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Teisho By Denkyo Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji Los Angeles 
First Day General Sesshin, July 18, 1999 

Translator: Giko 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

Mumon’s Comment 

 In studying Zen one must pass the barrier set up by Ancient Zen Masters.  For the attainment 
of incomparable satori one has to cast away the discriminating mind.  Those who have not passed the 
barrier, and have not cast away the discriminating mind are all phantoms, haunting trees and plants. 
 

 I just finished giving teisho on the case of this koan of Joshu’s Mu at Mount Baldy.  A teisho, if 

it is a true teisho, is different from a lecture.  A teisho is not something whose purpose it is to explain 

something.  A lecture might be describing something, but the purpose of a teisho is to teach how to 

put into practice that thing that the lecture might have been given about.  The principle of something 

might be described in a lecture, but a teisho teaches how to put that principle into practice.   

 And last week the talks I gave at Mount Baldy could be called a mix of teisho and lecture on this 

koan of Joshu’s Mu.   

 I spoke for a week on what Joshu meant when he said “Mu,” but I think it is fair to say that in 

conclusion the activity of Joshu’s Mu is an activity that has no will.   

 According to Buddhism the final conclusion is that the activity that forms this entire cosmos 

that is our home, and all of us who live in it is an activity that has no will.  And that activity in 

Buddhism is called the Dharma activity.   

 I think I can say that in the realm of religious belief, most religions don’t explain the very nature 

of this world that is our home, and the very nature of us.   

 According to Buddhism the way of being of this universe that is our home, and our way of 
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being, and the way of being of every single existence is the same.  In other words the nature of our 

existence is to be born and pass away, to be manifest and then to vanish.  And that is the nature of 

every single thing’s existence, and that is the nature of the universe itself.  This is Buddhism’s 

conclusion.   

 And the activity that forms all of us, and our universe, the activity that brings our nature into 

being is the Dharma activity.  And Buddhism says that the Dharma activity is comprised of two 

mutually opposing activities which we can simply call plus and minus, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata.   

 The first person to teach that the nature of the self and the nature of the world are exactly the 

same can be said to be the Buddha.  At first when he was young he was named Siddhartha, and then 

after he was enlightened his disciples called him The Buddha.  And we are told that in the beginning 

the Buddha taught that the activity that forms this world and all of us is the Tathagata activity, the 

activity of The Tathagata.  When we analyze the activity of The Tathagata, of Suchness, we see that it 

is comprised of plus and minus, of the activity that affirms the self and the activity that negates self, 

the activity of birth and the activity of death, the activity of tatha-gata, thus-going, and the activity of 

tatha-agata, thus-coming.  And in Tathagata Zen when we actually get down to practice we name the 

plus, tatha-gata activity the expanding activity, and the minus, tatha-agata activity the contracting 

activity.  And we say that these two opposing activities of expanding and contracting are what form 

everything.   Very concretely we can see that men expand and women contract.  A man not capable 

of expanding is not really a man.  A woman who cannot do the activity of contracting isn’t really a 

woman.   

 But Buddhism further teaches that, even though we say man expands and woman contracts, 

man also sometimes takes the form of woman, and woman also sometimes takes the form of man.  

Man in no way is something that is always fixated doing man.  And woman is never fixated to only do 

woman. 

 If you are trying to learn Zen, then if you are a man you have to learn to take the form of a 

woman, and if you are a woman you have to learn to take the form of a man.  If you don’t include this 
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in your study of Zen then you are not really studying Zen.   

 The very foundational teaching of Buddhism, however, is to remind us that originally the 

activities of plus and minus are acting without will.   

 You have to investigate the activities of plus and minus, and know for yourself that sometimes 

plus doesn’t transform himself, and simply does plus, and sometimes he does take the form of minus, 

and then he does minus.  And minus is the same way. 

 But then we have to ask Who is it who talks about stuff like this?  Plus and minus themselves 

are simply moving, they are simply acting, they have no will.  They cannot do anything like talking, or 

acting with will.  They cannot talk about anything.   

 Who is it who says this and that?  Who is it who talks about the truth?  Who is it who talks 

about God and the devil?  According to Buddhism of course it is the self, who has been born, from the 

activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata, in other words from the unification of tatha-gata and 

tatha-agata that we call The Tathagata, it is that self who is born, and grows up, and develops 

consciousness, and ends up blabbering on and on about this and that. 

