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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Mount Baldy Zen Center 

Day  One General Sesshin, July 27, 1999 

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?  

 

 During the previous Dai-sesshin I spoke on the case of this koan of Joshu’s Mu, and I 

also touched briefly on the comment Mumon makes on the koan.  And I think I got, at least in 

some way, to the part in Mumon’s comment where he talks about phantoms being dependent 

on plants and trees.   

 But this koan of Joshu’s Mu, truly, is the one koan that unifies the entire Mumonkan.  

It is that kind of a koan.  If you can really grasp this one koan of Joshu’s Mu then you can 

understand all forty nine chapters of the Mumonkan.  I think that without listening to teisho 

about Joshu’s Mu over and over again it is very difficult to really grasp the fundamental tenets 

of Zen, to really understand the principles of Zen.  And also because there are some new 
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people here I would like to repeat some of the comments that I made on Joshu’s Mu, and on 

Mumon’s comment, trying to wrap all of this material together, up until the point in his 

comment where he talks about being a phantom dependent on grasses and trees. 

 Everyone, all of us human beings seem to be tied in the same way.  We are all 

wandering around, lost in confusion, being tied up by either having or not having.  But a 

pebble, or a plant, or a mosquito, or a caterpillar, none of those things get tied up by having or 

not having.  And a bird or a beast; probably those sorts of existences think a little bit.  But 

they haven’t developed to the degree that they are tied up by their thinking, and it doesn’t 

cause them suffering the way our thinking causes us suffering.  But we people tend to say  

about ourselves that we are the animal, we are the existence that has developed  this activity 

of thinking, this activity of consciousness to the extreme.  A stone, a pebble, a mosquito, a 

fish, those sorts of existences don’t think about whether or not God exists.  They don’t think 

about whether there is a Buddha or there isn’t a Buddha.  And so of course they are existing 

without getting tied up, or hung up by wondering whether they have something or don’t have 

something.  But we people make ourselves suffer.  We tie ourselves up through our thinking.  

We get tied up and suffer by our  ideas about something existing or not existing, our ideas 

about having something or not having something.  And we people also tie ourselves up in the 

exact same way with our ideas about good and evil.  We think about good and bad, and we 

say to each other, “You are no good,” or “You’re good.”  And through that kind of interacting 

and thinking we fight each other.  That is what it means, it seems, to be a human being. 

 In the plants world there are no fights.  When I say that people will probably think, “Of 

course there are no fights in the plant world, or the pebble world, because they can’t move.  

Pebbles and plants can’t jump or run, so of course they can’t fight.”  And following from this 

you will probably think that anything that can do those activities of running and jumping would 
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fight.  But what about insects?  What about caterpillars?  They can move around.  They 

can run and jump, but they don’t fight so much.  We people are the ones that most violently 

fight each other.  Just like birds, just like animals, we, more than them actually, sharply fight 

each other.   

 Plants think, “I don’t need an advanced sort of world, in which to jump and run,” so 

probably that is why the plant world is small, and not big.  But dogs and cats are different 

from plants.  They are not fixated having to always be attached to this earth.  They can run 

and jump, and so the world they live in is larger than the plant world.  This is one way to think 

about it I guess.  But dogs and cats, although they might run and jump, they haven’t 

developed the way of consciousness that people have that thinks, “My world is bigger than the 

plant world, because I can run and jump.  This world in which I can run and jump is MY world.”  

But people have such strong and deep desire, we have developed to the point where we assert 

that even the space we can jump around in, and run in is our space.  

 We human beings have developed, you might say, to the point where these days we 

even claim to have rights over the space above land.  We say, “This land is mine,” and then 

nowadays we also say, “The space above this land is also mine.”  It seems as if we are having 

to make laws about these things.  And they are trying to decide legally how far above the 

ground one has a right to.  Whether it is ten meters, or twenty meters, or a hundred yards, or 

a thousand yards, or a thousand feet about the land you live on, they have to legally decide 

how much space you have a right to claim is yours, and above that anyone can fly through the 

rest of the space.  It seems as if when it comes to air space for jets and airplanes and such 

everyone who makes money off of these things is protecting their own right to certain air 

space, saying     “This is my space, not yours.”  And I can imagine that we have come to 

make laws protecting the rights of the people who live on the ground, because jets are so noisy.  
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To protect them against noise pollution the laws might say, “You can’t fly lower than a 

thousand feet, or two thousand feet, because that is the air space of the people below, and it is 

just too noisy.”  As more and more people gain rights, gain power then more and more laws 

have to be made to protect everybody’s right.  That is the way I see it, anyway.   

