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Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi 

Rinzai-Ji  

September 29, 1998 

Translator: Giko 

 
Mumonkan  Case One: Joshu and the Puppy 

 

A Monk once asked master Joshu, “Has a dog the Buddha nature or not?” Joshu 

said, “Mu.” 

  

 This is the third day since we’ve started this dai-sesshin, but it seems to me as if I 

haven’t gotten anywhere in my teishos yet.  Maybe it is because it isn’t necessary to progress 

in Zen practice that my teishos also haven’t progressed any.  But if it is a teaching that doesn’t 

progress, if it is that kind of activity, then you probably will think it is useless to us, it is trivial 

and insignificant, and there would be no need for us to learn it.  But the truth is that the 

activity of Zen is an activity that doesn’t need to go either forward or backward.  But people 

who are actually practicing Zen say themselves that the content of the activity of Zen is to make 

both going forward and retreating your content.  So that is why we say it is a contradictory 

teaching (矛盾).  And people who study Zen bump in to this contradictory nature of Zen, not 

just a little bit, but all the time, from the very beginning, and so it confuses them, and they end 

up thinking Zen is just dumb, and then they quit practicing. 

 We say that originally this activity which forms this world does not have any need to 

either go forward, or retreat.  I know I’m saying the same thing over and over again, but why 

does Zen teach this contradictory teaching that on the one hand there is no need to go forward 

or backward, and on the other hand you must do the activities of both going forward and 

backward.  But if you really experience the activity of Zen for yourself you’ll see to the bottom 
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of this principle, and you’ll see that originally there is neither going forward nor going 

backwards within the activity which forms this universe.  But this very universe of ours has as 

its content both the two mutually opposing activities of going forward and backward, and so 

here is where many problems and questions come up.  These fundamental two mutually 

opposing activities are the activities which give birth to all existences, in other words which give 

birth to all of you, but there is not even one single existence that when it first appears is already 

complete.   

 And just as I said yesterday and the day before, every single existence is born 

incomplete, but inevitably, without fail, it will mature to become the complete self.  And when 

that complete condition is manifest it is not fixated, the activity does not stop in the complete 

condition.  And as I always say that complete condition is called the state of samadhi.  And 

we name that state of samadhi in various ways such as the manifestation of true love, or the 

manifestation of One True Nature.  Although people don’t understand the principle of it, 

everybody, in their belly has the desire to seek true love.  There is nothing such as a God, or 

an absolute Being, or an Almighty apart from this very manifestation of true love or 

manifestation of One True Nature.  If you say that there is something apart from, other than, 

the condition of true love, or the condition of the manifestation of One True Nature that can 

help you, if you think that there is a God that can help you which is other than the 

manifestation of true love then, I guess it is okay to say that, but I’m telling you it is a mistake.  

When you actually manifest true love, nobody when they are manifesting true love will be 

seeking love anymore.  When you are manifesting true love nobody has any need to think 

things such as “I want to live in a big house, I want to live in a rich country, I want to become 

wealthy.”  The teaching of Zen is very clear about this, and says that if ever there is self which 

is seeking true love, seeking the manifestation of One True Nature, seeking One God, then that 

self which is seeking is the incomplete self.  It is never the case that the self which is actually 
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manifesting true love, which is actually manifesting the perfect self ever says things like that.   

 In Buddhism, and especially in this kind of Zen called Tathagata Zen we say that the 

manifestation of true love is the same as the state of samadhi.  We also say that the state of 

samadhi is the state in which the activities of plus and minus, the fundamental two mutually 

opposing activities have completely become one.  That is what we call the manifestation of 

the activity of zero.  When zero is manifest then the self which insists upon saying “I am”  is 

completely gone, and you are manifesting zero. 

 When we actually practice Zen we name the plus activity, at least as a temporary 

expedient, the object, and the minus activity the subject.  But when subject and object 

become one then all that is left is the state of unification itself.  Subject and object have both 

melted completely into the state of unification.  That is the manifestation of One True Nature.  

That is true love.  That is the manifestation of the state of zero.  That’s why we teach that 

this condition of the manifestation of One True Nature, or zero, or true love is a condition 

which is beyond all comparisons.  If you want to name this complete condition the Absolute 

Being, or the Almighty, or God, or Buddha then you must remember, as I teach you over and 

over again endlessly, that there is no God or Buddha apart from or outside of the manifestation 

of true love.  If you want to name the state of samadhi or the state of the manifestation of 

One True Nature God, if you are from another religion, that’s fine.  In Buddhism we also name 

it the dharmakaya, or the cosmic Buddha.   

