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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Bodhi Manda Zen Center 

December 4, 1998 

Fourth Day Rohatsu Dai- Sesshin – Translator: Giko 

 

Mumonkan Case One 

Joshu’s Puppy 

translated by R.H. Blyth 

      A monk once asked Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha-nature?”  Joshu answered “Mu.” 

  

 Over the previous three days I have been addressing the question of why we have appeared in 

this world, under what conditions is the self manifest in this world.  All of you are insisting upon your 

selves, are asserting your selves, but if you don’t manifest the wisdom that knows the principle behind 

your appearance here then no matter what you study or memorize it is of no use.   

 That is why in Buddhism, and especially in Tathagata Zen we say that it isn’t until you can 

manifest the wisdom that sees to the very bottom of the way of being of your self, and the way of 

being of this world which is your home that you can have true peace of mind.  Maybe if you make a 

lot of money, or if you are able to know how to live in society well, then you can have peace of mind.  

But in Buddhism we say that isn’t the real way to find peace of mind.  What Buddhism says is that first 

you have to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the nature of your self, and the nature of this 

world.  And then, together with that, you have to actually do just as you have understood.  You have 

to actually put into practice your clear understanding.  That is how you find true peace of mind.   

 Probably some of you are thinking, If the only way I can find peace of mind is through 

manifesting the wisdom that knows the very way of being of my self, that knows the very nature of 
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myself through and through, that sounds like something that I just cannot do.  That sounds too hard!  

And that way of thinking is a way of thinking that can come up, but Tathagata Zen is very strict in 

saying that the fact of the matter is that there is no other way.  There is no other way to find true 

peace of mind other than to manifest the wisdom which clearly knows the nature of your self.  That is 

why the teaching of Buddhism, and especially the teaching of Tathagata Zen is called the teaching of 

the activity of wisdom. 

 And up through yesterday I have been talking in various ways about the manifestation, the 

appearance of the self.  And as I always say, over and over again, the conclusion that Buddhism 

reaches is that this thing that we call our self has as its very content both of the fundamental two 

mutually opposing activities, plus and minus, or tatha-gata and tatha-agata.  And it was the teaching 

of the Buddha, the person who started Buddhism, to say that one way or another we all have to find a 

way to recognize these two mutually opposing activities which of course make up our very selves, and 

also we have to find a way to recognize that they are the content of this world which is our home as 

well.  Buddha said that without this sort of recognition we simply cannot explain the nature of the 

self or the world. 

 Those two mutually opposing activities of plus and minus do an activity in which they totally 

unify with each other, and they also do an activity in which they become two again, and in that 

condition of having become two they face each other.  That is the teaching of the historical Buddha 

who founded Buddhism. 

 No matter how many times I explain this to you when you come to sanzen and I listen to your 

answer, it doesn’t seem as if you have gotten it straight yet.  It really is nothing difficult at all, but 

from my perspective I can understand why Zen practice is difficult for you.  When I think that you 

have been educated all the way up until now to unquestioningly accept and acknowledge the validity 

of your I am self then I really understand why Zen is hard for you.  And when you ask questions it is 

very clear that all of those questions are from the perspective of this “I am” fixated self.  It is okay to 
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assert your “I am” self, but to assert your “I am” self without really knowing what your “I am” self is, 

without knowing how you were born, it is something that is just a big problem for me.  It is a big 

problem for all of us.  I’m always thinking about what a problem this is! 

 And that is why I keep on repeating over and over again about the principle of how this “I am” 

self first appears.  And I think that I really have to thoroughly, in detail, explain this activity.   

 And as I said yesterday the historical Buddha taught that although the two fundamental 

activities are opposing each other, are opposite activities, they will undoubtedly meet.  To think that 

these two absolutely opposing activities actually meet, the plus activity which forms man, and the 

minus activity which forms woman, must be felt to be an amazing thing, a subtly mysterious thing, a 

wonderful thing.  Actually we who are actually here right now, some of us are men having the male 

forming activity as our content, and some of us are women having the female forming activity as our 

content, and we do, in actuality, meet each other.  So there is no way we could deny the teaching of 

the Buddha who said that plus and minus inevitably will meet. 