 And we don’t only have rights and laws concerning the space about the earth, we also 

have rights and laws concerning the space below the earth, because you can find gold, and coal, 

and iron there.  And so people have rights to that too.  They maybe are making laws that 

even disallow you from drilling a well whenever you want to drill a well to get water to live by. 

 As culture develops more and more, on the one hand it might seem that things are 

getting more and more convenient, but on the other hand it sure seems as if one after the next 

things that are a hassle also are being born.   

 I think you can fairly say that all of these laws are born from the basic being tied up-ness 

of being tied up by having or not having.  When I imagine the world fifty years from now, the 

more culture develops the more laws there will be, and by the end, the advancement of culture 

will have backfired, and  our lives will have become totally rigid and uptight.  Living in this 

restricted, cramped way, although everybody yells about freedom it seems as if freedom will 

never come to this world as we get more and more tied up by our laws.  But there is nothing 

wrong with culture.  Because of our highly developed culture we are able to live a rich and 

comfortable life.  It is really true that we human beings cannot exist without human culture.  

But, as I just said, I think it is probably necessary for we cultured people to remember that 

culture is never going to lead us to freedom.  On the one hand culture does help us, but on 

the other hand it is leading us to a more and more restricted, uptight sort of way of life.  So 

we cultured people must be careful not to be tied up by culture.   

 I can imagine a law coming into being that asks us to take one day, and take that day 
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specially to not use any electricity in order to really foster gratitude for the electricity that we 

do use usually.  If we had a day like that everybody would get enlightenment into the fact that 

we are incredibly dependent upon electricity.  Without electricity our planes, and our trains, 

and our refrigerators would all stop working.  Our lives would become much harder.  I think 

it is very necessary to make a day, maybe even just once a month, that we don’t use electricity, 

so that we can deeply taste how dependent we are upon electricity.  It is a big mistake to live 

our lives always unthinkingly, unconditionally receiving the benefits of being able to use 

electricity without being deeply grateful for it.  We need to find a way to deeply taste 

gratitude for our culture.   

 All of us, all we “I am” selves are suffering being tied up by having or not having.  But it 

seems as if the more culture advances, and the more we receive the benefits of culture without 

really thinking about it, or being grateful for it, the more we become unaware that we are tied 

up by having and not having.  The more our culture advances the easier it is for us to live 

being unaware that we are in reality not free from having and not having.   

 What I am saying is that if I try to give a talk about shukyo 宗教, a talk about the 

teaching of the fundamental thing, a talk about the necessity of being free from having or not 

having, to people who are confused by culture, who are tied up by having or not having, who 

are unquestioningly receiving the benefits of culture, and unquestioningly acknowledging the 

existence of the “I am” self, there is no way they are going to be able to understand it, no 

matter how much I say.   

 The word shukyo means Buddhism.  It means the teaching of the enlightened ones.  

The way we Buddhists explain it is to say that shukyo means the teaching that emphasizes the 

fact that we must become free from having or not having, and that teaching is synonyms with 

the teaching called Buddhism.  That is why we say that Buddhism is different than a religion.   
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 The teaching of Buddhism is the teaching that clearly explains that we must become 

free from having or not having, and that this state of freedom is the state in which the activities 

of “has” and “has not” have become one  That is when the “I am” self becomes free.  And 

the teaching of shukyo says that condition of one is perfection, is completion.  Being perfect, 

this one is also what we call zero.  Zero means the state in which U and Mu, being and 

non-being have become one.   

 When being and non-being, when U and Mu completely become one there is nothing 

outside of that condition.  Therefore we call that state the origin of everything.   