 Everything is embraced by true love.  I mean everything is embraced by this activity of 

true love, even God, even Buddha.  There is absolutely no God or Buddha outside of this 

activity of plus and minus completely becoming one and manifesting One True Nature.  That’s 

why we say in Tathagata Zen over and over and over again that there is no God outside of the 

manifestation of your true self.  So who is it that can say, “God is the one that will save us!  

God is the one who saved me!”  People who manifest true love for themselves don’t say that.  
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There is not even one person who having manifested true love themselves would say that God 

saved them.  We teach about this very clearly, and say that anyone who can stand in front of 

some kind of imagined God or Buddha and call out, “Please help me!”  Those people are 

nothing more than idiots.  They are speaking from the perspective of the imperfect self, and 

seeking clever sounding things, saying clever things, and saying things like “I understand.”  

People who actually manifest true love never say such nonsense.  There is no God or Buddha 

or Absolute Being or Creator outside of the manifestation of true love. 

 The teaching of Buddhism is to say that samadhi, true love, the manifestation of One 

True Nature is manifest when plus and minus completely become one, but that condition of 

oneness does not stagnate, again the two activities of plus and minus will break apart that 

condition of samadhi, and plus and minus will separate from each other.  And yesterday also I 

told you that when plus and minus do separate, in between plus and minus is where the 

incomplete existent being appears.  And because there are some new people here I am 

repeating myself, and I would like to say again that the incomplete existence being which 

appears in between plus and minus appears having received both the activity of plus and the 

activity of minus.  All of you are the same in this.  Every single one of you are manifesting 

your “I am” self having received equal amounts of plus and minus.  Although there are 

differences in the deepness or shallowness of this receiving, the basic activity of receiving 

equally from plus and minus is the same for everyone.   

 And when the incomplete existence appears, plus and minus, because they have given 

part of themselves in order to give birth to this incomplete existence, they also are not 

appearing as the complete activities of plus and minus.  I know I have told you this many times 

before.  The incomplete activity of plus and the incomplete activity of minus; when we enter 

the arena of practice we name them in various ways.  Sometimes we can name the activity of 

plus past and sometimes future, and the same with the activity of minus.  But for today let’s 
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say that the incomplete activity of plus is the activity of the future, and father resides in the 

world of future, and the incomplete activity of minus is the activity of past, and that is where 

mother resides.  And so you can see that mother, father, and your self, all three appear 

simultaneously, and all three are incomplete.  Although you have both plus and minus as your 

content, because you have them incompletely as your content you are not the complete being, 

you are an incomplete being.  The teaching of Buddhism says that in this world in which the 

self has appeared there is not one single thing which is complete.  Even if we talk about the 

world of the future, in other words the father’s world, that is the incomplete activity of plus, 

and the mother’s world, in other words the world of the past, is also the incomplete activity of 

minus.  So there is not even one thing which is complete or perfect.   

 And that self, that imperfect, incomplete self, Buddhism says that it is that imperfect self 

which goes around and says any old thing it wants to say, any old self centered, arbitrary things 

it wants to say, such as “I hate religion.  I hate Zen.  I hate Buddhism.  I hate Christianity.”  

Somebody is here visiting from Europe, and next year it will be exactly twenty years since I 

started a zendo in Europe.  I’ve been to many different countries in Europe.  I’ve taught Zen 

in Germany, and I’ve been to France, and I’ve even gone to Spain several times to teach Zen, 

and I find a slight difference between Europe and America.  I know Americans also think that 

their “I am” selves are very important, and they base their democracy on thinking how 

important their “I am” selves are, but in Europe it seems as if people are even more strongly 

devoted to their “I am” selves, and using their imperfect “I am” self as the foundation of their 

thinking, they say very strongly their opinions; “I love this person.  I hate that person.  I love 

Zen.  I hate Zen.”  The incomplete self is imperfect, it’s incomplete, so the goal of the 

incomplete self must be to manifest the complete self, and that which destroys the complete 

self, we have to call it the devil, don’t we, we have to call it our enemy and oppose that.  I’ve 

told you many times that the only way to manifest the complete self is to dissolve your 
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imperfect self.  But especially in Europe it seems as if people very extremely hold on to the 

idea that their imperfect “I am” selves are their true selves.  Americans are also pretty 

passionate about believing their imperfect selves are their true selves.  You all just think in 

your own self centered ways.  You assert your “I am” selves, and then seem to enjoy fighting 

each other.  How about all of you?  If any of you think that I am telling a lie about this, come 

right up here and tell me!   

