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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 
Day One Jidori Sesshin,  August 3, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

Mumon’s Comment 
 
 With your three hundred and sixty bones and joints, and your eighty four thousand pores 
concentrate on this one character “mu.”  Day and night, keep digging into it.   But don’t take it as 
“nothingness,” and don’t take it as “being” or “non-being.”  It’s like swallowing a red hot iron ball.  
You try to vomit it out, but you cannot.  Gradually you purify yourself, eliminating mistaken 
knowledge and attitudes you have held from the past, and inside and outside naturally become one.  
You’re like a mute person who has had a dream. You know it for yourself alone.   
 
 I remember last time telling you that we Buddhists investigate the way of being of ourselves by 

recognizing and investigating the two fundamental mutually opposing activities of plus and minus, and 

so really there is no need to take up any other example.  Really there is no need, for example, to 

investigate the 360 bones and joints, and 84,000 pores Mumon talks about here.  But if we just take 

up plus and minus, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata that remains quite abstract, not concrete, not 

something we can really get our hands on, and that is why Mumon very kindly takes up this concrete 

example to help us investigate the nature of ourselves.   

 You have no “I am” self apart from your flesh.  You have no “I am” self apart from your bones.  

And that is why he takes up this actual experience, the concrete example we all have.  The self that 

we call “I am” has as its content both bones and flesh.   

 Mumon asks us to give rise to a doubt with our whole bodies.  Now if you don’t already have 

a doubt then I don’t think it would be possible to give rise to a doubt, but the fact is that we all do have 
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a doubt.  We all do have a doubt about the very nature of ourselves.  And it is that doubt he is 

asking us to give rise to.  This is a very important part for people who are just beginning Zen. 

 Be careful here in how you interpret this.  Let’s say that the body of flesh is the minus activity, 

and the skeleton, the body of bones is the plus activity.  What Mumon is saying is that whenever the 

muscles act then right at that same time the bones also act.  That is to say that the flesh, the muscles, 

and the bones together are  forming your self.  Sometimes they might be distinct and facing each 

other, and at other times they are completely unified with each other, but, if you can grasp this 

principle, and think it carefully, then all of your doubts will be gone.   

 If we say that the flesh is doing the activity of Mu, of non-being, then the bones would be doing 

the activity of U, being.  But no matter how much the flesh wanted to do, or tried to do the Mu 

activity, if it weren’t for the bones simultaneously doing the activity of U, and giving the flesh its 

potential to do Mu, giving the flesh its ability to do Mu, then it couldn’t do Mu, and the “I am” self 

wouldn’t be formed.  And conversely when the activity of U, being arises, it is because simultaneously 

the activity of Mu, non-being is also arising that it is possible for it to arise.   

 This is the very foundation of Buddhist thinking, put simply. 

 Most people are completely unaware that when this self we call “I am” is manifest it is because 

that which is not the “I am,” that which is the “other” is simultaneously manifest and affirming that “I 

am” that the “I am” can be manifest.  Everyone just asserts, and affirms their “I am” selves 

completely unaware of this principle. 

 And because no one is aware of this principle, that is why the harmony between U and Mu gets 

lost, and they can no longer unify.  We can see it in the way that U exists for the sake of Mu, and 

non-being exists for the sake of being.  To give a more concrete example the existence of man is 

possible because woman exists.  And the existence of woman is possible because the male activity 

exists, the female activity is possible because the male activity exists.  When you can manifest this 
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wisdom the result of that manifestation of this wisdom inevitably will be the appearance of zero.   

 When Mumon asks us to give rise to this ball of doubt and concentrate on the character Mu, 

what he means is that if you manifest yourself clearly knowing that Mu exists for the sake of U and 

being exists for the sake of non-being, then at once you will be manifesting zero.  If you want to talk 

about the foundation of the cosmos, or the foundation of this world, or even the foundation of our 

human society the foundation of those things is all the same, it’s all the mutual making relationship of 

Mu and U , it’s U freely following Mu and Mu freely following U.   

 But neither Mu or U fixates itself as U or Mu.  U and Mu, as they make relationship with each 

other, as they unify with each other, dissolve themselves, and U is no longer U, and Mu is no longer 

Mu. They are both dissolved.  For you young people who are practicing zazen it’s very necessary for 

you to clearly manifest the wisdom of the practice that we call self dissolution, you dissolve your being 

self and your non-being self.   

 People often say how important harmony is.  Especially these days all around the world you 

can hear people expounding the virtue of harmony. But when it comes to true harmony Buddhism 

clearly says that true harmony is never manifest unless the I am self is dissolved.  Democracy is fine 

and actually Communism is just as fine, but when you look carefully at either Democracy or 

Communism you see that they are founded on affirming the self and then fixating that affirmed self.  I 

think it’s fair to say that this historical time in which we live now is a time when communism and 

democracy are continually in opposition to each other.  But especially for you young folks it’s very 

important for you to look carefully at this situation and especially we who are here in America it’s 

important for us to see clearly the insufficient parts of Democracy,  the part  lacking in democracy.  