 But when U and Mu separate from each other then the world of being and the world of 

non-being are revealed.  In other words, using the words you seem to like to let fly from your 

mouths, at that  moment the world of the subject and the world of the object are born.  But, 

the teaching called Buddhism, which is founded upon shukyo, emphasizes that when subject 

and object separate from each other, in other words when the condition of the origin divides 

itself then what is manifest is not two worlds, but three worlds.   

 As I have been telling you over and over again according to Buddhism when U and Mu, 

being and non-being separate from each other in the space between them, receiving equally 

from both of them, is born the “I am” self.  And therefore Buddhism teaches that when the 

self is manifest, at that very moment being no longer is the true being, and non-being no longer 

is the true non-being.  So, Buddhism says that everything that you think of as the world of 

having, the world of existence, the world of being is not the pure world of being, not the true 

world of U.  Buddhism says that although you talk about Mu, you talk about non-being, the 

moment you have been manifest you have been manifest through receiving some of U and 

some of Mu, some of being and some of non-being, and therefore both being and non-being 

are now imperfect.  So any Mu that you can recognize or see is imperfect Mu. 
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 No matter who you are, according to Buddhism, every single person is the same in that 

as long as you are existing you are existing having received U and Mu, and so any U or Mu you 

can see is no longer the perfect, true U or Mu.   

 But when U and Mu again become one that is the perfect condition, that is zero, that is 

one.  And Buddhism says that you must come to see the zero condition is a personified way as 

the completed human being, the perfect self. 

 And Buddhism says that if you must define God as a personified perfect being then the 

activity of zero, the activity of the perfect condition is the activity of God.  I imagine that for 

people who have never heard my talks before you are bumping up against only stuff that you 

have no idea what it means, but to try to say it again, if you must talk about something such as 

a God, or a Buddha, or an Almighty, or a Perfect Being, of Supreme Being, or Absolute Being, 

some kind of personified perfect being, then Buddhism says that personified perfect being must 

be a condition which is an activity of the pure activity of U and Mu working together, as one.  

What I am saying is that if we talk about a God, or Buddha, or Supreme Being that would be a 

condition that has all of being and non-being as its content.  A Buddha or God would never be 

some sort of being that says, “I am Buddha.  I am God.”  If you say you saw God then your 

eyes will rot.  And if you say you grasped God then your hands will rot.  As long as you are in 

your human form, as long as you are appearing here as a human being, you are appearing 

having received a portion of U and Mu.  You can never grasp or see the true God.   

 It is only when the “I am” self is no longer existing that God is manifest.  When you are 

manifesting your self as an “I am” human self, then you can think about the existence of God, 

and it is fine to think about the existence of God, but you must be very clear that as long as you 

are an imperfect human “I am” self you can never see, or know, or grasp God.  It is only when 

the “I am” self dissolves that God’s existence is manifest, and this we cannot see or know.  
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There are two Japanese words, omou 思う and kangaeru 考える, and they are both usually 

translated as “to think” but they are different.  There are two different kinds of thinking, 

absolutely different from each other.  One way of thought is expressed with the word omou, 

and it means to fixate the “I am” self, and from the stand point of the fixated “I am” self think 

thoughts about a world of object such as, “You are a beautiful woman,” or “You are a 

handsome man.”  But when you dissolve the “I am” self then, for example, when you see a 

flower, there is no need to think about the flower.  You are not thinking that the flower is 

beautiful, or that you like the flower.  You do not need to think at all.   That is to truly think: 

kangaeru.  The true way of being is that condition where it is not necessary to think anymore.  

And that is the activity of true thinking.  According to Buddhism this is the condition of perfect 

wisdom.  The condition in which it is no longer necessary to know things as objects.    

 And so, to get back to what I was saying before, it is okay to think that God exists, but if 

you just keep on thinking about it, and that is all you do, think about it, then that’s no good.  

You have to come to manifest the wisdom that doesn’t need to think about God anymore.  

The state of not needing to think anymore is the very state of being and non-being coming 

together and becoming one.  That is the manifestation of perfect wisdom. 