 If we talk about the state Europe is in, it is people self centeredly, and arbitrarily 

creating their own Gods, and then having religious wars about them.  I think we can say that 

Europe is still in the condition of people thinking that their “I am” imperfect selves are the most 

important things in the world, and fixating and asserting those “I am” selves.  Maybe America 

is a little bit different than that.  If I’m wrong about how I see Europe, well then that’s okay, 

I’ll mend my way of thinking, if I am, actually, thinking incorrectly about this.   

 The “I am” self is the imperfect self, and as long as people think that the incomplete, “I 

am” proclaiming self is their true self then there will never be peace in this world.  The perfect 

self will never be manifest.  In other words true God will never be manifest.  The true God 

belongs neither to the objective world or the subjective world, but people who are attached to 

their imperfect, “I am” selves tend to place God in the objective world, as objects to 

themselves, and then they say all sorts of things such as, “That God loves me, but that God 

doesn't like me,” or “We can’t live without God,” and they continue to say these stinky, rotten 

things over and over again.  It seems as if people who call themselves “cultured people” like 

to fixate their “I am” selves, stand up in that fixated “I am” self, and say many flowery, beautiful 

sounding things.  I think there are probably many groups like that here in America too. 

 The teaching of Buddhism says that inevitably the condition of samadhi, the 

manifestation of One True Nature, the manifestation of true love will break apart.  In other 

words God itself will divide it’s own body in two, and when that happens right in the body of 
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God the three worlds of past, present, and future will be manifest.  As I have been saying, the 

self has both plus and minus as its content, but it is imperfect.  And father and mother are the 

same.  For example, mother only has minus incompletely as her content, so she is imperfect.  

And father has plus as his content, but he has plus incompletely as his content, so he is 

imperfect.   

 And this not-perfect world is, as I’ve been telling you over and over again, according to 

Buddhism, called the material world.  The complete, perfect condition of true love, the 

manifestation of One True Nature is a condition which no one can see, no one can grasp, no 

one can push away.  The reason why it is a world that no one can see, and also that no one 

can push away is because it is a world that only is manifest when the imperfect self has 

completely vanished, and also the imperfect plus activity, in other words father, and the 

imperfect minus activity, in other words mother, have also vanished.  It is a world that 

thought cannot occur in.  It is a world that has no necessity for thought.  True God is silent.  

True Buddha has no words.  Please realize this principle for yourself.  You have to really 

grasp the principle that when true love is manifest the man and the woman both 

simultaneously, immediately are silent, have no mouths, have no words.  In Zen we say the 

moment you let out words like “good” or “evil” already the incomplete, “I am” self has been 

manifest, so why don’t you really take this to heart?  

 But then, as I always ask you, we have to ask the question, who is it that talks about 

these things, stuff like the perfect self, and the imperfect self?  In Buddhism we say that of 

course it’s the enlightened person that says this, the enlightened person that both clearly had 

the experience of the condition of samadhi and also has clearly had the experience of breaking 

out of that condition of samadhi and manifesting the “I am” self. And it’s that “I am” self that 

talks about these things. And, as I always say, that self which has been born when the condition 

of samadhi is first open is the “I am” self which has the present moment as it’s content. And 



Day Three Dai-sesshin, September 29 1998, Teisho By Kyozan Joshu Roshi, Mumonkan Case One 

 

8 

 

simultaneously with the appearance of the present moment self past and future appear, in 

other words, when the child is born, at that very same moment, mother and father are born. 

The reason why this principle that you and your mother and father are all born simultaneously 

is so difficult for you to understand is that there are Buddhist scholars who don’t even 

understand this most basic principle.  

 Really, it is difficult. But if you are really practicing Zen; for instance, if you’ve practiced 

Zen seriously for five or six years then the principle that you appear together with the worlds of 

past and future, that you appear at exactly the same time that your mother and father manifest 

is something that you should clearly have grasped by now. And that incomplete self that is 

manifest, as I always say, again it must grow, it must develop to again manifest the complete 

self, to again manifest perfect true love. There is no God or Buddha apart from the perfect 

condition, in Buddhism when we refer to God or Buddha or the Absolute or the Almighty what 

we mean is this complete, perfect condition. In Buddhism we say that the people who have 

manifested the wisdom that clearly knows this principle are the enlightened people. From the 

point of view of the enlightened person, therefore, when that enlightened person looks upon 

everything, the enlightened person sees that because true God is the complete condition, 

everything is the child of God, everything is the child of the perfect condition.   