 It is the very same activity that forms this cosmos, and forms the self, that also leads the self to 

annihilation.  It is only these activities of plus and minus that form everything in the cosmos, and the 

cosmos itself.  There simply is no other activity apart from these activities of plus and minus.  This is 

the teaching of Buddhism.  

 Now we must face the question, Why is it that this “I am” proclaiming self who thinks is born 

from this activity of plus and minus?   

 In Tathagata Zen we say in our tradition of transmission that at first the Buddha named this 

activity that forms the universe and all of us the activity of The Tathagata, the dharmakaya, the activity 

of the True Buddha, but later, because this term seemed to be very popular at the time, he renamed 

the activity, and called it the Dharma activity. 

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen asks you to carefully contemplate that the activity of The 

Tathagata, the Dharma activity is an action, is an activity that is comprised of plus and minus.   
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 And there are times when plus and minus are distinct from each other, they are opposite, and 

sometimes distinct from each other, but the teaching of Buddhism also emphasizes that there are also 

times when they completely become one with each other, and that is the manifestation of zero.  But 

Buddhism also says that even though they do manifest this condition of unity, that condition of 

unification is not fixated, and again they will be distinct from each other, facing each other.  

According to Buddhism even though they then have manifested this condition of opposing each other, 

or being distinct from each other, again, that is not fixated, and they will unify with each other.  But 

then plus and minus act again, and they break apart, they beat apart this condition of being unified 

with each other, and again they are distinct from each other, but they do that activity of beating apart 

the condition of oneness without will. 

 The conclusion Buddhism reaches when it gives its teaching is to say that the activity that forms 

the entire universe and all of us is fundamentally a will-less activity.  It is acting together with the 

whole universe, without will.   

 And over the past week at Mount Baldy I spent pretty much the entire week explaining what 

activity exactly plus and minus do at the times when they give birth to a self.  What conditions do plus 

and minus bring into being when a self appears?  So, I probably don’t have to talk about this again, 

here.  I already spoke about what activity plus and minus do when they reveal a self, and so I 

probably shouldn’t get into it again now.  But, since there are some new people here, who were not 

at the talks on Mount Baldy I feel like I should speak just a little bit about this topic:  What activity do 

plus and minus do, what activity do tatha-gata and tatha-agata do in order to birth the “I am” self?  

And when I say an “I am” self, even a stone has a self, even a plant has a self.  How do all of these 

different selves come into being? 

 According to Buddhism plus and minus are acting together in this state in which they unify and 

are distinct, over and over.  And as they act, over and over again, or we can even just look at one 

time, they will meet each other.  The first thing we have to understand is this meeting.  Some men 

say they hate women.  Some women say they hate men.  But no matter how much you might hate 
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women or hate men there is no way to avoid meeting each other.  You should know for yourself that 

from here on out in your life there is no way you will able to escape meeting the opposite gender. 

 And I have been telling you that when plus and minus do meet each other they don’t stop 

having met each other.  They break through that meeting, and then plus experiences the world of 

minus, and minus experiences the world of plus.   

 And this is actually a very difficult subject, and if I were to really get into it it would take me 

another week to finish the talk, but just to jump to the conclusion, Buddhism says that when the place 

of meeting is broken through then plus and minus manifest a child.  This is very difficult to 

understand, but Buddhism says that when plus and minus break through each other they give birth to 

an “I am” self, that is their child.  But that “I am” self is not the perfect self at first, it is the imperfect 

self.   

 And I also have been telling you that when plus and minus breakthrough each other minus 

arrives at the origin of plus, and plus arrives at the origin of minus.  Plus and minus breakthrough 

each other, and give birth to a child through that breaking through, but that child is an imperfect child, 

and in the process of giving birth to that child plus and minus also become imperfect.  So, an 

imperfect plus and imperfect minus are looking upon their imperfect child.   

 The teaching of Buddhism says that in this situation, where minus has arrived at the origin of 

plus, and plus has arrived at the origin of minus, then, without fail plus and minus will do an activity of 

returning to their own origins. 

 But this isn’t something that you can just understand through your thinking.  Even if you do 

zazen two or three years it is very difficult to really understand this natural principle.  But if you are 

really sharp maybe just in one zazenkai you can have the experience of, “Yes, that’s it.  That’s just the 

way it is.” 

 Minus is at the origin of plus, and plus is at the origin of minus, and right at the same time, 

exactly simultaneously they begin to do the activity of returning to their own origins. 