 The teaching of Buddhism says that although people love to talk about salvation and 

liberation, apart from the manifestation of perfect wisdom there is no true salvation or 

liberation.  Any kind of salvation you might find apart from manifesting true wisdom is a false 

salvation that affirms your fixated “I am” self.  What I am saying is that some way of another 

you have to find a way to experience the condition of perfection.  Experience, shall we say, 

God.  And the only way to experience God is to dissolve your “I am” self.   

 And also in Tathagata Zen we say that the condition of U and Mu becoming one is the 

manifestation of true love.  The manifestation of true love only is manifest when the “I am” 
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self is dissolved, and that is why we say that there is nothing more precious, more wonderful 

than the manifestation of true love.  For people who are just starting their study of Zen, 

because from the very start in Zen we say that you must dissolve your self, you are probably 

shocked.  But, when we further say that the experience of zero, the experience of the True 

God, of the perfect self is the same as the manifestation of true love then you can relax, and 

relate to this practice, and settle down and start practicing. 

 So, what you really should be doing in your zazen is contemplating true love.  But it 

doesn't matter if you are a man or a woman, without throwing out your “I am” self true love 

will never appear for you.  It is always true that if you try to love without throwing out your “I 

am” self you will unfailingly cause problems.   

 So, what I was saying before, as Buddhism always says, the true condition of salvation is 

when U and Mu become one.  That is when the “I am” self is gone.  No matter how much 

money you make, no matter what kind of great or famous person you become, if your “I am” 

self has not dissolved that isn’t true salvation.  So, to just say it in a very extreme way, without 

manifesting true love there is no salvation or liberation. 

 Then, now we have to ask the question, What kind of a place is it that we are capable of 

manifesting true love in.  Of course if you are in the situation of being in a coupled 

relationship you must manifest true love.  This is a relationship between man and woman, and 

so they must manifest true love.   

 But we “I am” selves are not only making relationship in a loving coupled relationship.  

If you are a man you don’t just make relationship with a woman.  No matter who you are, if 

you are a man or a woman, we all live our lives making relationship with all sorts of things: with 

a mountain, with a flower, with a caterpillar, with many things.  And therefore Buddhism says 

that whether it is a child, or an adult, or an old person: any single person who has an “I am” 
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self, that means all of us, when we make relationship with something, it doesn't matter if it is a 

flower, or a tree, or a dog, or a cat, or of course another human being, it is through connecting 

with that thing through true love that we find true satisfaction, and true peace of mind. 

 But if you get tied up by that sort of true love, then you’ll fall deeply in love with your 

dog or your cat, and you’ll get tied up by thinking how adorable they are, and if you are a wife 

your husband will get angry at you, or if you are a husband your wife will get angry at you.  

You can see how difficult manifesting true love is.   

 Going around saying how important manifesting true love is you get totally tied up by 

your idea of true love, and you are right back stuck in an “I am” self who is thinking how 

important true love is.  And this is also a mistake.  Of course if it is a loving couple they must 

manifest true love.  But then if you are thinking so much about how important true  love is, 

and that you must manifest true love, and you get totally tied up by your idea of true love, then 

you end up forgetting about your friends, and your work, and you will cause even more 

problems.   

 And that is why the teaching of Buddhism says very clearly that when true love is 

manifest, that is when samadhi is manifest, samadhi that is true love is manifest, after that 

manifestation of samadhi, after that manifestation of true love, inevitably  a new  “I am” self 

will appear when that samadhi breaks apart. 

 We are running out of time, so I should stop soon, but the teaching of Buddhism does 

emphasize that after the manifestation of true love without fail a new  “I am” self will be born.  

And that newly born self will inevitably manifest itself as a self that must once again manifest 

true love.  And this kind of love, we do not just simply call love, we call it the manifestation of 

true Buddhist compassion.   

 The bell did ring, so I should stop, but starting to tomorrow I will give teisho on the part 
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of Mumon’s comment says, “You are a ghost clinging to bushes and grasses.”  And then goes 

on to say, “ What is the barrier of the ancestral teachers?” 

 

終 

the end 