 And yesterday I spoke in some detail about the condition in which plus and minus meet, but I 

also talked about how in the beginning plus and minus both take off from their distinct origins, plus 

from his origin and minus from hers, and because they both do the activity of visiting each other, of 

moving towards each other, that is why they meet each other (aiyoru? あいよる？？ お互いに頼る

? お互いに寄る?お互いに依る??).  Everybody has experienced this kind of meeting.  They are 

opposite activities, but even though they are opposite activities they do meet each other, they do 

move toward each other.  They come closer to each other, they come closer and closer to each other 

because they, that is man and woman, mutually depend upon each other. 

 So as I said yesterday, there isn’t any way that we can deny that they meet each other.  There 

is no way that the activity of meeting is opposed.  It is simply occurring through the principle of 

heaven and earth, through the natural principle of the Dharma.  There is no way that the plus activity 

would say, “I don’t want to meet the minus, because I don’t like her.”  At the times when “I don’t like 
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her” is said that is because the “I am” self is unconditionally asserted and insisted upon.  And that 

kind of activity of asserting your dislike is a violation of the Dharma activity.  But that sort of thing 

does happen, doesn’t it, so we have to, at least later on in our investigation, investigate why these 

violations of the Dharma activity do occur.   

 And I also spoke about previously the activity of breaking through that point of meeting.  That 

point of meeting is not fixated.  It inevitably will be broken through, and plus will experience the 

world of minus, and minus will experience the world of plus.  And I also told you that when that 

breakthrough occurs the plus, expanding activity will without fail arrive at the very origin of the minus, 

contracting, female forming activity.  And the minus activity will also break through this point of 

meeting, and experience completely the world of plus and finally arrive at the very source of the 

activity of plus. 

 What I’m telling you now is the very foundation of Zen teaching, so what you have to do is take 

this teaching and contemplate it when you do zazen, contemplate it well.   

 You must contemplate carefully this principle that plus and minus will both break through the 

point of meeting, and plus will experience all of minus’s world, and arrive at minus’s origin, and minus 

will experience all of plus’s world and arrive plus’s origin. 

 After yesterday’s teisho a student came to me and she said, “That was an interesting teisho, 

very sexual, Roshi.”  And she was right.  For people who like to think about sex that’s fine, I guess 

you can interpret the basic principle sexually.  But some people weren’t thinking about that at all.  

They were just thinking about the simple activities of plus and minus, but probably now that I’ve 

mentioned it they are thinking, “I guess you could see it like that.”   

 There really are some very sexual aspects to Buddhist teachings.  There is no Buddhism apart 

from that sexual aspect of Buddhism.  But if you get tied up by that sexual aspect of Buddhism, and 

this has happened historically, then that kind of Buddhism which is tied up by sexuality becomes a 

rotten kind of degraded, messed up Buddhism.  That kind of messed up Buddhism is pretty prevalent 
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in Tibet, so be careful about it.  But there are people who are specialists in the investigation of this 

kind of thing, so if you want to learn more about it you should ask them.  It’s more than enough just 

for me to try to explain Zen.   

 So anyway, plus and minus have come to meet each other and they both are doing the activity 

of meeting each other, but when they break through that meeting we can say that they actually 

separate from each other, they both do the activity of separation.  And I told you yesterday that 

when that happens, they continue separating until plus arrives at the origin of minus and minus arrives 

at the origin of plus.  And when they do that they both do an activity of turning around and holding 

together the one and only world.  When they’re doing this activity of both standing up upon each 

other’s origin and doing the activity of mutually holding this one world, sharing the holding of this one 

world, there’s no longer any place for them to go to, they both don’t have any place to advance into, 

to either contract or expand into anymore.  The plus activity, because he has no further place to 

expand or advance into, does an about-face and is therefore looking towards the inside of the sphere, 

and the minus activity also, because she can’t contract or  expand any further she does an about-face 

and she also ends up looking towards the center, from the center towards the middle of the sphere.   