 I know this is a difficult teaching, but the teaching of Tathagata Zen says that in the process of 
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plus and minus returning back to their own origins they will bump into that child they had given birth 

to.  And when that happens the minus activity will completely give her entire body to that child, and 

through that arrive back at her own origin.  And the plus activity, similarly will completely give his 

entire body to the child.  Conversely we can describe the activity of giving the entire body of mother 

and father to child as them making the child their content.  Through making the child their content, or 

giving their entire bodies, they end up experiencing their entire home, manifesting the perfect self, and 

returning to their origins.   

 And the situation manifest here is zero.  Plus has totally experienced his home, and minus, 

simultaneously, totally experienced her home.  They both, together have manifest this condition of 

perfection, which we can also call the manifestation of the perfect child.  This perfect state is called 

the manifestation of zero. 

 In the first breakthrough of plus and minus they give birth to a self, to a child, and maybe that 

very first self they give birth to is like a pebble, or like mud.  But then, when they take each other’s 

form, and return to their own origins, they give themselves to that mud, to that pebble.  And through 

that they manifest the perfect condition, they manifest the perfect mud, the perfect pebble.  

 Whether it is mud, or a stone, or a plant, or a fish, or a bird, or an animal, or a human being, 

Buddhism says that we all are manifest as imperfect selves, but just as inevitably we will all manifest 

the perfect self.   Whether it is a stone, or a plant, or a mosquito, or a bird, or a dog, or a person, 

when we manifest our imperfect selves then we do the function of consciousness.  But when we 

manifest our perfect selves then we no longer need to do the function of consciousness.  We are 

manifesting zero. 

 In Tathagata Zen when we personify this manifestation of zero we call it the manifestation of 

the activity of true love.  We imperfect selves have many and various desires.  We want to become 

rich.  We want to become famous, great people.  Men might want to marry a beautiful woman, and 

women might want to marry a handsome man.  But Buddhism says that even a mosquito or a bird 

will manifest true love, will manifest the perfect self, and through that manifestation of true love, that 
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manifestation of zero that is when we all will find true satisfaction, true peace of mind.   

 I have been telling this same story for a week at Mount Baldy, and now about half of you 

appearing here have already heard it, because you were there too.   

 According to the teaching of Tathagata Zen when we manifest our imperfect selves then we do 

the activity of consciousness; we think things like “good” and “bad.”  But when we manifest our 

perfect selves, when we manifest true love, then we don’t do any kind of activity of consciousness.  

We don’t do that kind of thinking. 

 When you notice you are not satisfied, when you notice that you are not yet completely saved, 

then Buddhism tells you that you should understand that the reason for that is that you are still 

manifesting your imperfect self.  According to Buddhism when you manifest the perfect self that is 

zero.  The perfect self is a self that doesn’t need to think about good and bad.  The perfect self is not 

doing the function of consciousness.   

 Buddhism says that if you unquestioningly, uncritically, unconditionally fixate and affirm your “I 

am” self, and then from the “I am” position think “I am not yet saved, I really need to find salvation,” 

from the very start that way of thinking is fundamentally mistaken.  It seems as if everybody 

uncritically affirms their “I am” selves, thinking, “I am the good guy, and you are the bad guy.”  And it 

seems, I have to say, that a lot of religions are like this, and Buddhism has to say those are imperfect 

religions.  From my perspective anyway, and I know that there are many great religions, and so I am, 

of course, not talking about every religion, and there are  also some new religions cropping up, but 

from my point of view it seems as if many religions are forgetting this most fundamental principle, and 

simply affirming, uncritically their “I am” positions, and thinking, “My thinking is good, and your 

thinking is bad.”   

 Buddhism says that if your religion is founded firmly on the principle that the true self is zero, 

that your true “I am” is zero, then there is no need to recognize a God, or a devil.  Buddhism says that 

the reason why there is so much war and fighting in this world is that everybody has this tendency to 

unconditionally affirm, fixate, and assert their “I am” selves.  And the teaching of Buddhism further 
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says that if you make your goal the manifestation of true love then, because that is a question of 

solving the problem of your self, that is something to do with you and you alone, there will not be any 

need to give rise to fighting or wars.  Buddhism says that when you manifest true love it is you who 

are manifesting true love.  You must dissolve your self.  There is no need for you to do the activity of 

conquering.  If you are a man you don’t have to conquer a woman.  A woman doesn't need to 

conquer a man.  Buddhism says that it is only when your “I am” self is gone, it is only when you have 

done the activity of dissolving your “I am” self that the true self, that true love is manifest. 

