, are manifest from a non-material activity, so if you have been thinking in this 
previous way you will have no way of getting a grasp on this.   
 In Nyorai Zen, in Tathagata Zen we study by changing the way we speak in another way, and 
calling the plus activity the activity of expanding, and the minus activity the activity of contracting.  
No one can see expanding.  No one can see the activity of contracting.  We also can name the 
activity of expanding the activity of existence, and the activity of contracting, the minus activity the 
activity of non-existence.   
 And the teaching of the enlightened ones is that when plus and minus become one that is the 
perfect complete condition.  And because that state is complete it has no outside and no inside.  
That’s why we call it the state of zero.  And without fail plus and minus will manifest this condition of 
unification which is complete, and therefore beyond compare, has no need to be compared.  And this 
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condition of completion, of perfection, this condition of the unification of plus and minus, which has no 
need to be compared to anything, this condition of zero, in Buddhism, and especially in Zen, we call, 
just as it appears in this koan, the condition of the Bodhi Tree.  And as I always say, it’s generally said, 
and it’s true, that we cannot exist without love, but it is the Bodhi Tree itself which is doing the activity 
of true love.  The condition of no-outside, no-inside is the Bodhi Tree, is the manifestation of the 
activity of true love.  And as I always tell you, that condition is the activity of zero.   
 But that activity of zero never fixates itself as zero, it always is acting.  This is a very difficult 
thing.  But from the point of view of the enlightened person there’s nothing at all difficult about it.  
Whether plus and minus are manifesting unification, or manifesting a condition of opposition, the 
enlightened ones have always said that both of those conditions are occurring in one world.  We can, 
as a way of teaching, as an expedient means name these activities of plus and minus in a human way, 
in a personified way, and say that plus is the male activity, and minus is the female activity.  Plus and 
minus, man and woman meet.  Actually plus and minus are both acting will-lessly.  But we say, in 
order to teach, that you have to find a way for yourself to see these will-less activities in a personified 
way, to see this activity of plus and minus as  an activity which has character, and call plus man and 
minus woman.   
 When plus and minus meet, then plus has half of this one world as its content, and minus has 
exactly half of this one world as her content.  And that’s why they both say, “Ah, it’s so good to see 
you again,” when they meet.  But where were plus and minus before they met?  The teaching of the 
Enlightened Ones is to say that before plus and minus meet they were both standing up, plus at his 
origin, and minus at her origin, and facing one another, opposing each other, but together both doing 
the activity of  holding this one singular world.   
 And at least one way to look at it is that in this condition the minus activity is standing up on 
the very outer edge of this one and only singular world, which we can see as a great sphere, and she is 
on the verge of contracting everything down, contacting the whole world, from this position of being 
on the very outside of the sphere.  She is about to do the activity of contracting, of shrinking her very 
place of residence, her home.   
 And in contrast to this the plus activity, the man is at the very center of this sphere, at the very 
center of this ball.  That is his origin.  And he is about to expand that very origin.   
 So, when you are attempting to investigate the nature of your self, I know it is difficult, but we 
do teach this difficult teaching that you must actually be investigating the activity of residing, the 
activity of how the self makes a place to live.   
 The minus activity, the female activity is from the very outside of the sphere contracting down 
until finally she arrives at the very center of the sphere.  And the plus activity, beginning at the very 
center of the sphere does the activity of expanding until he has made the entire body, the totality his 
content, and through that activity we say that he has experienced the entire body.  This is the very 
condition that you should contemplate when you do zazen.   