 And when they arrive at each other’s origins they both manifest the activity of doing the other 

activity’s activity.  The plus activity, when he gets to the minus activity’s origin, without fail he will 

transform himself so that he can do, now, the minus activity.  I guess we can say that the man has 

changed himself into a woman and is standing up as a woman now.  And the minus, having arrived at 

the very origin of plus, she changes herself into a man and stands up as a man and turns around and 

looks towards the middle of the sphere, the space between them.  On the first trip they were both 

facing each other’s origin, plus was facing the origin of minus and moving towards it, minus was facing 

the origin of plus and moving towards it, but now that they’ve arrived and done the about face the 

plus activity is now going to do the activity of contraction, the minus activity.  He’s looking back 

towards the center, towards where he came from, and the minus activity has transformed herself into 
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the plus activity, and so now she’s turned around and looking into the sphere again. 

 So please see clearly that the plus activity doesn’t fixate himself as the plus activity, there will 

be times when he disguises himself as the minus activity and does minus.  And in the same way, the 

minus activity doesn’t fixate herself as minus, she will have times when she transforms herself and 

does the plus activity.   

 Without doing the activity of disguising or transforming, plus couldn’t return to his own origin.  

And without minus transforming herself into plus, she couldn’t return to her original source.   

 The Buddha, who clearly saw into the very way of being of this world and the very way of being 

of the self taught that just as it is inevitable that plus will stand up on minus’s origin and minus will 

stand up on the origin of plus, it is just as inevitable that they will then do the returning activity and 

end up standing up back at their own original sources.   

 The teaching of Tathagata Zen demands that in your zazen you contemplate this activity of 

transforming or disguising yourself.  If you are a man and you fixate yourself as a man saying, “I am a 

man,” or a woman fixating yourself as a woman saying, “I am a woman,” there’s no way you can do 

this activity, you have to actually practice the activity of transforming yourself.   

 In Buddhism there are lots of words to describe this transformation like bakeru 化ける  or ke 

shin 化身.  And I don’t know if English has a good word to describe it.  One English word is 

incarnate, a good translation of bakeru,  but I wonder if incarnate really hits the mark in English.  

The plus activity doesn’t fixate himself as plus, he incarnates himself into minus, he doesn’t fixate 

himself as plus, he does the minus activity. But this doesn’t mean that he has absolutely, completely 

become minus, he’s just temporarily doing the minus activity.   

 To return a little bit to the beginning of the talk, in the beginning the plus activity is expanding 

and the minus activity is contracting, and because they reside in a one and only world, because they 

reside in the same world, that is why, without fail, they will meet.  Now they have met.  But they 

don’t stop there, they break through that meeting and minus catches the experience, grasps the 
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experience for herself of the plus world.  And plus, likewise, experiences the world of minus.   

  Probably, if you listen carefully five hundred times, you’ll come to understand what I’m 

trying to say.  I really think it must be very difficult for the people who have only heard it two or three 

times, for the beginning people.   It’s the same as chanting.  If you chant the sutras five hundred 

times then the meaning will come to you; if you listen to this talk five hundred times, mabye a little bit 

of the meaning will come to you.   

 In  Tathagata Zen we say that  when we talk about this activity of breaking through, it 

doesn’t just happen unconditionally, the plus activity doesn’t break through the activity of minus and 

likewise the minus activity doesn’t break through the activity of plus without conditions surrounding 

that breakthrough.  When the breakthrough occurs, both plus and minus give a tiny part of 

themselves, they sacrifice a tiny part of themselves, we can say one-millionth of themselves, they both 

equally give that amount.  And so after that activity occurs plus and minus are equal with each other.  