 It is easy enough just to listen to this talk, it isn’t so hard to talk about this, and this is what I 

have been talking about for the past week on Mount Baldy, but it is a different matter to actually put 

this into practice, to actually take what I have said and actually do it.  The reason why it is so hard to 

do is because everybody is attached to their “I am” selves.  Nobody wants to dissolve the “I am” self.  

Everybody loves themselves the most of anyone.  Just look at the experience you have when 

someone tells you, “You’re rotten!”  Everybody gets angry.  It always turns into a fight.  When you 

are told, “You’re rotten.  You’re no good” you should clearly think to yourself, “This means I am still 

seeing things in terms of, from the point of view of the imperfect “I am” self.  This means I am still 

attached to my “I am” self.  So what I must do is move forward, and manifest the perfect self.”   

 So what kind of study, what kind of practice should you do in order to move forward and 

manifest your imperfect self as the complete self.  When you see a flower then, at once, give yourself 

completely to that flower. In giving yourself to the flower you will manifest the self that doesn’t need 

to think.  You will become one with the flower through giving yourself to it, and manifest zero 

together with the flower.  Try doing this kind of practice of giving yourself to the flower and 

manifesting zero, manifesting true love with the flower.  Buddhism says that the zero self is the self of 

true love.  It is the self that doesn’t need to go to war.  That is your true self.   

 From looking at the news, at photographs, anyone can see, anyone can experience, just from 

looking a little at the news of war, just how horrible and disagreeable a thing war is.  I don’t think it 

would be a mistake to say that all wars are made by political leaders.  Nobody, in general, likes war.  
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Common people all hate war.  And although political leaders say a lot of wonderful sounding things 

about protecting the Nation, I think they are all waging war simply to fulfill their own personal political 

ambitions.  These politicians are committing sins.  They take children who have been born from real 

mothers, and they send them off to war to get killed.  They give us all sorts of reasons, but when you 

get right down to it what they are doing is sending off mother’s children to get killed, for their own self 

centered reasons.  Politicians have power, they have authority, and in order to display their power 

and authority, and realize their power, that is why they wage war.  They say so many things to 

convince us, give us so many reasons.  They name the war they want to do a Just War, but they are 

really making fools out of everybody; sending people off to war just to fulfill their own desires. 

 In Zen we say that it is okay for just anybody to study Zen, but the people who really need to 

study Zen are the leaders of the world.   

 This is what I have been talking about for the last week.  From the old days the teaching 

Tathagata Zen has always asserted is that Zen is the study of the Dharma activity.  In India, originally 

they had a practice they called dhyana.  This practice of dhyana came into being in order to unify a 

disturbed mind.  Understanding that when our minds, when our hearts are in commotion, are 

disturbed, we cannot do anything, they came up with this practice to unify that disturbed mind.  And 

when you clear, calm, quiet the disturbed mind then you can think clearly, and can also do your work 

and accomplish your goals.  And that was the reason why in India they came up with this unique 

practice called dhyana.   

 But then came Siddhartha with a new idea.  And he said that true dhyana, true Zen, cannot 

only be unifying a disturbed mind.  To make it complete Zen practice it must also take that unified 

mind, and again distribute it, or scatter it out.  In other words the Buddha said that just to do 

contracting is not enough.  You cannot just do contracting, that is not the real Zen practice.  You 

have to do contracting and expanding.  The self is formed through the activities of both contracting 

and expanding.  Buddha was the first one who taught Tathagata Zen.  Tathagata Zen means the true 

practice of dhyana.  From hearing this you should be able to answer the question, “What is Zen?”   
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 True Zen has to include both in-breathing and out-breathing.  There is no true Tathagata Zen 

manifest apart from the activities of in and out breathing.  There is no Zen apart from man and 

woman meeting and then separating from each other.  But, as I said in the very beginning, originally 

the activities of plus and minus meet and separate over and over will-lessly.  That is the Dharma 

activity.   

 The person who thinks that plus and minus are acting will-lessly is not the original activities of 

plus and minus, it is the born, manifest self, who grows up and develops, and then thinks this.  

Originally plus and minus are simply acting without thought.   

 The revealed self will then be hidden.  The born self will then die.  Tathagata Zen is to 

manifest the wisdom which clearly knows this fundamental principle. 

 In today’s comment by Master Mumon he takes up Zen, and his comment is about what he 

thinks Tathagata Zen is.  But I’ll talk about that the next time. 

 

終 

the end 