 It is really easy to talk about Zen, but the talks tend to take a long time, so I’ll stop 

talking about what I’ve been talking about, and try to enter into giving teisho on today’s koan.  

I would really like, especially those ordained people who are wearing the monk’s robes, the 

koromo, to understand the principle of the difference between what a teisho is, and what just a 

lecture is, where someone gets up and just talks about this and that.  The “I am” self 

inevitably will always appear, but when the “I am” self is gone you become one with God, one 

with the Absolute Being, one with the Almighty.  You share the same body.  That is the 

complete self.  That is God.  You will inevitably manifest the wisdom which knows this 
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principle.  But that complete self, as I always say, is not fixated, again the imperfect self will be 

manifest.  The manifestation of the perfect self has transcended both subject and object, so 

that is what we call the world of “mushiki” the world of no form.  That is no longer the 

material world.  That world is the world which has transcended the material world.  The 

world of no form.  In other words the spiritual world.  And that world is the world of the 

manifestation of true love, and when that activity of love is broken forth from the “I am” self 

appears.  What we call teisho is to speak about this activity, this activity which we call the 

dharma activity.  This activity which doesn’t attach to the position of the imperfect, 

incomplete “I am” self, and also doesn’t attach to the position of God, the absolute position, 

the perfect position, the position of perfect love.  At least as a temporary way of thinking you 

must think that the activity of dharma, in other words the activity of the two mutually opposing 

activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata repetitively, alternately unifying and separating is the 

activity upon which you stand when you give teisho.  To say it more concretely you manifest 

true love, and then oppositely you manifest the imperfect self; you demonstrate that kind of 

activity and speak about it at the same time.  As you are demonstrating actually doing the 

dharma activity you are speaking about the dharma activity.  That is teisho.  That is way of 

speaking of a true Zen person.  But, when you attach to the “I am” self, and speak from the 

viewpoint of the “I am” self, then you start saying things like, “What about the future?  What 

about the past?”  And future and past will eternally be objects for you.  And you will go 

blabbering on and on endlessly.  Taking these things as objects, such as “What is Buddhism?  

What is Christianity?  What is Islam?”  And chattering on and on about these things as 

objects from the perspective of the imperfect self is what we call the academic world, not the 

Zen world.  Religious wars will always occur as long as people insist on making religion belong 

to the world of the imperfect self only.  That’s why there is nothing worse than religion.  But 

true religion must be that activity of dissolving the imperfect self, and manifesting the complete 
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self, and don’t you think that is what true human life must become?  We have to speak from 

the perspective of knowing that both the Zen point of view and the academic point of view are 

necessary.  That both teisho and academic talks are necessary.  

 And if you can even just manifest the wisdom that understands this much then it should 

be very easy for you to grasp the meaning of this koan of Joshu’s Mu.  The self is simply that 

which repetitively, alternately manifests the complete self and the incomplete self.  This 

dharma activity, this activity of tatha-gata and tatha-agata never fixates, never attaches to the 

perfect self, and also never attaches to the imperfect self.  In other words the dharma activity 

works completely without will to repetitively, alternately manifest the perfect self and the 

imperfect self over and over.  If the dharma activity did have will there is no way it could do 

that.  Because the dharma activity has no will it can freely manifest the position of God, and 

also freely manifest the imperfect human material world, and then dissolve the material world 

and manifest the spiritual world again. 

 And as I said before this will-less activity is called the activity of zero.  And in Buddhism 

we call the zero activity, the activity which has no will, the activity of the dharma in which the “I 

am” self dissolves and then is manifest again over and over the activity of emptiness.  The 

dharma activity is the activity of emptiness.  In other words the activity of Zen, the activity of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, is empty.   

 The word “Mu” which appears in this koan was a word that was in common use in China 

at the time, and that is why Joshu used the word “Mu” to refer to the activity of emptiness 

which is working without any will, in order for the Chinese people to be able to understand it 

more easily.  He is calling that dharma activity which forms the world without will “Mu.”  

What he means by Mu is the activity of emptiness.  So tomorrow I’ll finally give teisho on this 

koan of “Mu.” 