 These two activities, the minus activity contracting from the outer edge of the sphere, and the 
plus activity expanding from the very center of the sphere, we say that of course, inevitably, 
somewhere in between the center and the outside those two activities meet.  Inevitably they will 
meet.  And if you want to speak in personified terms we can say that man and woman are beings 
which always are residing in the same one and only world, and so they are beings which will inevitably 
meet each other.  No one can escape this kind of meeting.  What should you do then when you 
meet?  You meet and you say, “Ah, it’s so great to meet you,” but can you fixate that place of 
meeting?  Inevitably this activity of plus and minus, this activity of electricity will break through the 
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point of meeting, and the minus activity having broken through that place of meeting will arrive at the 
source of plus, the place plus had been standing up in, the very center of the sphere.  At first the 
minus activity had experienced half of the sphere through doing the minus activity, and then when she 
breaks through this point of meeting she enters the plus activity’s world, the world which had been 
created through the expansiveness of plus, until she completely experiences all of plus’ world.  And 
plus is the same way.  He breaks through the point of meeting, and completely experiences all of 
minus’ world until he arrives at the origin of minus.   
 And this is when plus is standing up at the origin of minus, and minus is standing up on the 
origin of plus, and again they are manifesting a condition of opposition.  And this is the condition in 
which both plus and minus are doing the activity of holding, of grasping this one world which is their 
home.  The way we teach is to say that this condition is the condition in which plus and minus, if we 
posit that they have a human character, but in actuality of course they don’t have human character, 
they don’t have the activity of consciousness, but if we say that they do have the activity of 
consciousness, and we must find a way of seeing these activities in human terms, then we say that this 
is when plus turns around and recognizes that it has experienced the entirety, and minus also turns 
around and recognizes that she is holding her entire home.  
 In this case minus is standing in the origin of plus, not her own origin.  And plus is standing in 
the origin of minus, not in the plus origin.  And the enlightened ones have taught that this is when 
inevitably both plus and minus together will do the activity of returning to their own origins.  But why 
is it that plus having arrived at the origin of minus then does the activity of returning to his own origin, 
and why does minus do the activity of returning to her own origin?  You can’t just accept that 
uncritically, unquestioningly.  You have to know why.  According to Buddhism if you are an existent 
thing then it is incumbent on you to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the principle of why in 
this condition plus must return to his origin and minus must return to her origin.   
 Just before I said that plus, standing up in the origin of minus, and minus standing up in the 
origin of plus are mutually, together doing an activity of holding this one singular home they share.  
But this is a very difficult thing.  But actually there is nothing difficult about it.   
 The reason why it isn’t difficult is, let’s take the plus activity: eternally, without ever changing 
the plus activity will always be the plus activity.  And similarly the minus activity always has the 
character of being the minus activity.  This character, as her character never changes.  She never 
becomes the character of the plus activity.  She is eternally her own character.  However, plus will 
inevitably clearly see into the origin of minus, and minus also inevitably will clearly see into the origin 
of plus.   
 Please contemplate this carefully for yourself: minus has arrived at the very origin of plus, now 
what will she do?  She has no further place in which to act.  She has no where to go.  And plus, 
having arrived at the origin of minus also has no further place to do activity in, because this is, after all, 
the origin.  This is the condition in which both plus and minus have reached the state in which they no 
longer need to act, so they can both say, “Ah, this is great,” and finally rest.  But, having manifested 
this condition of “Ah, great,” can you fixated that great condition or not?  Which?  Both plus and 
minus have a character.  There is no way they can transform their characters.  They are plus and 
minus.  Minus has arrived at the origin of plus, that is the origin, therefore there is no further place 
for minus to act in, and plus has arrived at the origin of minus, being the origin it leaves no further 
place to be acted in.  But minus inevitably will want to, will strive to contract further, and plus also 
will strive to expand further.  But, minus, having arrived at plus’ origin, even if she wants to contract 
she cannot, there is no place for her to contract into.  And plus also, even though he wants to expand, 
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there is no place for him to expand, so he can’t.  So even though they say, “Ah, this is great,” it really 
isn’t so great.  I mean, that’s not the end of the story.  If they had to stop in this condition then they 
would just get lonely.  But this condition of loneliness actually in reality doesn’t happen.  Why?   