The tiny portion of plus and minus which is given is given to something and that thing it is given to 

becomes the very basis for the manifestation of any self, any existent thing.  And it is as they make, 

together, this basis for the beginning of the manifestation of any existence which has plus and minus 

equally as its content,  as that make that they do the activity of mutually breaking through each other 

and move on to arrive at each other’s origins.   

 Tathagata Zen explains this in a very interesting way, and it says that at the times when plus 

and minus mutually break through each other and then do the activity of seperating from each other 

and mutually making this existence between them, a crack has appeared in the great absolute space of 

the universe.   

 But don’t worry about that.  Especially for the new people if I start talking about that it’s 

going to get even more impossible to understand.    But anyway, this crack is manifest 

and the crack has both plus and minus as it’s content.  Plus and minus have gone on to arrive at each 

other’s sources but then they have to do the activity of returning to their own source.   So they both 
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mutually incarnate into each other and begin the activity of returning home, but then what happens?  

They bump into that crack that they had made before, and so they can’t just unconditionally break 

through each other anymore.  First they have to deal with the crack.  So how can they get back to 

their own sources?  This kind of problem is always coming up.   

 And there are koans based on this ever arising type of problem.  There are lots of koans based 

on this crack, but actually it seems like all these koans just serve to lead all of you astray, into 

confusion.  But that crack is you.   

 In the condition of the origin plus and minus are acting completely without will.  There is no “I 

am” self asserting itself in that activity.  And this crack doesn’t yet have the “I am” self proclaiming 

consciousness, but from the perspective of the plus activity that has transformed himself into the 

minus activity, and the minus activity who has taken on the form of plus, when they run into this crack 

it’s a big hassle.  To them it is the kind of existence that is just in the way.   

 So how can we break through this?  Without doing breakthrough we cannot return to our 

source.   

 When plus is returning he is returning through doing the minus activity.  Plus arriving at 

minus’s source turns around, transforms himself into minus, and minus arrives at plus’s source, turns 

around and transforms herself into plus.  They are comrades in incarnation.  And these comrades in 

incarnation do their opposite activity, and meet up with this crack.  They both meet the crack.  So 

let’s take up the plus activity, who used to do the plus activity, but now he is incarnated, and he is 

doing the minus activity.  And this incarnated version of the plus activity who is now doing the minus 

activity meets the crack, and there, lo and behold, in the crack is some plus activity, that activity he 

used to do a long time ago.  And so now he has met up with the plus activity of the crack.  It’s just 

like meeting your child. 

 And the minus activity in the same way having arrived at plus’s source transforms herself, and 

now she is doing plus, and through doing the expanding, plus activity she meets the crack.  This is 
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when, in the same way, this incarnated version of minus who is now doing plus meets the child, in 

other words meets the minus activity which is the content of the crack.  It is just as if the minus 

activity, meeting this child, which is the minus portion of the crack, even though she is now doing the 

plus activity, is meeting her original self.  And immediately she picks up that part of the crack which is 

the minus activity.  Without any doubt, immediately the minus activity who has transformed herself 

into plus can pick up this portion of the crack which is minus, and continue on and experience the 

minus world, and return to the source of minus, her original home. 

 This is not the kind of problem that after doing one, or two, or three, or four years of zazen you 

can just understand easily.  Because you are all attached to your “I am” selves it is not expected that 

you could be able to break through this problem, break through this condition. 

 And when plus and minus do finally get back to their own original homes then they incarnate 

again, and do their own original activity.  Minus does the minus activity again.  And when the plus 

activity gets back to his own source he also can again do his original activity of plus. 

 And as I said yesterday and the day before, this is when the wisdom is manifest of mutually 

holding this one world.  We all live in the same one world.  There is only one world to live in.  And 

plus and minus here are both sharing the holding of this one world together, as they have arrived back 

at their own original sources. 