And communism is in fact similar because Communism also has this same lacking.  This insufficiency is 

the un-questioning affirmation and then fixation of the I am self.  In other words the ideology called 

Communism does not have as it’s goal the dissolution of the I am self.   
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 Our true purpose, true goal is zero.  Our ideal, that I always tell you, is to manifest true love.  

If you can really understand that it is through dissolving the self that zero is manifest, and that the 

manifestation of zero is the manifestation of true love, then you will see clearly that if democracy and 

communism keep opposing each other then we’re headed for yet another war, that peace will never 

last.   

 Being and non-being definitely are opposing each other.  But just as undoubtedly U and Mu 

will act and manifest zero together.  But when that condition of zero again bursts open, as I’ve been 

telling you, then past, present and future again are manifest.  And of course the present is the I am 

self.  And that I am self talks about  all sorts of things, it looks on past and future and says 

democracy is good but communism is bad, or oppositely communism is good but democracy is bad. 

But Buddhism says that unfailingly that I am self will make all of plus and minus, all of past and future 

it’s content and thus manifest zero again.    

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen demands that you manifest the wisdom for yourselves that 

clearly sees that when you have a self which says “I am” that’s the imperfect self, that’s the self that 

does not have all of plus and minus as it’s content.  What I’m saying is that always, whether you are 

awake or whether you are asleep always you should manifest this fundamental principle, that the 

imperfect “I am” self will come to make all of plus and minus its content, and through that manifest the 

perfect self, and just as undoubtedly the  perfect self will again break apart and manifest the 

imperfect self again which takes past and future as objects.   

 And this is what I meant when before I told you that it isn’t enough to just passively listen to 

teisho.  You need to practice teisho, you need to review teisho.  I don’t know English but when you 

say “I am” you should know clearly that this “I am” self has been manifest.  And for example what I’m 

telling you to do, the practice I’m asking you to do , is to say to yourself, to recite to yourself over and 

over, as you meet different situations in your life, for example:  “I am now manifesting myself as the 
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flower.”  Over and over you have to recite, you have to chant to yourself when you hear a sound, “I 

am manifesting myself now as that sound.”  In Tathagata Zen we say that if you do that practice five 

hundred times, a thousand times then undoubtedly you will come to manifest the wisdom that leads 

you to actually manifest yourself as that sound.   

 And next Mumon cautions you and says “But don’t take it as nothingness, and don’t take it as 

being or non-being.”  This sort of phrase is found often in Buddhism, even in the sutras they have this 

kind of expression, but it’s very necessary for you not to forget that when you have an “I am” self that is 

saying these kinds of expressions “Don’t take it as nothingness, and don’t take it as being or 

non-being,” you must have a self to say those things.  When you manifest yourself as zero then 

there’s no need for you to say anything.   There’s no need to say things such as “nothingness” or 

“being” or “non-being.”  And that’s why Tathagata Zen tells us that the manifestation of the perfect 

zero is the manifestation of perfect true love.   

 And then Mumon goes on.  He’s really too kind he just can’t stop teaching.  He’s says it’s like 

swallowing a red hot iron ball.  It is just like swallowing, lets say, a big spoonful of hot pudding that is 

so hot you have to spit it out.  But Mumon is saying you don’t have time to spit it out so you just end 

up swallowing it anyway.  What he’s saying is that when you’re really practicing you have this 

experience of having the hot, hot pudding in your mouth that you really have to throw up, but you end 

up swallowing it.  Really when I look at this example I wonder if it’s really such a good example, if it 

really reflects Zen practice or not, but I guess these kinds of examples were popular at this time.   

 For example if you have your hand raised up, and someone says “You jerk!” you immediately, in 

your anger, put your hand down to hit the person, without thinking about it.  You don’t just remain in 

the state of having your hand raised.  Or similarly it’s just like when you are about to hug somebody, 

and they say “I’m happy to see you,” you don’t just stop in that situation of about to hug them, you 

actually go ahead and hug them.   
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 And then when he says that gradually you purify yourself eliminating false, mistaken 

knowledge.  This means that previously you were thinking all sorts of things, you were thinking 

someone is beautiful or ugly, that you like them or you don’t like them, that they’re adorable or 

hate-able, you were thinking about good and bad, but then you dissolve all of that activity of knowing, 

and actually act.  For example you might have your hand up ready to hit a person you are thinking is a 

hate-able person, but then you’re not just ready to hit them anymore, you actually hit them when they 

call you a jerk.  Or you’re ready to hug a person, thinking that it is wonderful to see them, but then 

you are not thinking anymore, you are actually hugging them.   