 Although there is no place for them to act plus and minus cannot throw away, cannot quit 
being plus and minus, cannot quit being their original natures.  Minus, for example, even though she 
remains being minus, at this point she does an activity which we call turning back, doing an about face, 
and she faces the plus activity.  And the plus activity is the same.  There is no further place for him 
to act in, so he does an about face too, and faces the minus activity, and makes relationship with the 
minus activity.  It is inevitable that in this condition the plus activity will do an activity of making 
relationship with the minus activity, and likewise the minus activity will do an activity of making 
relationship with the plus activity.  And through this making relationship the minus activity can 
actually do the plus activity, not do the minus activity, but doing the plus activity she is then capable of 
returning to her origin.  And plus is the same way, being influenced by the activity of minus, through 
making relationship with her, he, although he is at the origin of minus he is able then to do the minus 
activity and return to his own plus origin.   
 I’m quite aware that just before I said that the plus activity is always eternally the plus activity, 
and never changes in to the minus activity, and likewise the minus activity is eternally minus, and never 
changes to the plus activity.  But, in this activity of the condition of the origin in the case when minus 
returns to her own home she is able to do the plus activity and do this returning, and plus also in this 
condition is able to do the minus activity in order to return to his home.  But in this situation, 
although plus is doing the minus activity, and minus certainly is doing the plus activity, it is no way the 
case that the activity of plus has actually turned in to the minus activity, or the activity of minus has 
transformed in to the plus the activity.  In this case the way enlightened people have explained it, the 
minus activity is able to do the plus activity because she is being helped by the plus activity.  
Receiving that help she is able to do the plus activity and return home.  And likewise, the plus activity 
is able to do the minus activity because he is being helped by the minus activity.  Receiving that help 
he is able to contract and return home. 
 And again when this activity of returning occurs between the center and the outer edge plus 
and minus meet.  And wouldn’t it be the case here that this place of meeting also will be broken 
through and that when this break through happens fire is emitted, and then plus, after this fire comes 
sparking out, returns to his source, and minus returns to her source? 
 But, anyway, that’s another subject we’ll get in to later.  For now let’s remember that the 
teaching we call Buddhism is the teaching that plus and minus are doing their activity always in one 
singular home, one unique place.  There is no way of getting around it.  We are sharing this one 
singular place, and doing the activity of living within that place.  I just looked at my watch and we 
have gone way over our allotted time.  When I get into this topic I just forget all about the time.  The 
reason for that is that the condition of the origin is an activity which is a will-less activity.  It’s just like 
the activity of true love.  The very conclusion that this teaching of Buddhism gives is that plus and 
minus live together sharing one place of residence.  That is the place of the origin, but that place is 
acting, and it’s acting will-lessly. 
 But what about this human world, what about this world that does have will?  What kind of a 
world is this?  This human world, as I was talking about a little bit before, is the world where we just 
say whatever we want to say, we say whatever is convenient to us, we say this and that, and just 
wander lost here and there, rush about in lostness.  So I guess it’s fine for you to rush around saying 
whatever you want from your arbitrary self centered perspective.  Say whatever you want to say in 
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your self centered way and rush around here and there.  Go ahead.  That’s fine.  But be careful not 
go blabbering on self centeredly in a way that will end up with you dropping down dead.  What I’m 
saying is that during this time of your being alive there is no way that you can avoid eventually meeting 
up with desperate circumstances.  You will certainly have to face the moment of your death.  So be 
careful.   
 So why does this human world appear anyway?  We can ask the same question and say, why 
does the thing we call the self appear?  Let’s say that we’ve come to the end of the explanation of the 
condition of the origin, and that tomorrow we will get into why the self appears from that condition.   
If you don’t understand that there is no possible way that you can understand the comment or the 
poem of Mumon’s.   
 The reason why I speak in this way is that now that I’m ninety one years old I can see utterly 
clearly this human world filled with people simply unquestioningly rushing around following their self 
centered convenience, and doing this, making all of this fighting, making all of this war everywhere.  
But it’s fine to just go around and say whatever you want to say.  But try not to annoy the people 
around you too much.  Try not to make trouble for the countries around you too much.  But it 
seems as if it is impossible for you to avoid making that annoyance and trouble.   
 
 