 The kind of activity of wisdom, the kind of activity of consciousness which has wisdom that is 

occurring here is completely different than the human kind of activity of consciousness which has will, 

because both plus and minus in this activity are acting completely without will.  And so they are doing 

the wisdom of mutually holding this one world in a way that has no will.  The wisdom they have also 

has no will. 

 The “I am” self kind of consciousness does things like have doubts, or think, “I understand,” or 

think, “I don’t understand.”   

 But plus and minus are acting without the function of consciousness.  This consciousness 
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which acts without the function of consciousness is what we call the manifestation of the activity of 

perfect wisdom.  The activity of perfect wisdom has no doubts.  It does the activity of recognizing 

absolutely everything without any doubt.  It does that sort of activity of wisdom. 

 The condition of the origin is the manifestation of the activity of perfect, complete 

consciousness.  The condition of the origin is an activity of perfect consciousness, but as I just said it is 

a specific activity in which plus and minus are acting.  They come together and meet.  They break 

through that meeting.   

They arrive at each other’s sources.  They turn around.  They meet again.  They break through that 

meeting, and they arrive back at the own original source.  And they do that activity without any 

function of will or function of consciousness.   

 In Buddhism we call that activity the activity of perfect wisdom, and we have a special name for 

the prajna, or hannya.   

 But I seem to have used up all of my time again on this same subject. 

 But it is very important to remember that the condition of the origin is an activity in which plus 

and minus act without will, over and over again, facing each other and unifying, over and over.  

Therefore you can see clearly that stuff like sin or evil, or oppositely good or benevolence; the 

consciousness of those things has not yet appeared within the activity of the condition of the origin.  

And that is why when we personify the activity of the condition of the origin we call it the activity of 

true love.   

 And that is also probably why when people think about the way Tathagata Zen explains true 

love that they think that it is explained in a sexual way.  Go ahead and think that way if you want to.  

But if you get tied up in sexual kind of thinking then it will turn out that you will end up unconditionally 

accepting the “I am” self as real and valid, and it will become more and more difficult to grasp true 

wisdom. 

 We say we cannot live, we cannot exist without love, but who says that?  It is that crack.  
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That crack which first appeared in the perfection of absolute space when plus and minus broke 

through each other and separated from each other.  That crack grow up, develops, evolves and finally 

comes to do the activity of consciousness.  And that crack is the one who says we can’t live without 

love.  So it is very important, that crack. 

 And that crack advances and develops until it makes all of plus and minus its content.  Then 

the crack is manifesting itself as the complete cosmos.  That is the manifestation of perfect love.  

But if you attach to that imperfect crack which says “I am” then you will never be able to manifest true 

love for your self.  No matter how much time passes you will always have to have true love as an 

object outside of yourself.  

 I’m afraid that today’s talk was a little bit disjointed, and therefore difficult to understand and 

listen to.  I hope maybe the old students kind of caught what I was trying to get at.  But anyway, it is 

enough just to take away with you from this talk that the crack appears, and that crack becomes the 

imperfect, “I am” proclaiming self, and that imperfect “I am”  crack will go on to manifest true love 

when it makes all of plus and minus its content, and is manifesting itself as the great cosmos itself.   

 When Joshu says, “Mu” you have to be able to understand it as a word pointing to the 

expression of true love.  So it is fine if you think that Zen practice is sexual activity.  It is fine to think 

that it is sexual, but I have to remind you that the people who are thinking it is sexual are the people 

who are attached to their imperfect “I am” selves.  And for the people who are bent on manifesting 

perfect, true love, those people don’t attach to their “I am” selves.  They move forward, on and on, 

and don’t get tied up by thinking that it is a sexual activity.  Finally we got to the koan, Joshu’s Mu, 

and I’ve said something about it.  I’ve said that the Mu Joshu said is an expression of true love.  So 

now we can finally get into the realm of practicing this Joshu’s Mu.   

 

終 

the end         
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