 What Mumon is saying here is that the true love that is manifest when you’re embracing 

someone, or the true love that is manifest when you’re working hard, or the true love that a gentleman 

manifests in his  gentlemanly way, or the true love that an ant manifests are all the same.  And this 

is right where all the different practices come up: When you see a flower how do you manifest true 

love?  When you see a pine tree, how do you manifest true love?  When you see the moon how do 

you manifest true love?  When you hear the sound of river how do you manifest true love?  When 

you hear the dog barking how do you manifest true love?  And this is just where the koan “When you 

heard that sound where did you go?”  comes from.   

 You can read all those fancy difficult books like the Blue Cliff Record and the different 

compendiums of Zen koans but it’s never going to be real Zen practice.  It might be useful to read the 

Blue Cliff Record and study it, it might be really good to help you assert your “I am” self more and, but if 

you don’t really practice when your studying the Blue Cliff Record then you will mistakenly understand 

it, and you  never will have the wisdom rise up for you that you must dissolve yourself.   

 Next Mumon says  that “Naturally inside and outside become one,” and this is very difficult to 

truly grasp, but what he means is that the outside activity is the activity of Mu , non-being, and the 

inside activity is the activity of U, being, and naturally , if you manifest the wisdom that knows this 
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activity, they will become one.   That’s the manifestation of zero.  He’s talking about the 

manifestation of true love.  What he’s saying is that everything from an ant to a mosquito all the way 

up to a human being, we all are manifesting true love.   

 And then he’s says that the manifestation of that kind of a wisdom is just like a mute person 

who has had a dream, he just says, “Aaaahahhhh,” but he can’t put it into words.  He’s saying it’s only 

the kind of manifestation that you know for yourself, it’s the kind of wisdom that you don’t need to do 

the activity of knowing to have, and therefore the manifestation of “Aaaahhhhhh” is a good thing.   

 Everybody says “It’s great to see you,” but what is that situation of “It’s great to see you”?  Can 

anyone really put it into words the activity  that’s taking place which leads us to say “It’s great to see 

you”?  It’s because mutually right together we dissolve our I am selves.  The Mu self dissolves itself 

as Mu, and the U self dissolves itself as U, and that’s why “It’s great to see you” comes up.   

 And when he says “You alone know it for yourself” it means nobody can help you.  Buddha 

can’t give you this wisdom.  God can’t give you this wisdom.  This wisdom isn’t handed down to you 

from someplace else.   

 And when that state of true love breaks apart again, again you are there with your “I am” self, 

again after, we say, the great death, you are resurrected.  And when you have manifest your “I am” 

self again you manifest the wisdom that knows “It’s good that I was able to meet you.”  When you 

resurrect that is when you are capable of making a confession, and you confess and say,  “The fact 

that you appeared here, and I was able to embrace you led me to true satisfaction.”   

 But when it comes to resurrections there are a lot of different kinds of them.  Sometimes 

when we manifest our “I am” selves immediately we simply put our partner, the person we are in 

relationship with in the position of the object.  And when we stick ourselves in the position of subject, 

and our partner into the position of object then all different kinds of things happen.  We end up 

saying to each other, “Hey, where are you going? You can’t just abandon me!  Where are you leaving 
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me for? How can you just leave me without saying anything?”  And here comes another fight.  That’s 

what we mean by the world divided into subject and object is not a good world.  I think that this is 

where you can see the difference between the philosophy of the east, in other words the philosophy of 

Buddhism, and the highly developed Greek western philosophy.    Buddhism asserts that 

subject and object, host and guest do separate from each other, but when that happens right at that 

same time the “I am” self appears, and so we say that the world of subject and object separated is not 

only subject and object.  It is , subject, object and the “I am” self.  And that’s why studying Buddhism 

is so hard.  Buddhism says that when the worlds of subject and object, the worlds of future and past  

are manifest right then also the present moment is manifest.   

 And as I always tell you that present moment “I am” self appears right when it simultaneously 

receives equal amounts of plus and minus.  If you are just beginning your practice of zazen I imagine 

this is very difficult for you to understand, but it if you are the kind of person who’s read a lot of books, 

and is really smart, then you should be able to understand this right away.   

 So you should see that we don’t permit the direct relationship of subject and object right away.  

Buddhism says be careful , when you have a self when your “I am” self is manifest, then it thinks about 

past and future, it thinks that father is on the inside, that the past is father and is on the inside, and 

that the future is mother and is on the outside.  And therefore be very clear that this world is not just 

a world of subject and object.  It has a self that is thinking about subject and object, past and future.  

The present moment is the “I am” self.  And so in this instance we can say that both plus and minus 

both inside and outside are objects to that I am self.   

 So Buddhism says it’s fine to acknowledge the existence of the world of objects, but don’t 

forget it isn’t just one world, it’s two worlds.  The moment the “I am” self is manifest the world of 

objects has been divided into father’s world and mother’s world.  This seems to be a good place to 

stop, so I’d like to just stop here for today and continue this talk tomorrow. 
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終 

the end 


